
        
            
                
            
        

    

   


   


   


   


  Legend


   


  The Sanctuary Series


  Volume Eight


   


   


  Robert J. Crane




   


  Legend


  The Sanctuary Series, Volume Eight


  

  Robert J. Crane


  Copyright © 2016 Revelen Press


  All Rights Reserved.


   


  1st Edition
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  This one is dedicated to the GC Alumni, without whom none of this would ever have happened.
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  Prologue


   


  Cyrus Davidon stared across the fire-lit archive. The flames cast their light in a wavering glow across the sand-colored stones while shadows moved subtly between the three men in the room. Silence reigned. Cyrus stood by the window, the cool autumn air prickling at his skin beneath his armor as he stared at the newest arrival. The fire crackled in the hearth with a loud pop, but none of them stirred.


  Cyrus’s eyes fell upon Vaste the troll, who held his tongue in the corner nearest the fire, seated upon an old chair salvaged from the wreckage of the Council Chambers next door. The troll’s back and shoulders moved up and down in time with his breath, the only sign that he was alive, his green skin tinted orange by the reflection of the flames. The faint smell of sweet smoke hung in the air as Cyrus worked his gaze back to the last man in the room, the one he’d been looking at only a moment before, the one who stood next to a battered bookshelf, armor creaking faintly as he shifted position. This man was breathing audibly, long, slow breaths that seemed to mist in front of his lips. He was missing an eye beneath a black patch that covered his socket, and he carried his helm beneath his arm, his cloak rolling off his shoulders to reveal his old armor returned to him, covering him beneath the dull grey cloth that fastened at his neck.


  “Alaric,” Cyrus said. His face burned in the cool air, hot and flushed, as though the heat of it were lighting up the night lurking beyond the window at his back.


  “It is still I,” Alaric said, though he did not smile. He looked carefully at Cyrus. “But you sound surprised, as though you did not know I was coming.”


  “I suppose I didn’t fully trust that you’d show up,” Cyrus said quietly. He’d felt hope kindled within him only moments earlier, when the knight had appeared in the archive. It had sparked a warm sense of familiarity, the like of which he could not recall feeling for over a year—a sense that things might actually get better, for once, instead of worse.


  That hope had already begun to fade.


  Alaric stared back at Cyrus with his lone eye. “Were I in your position, perhaps I might feel the same.” He fumbled beneath his cloak, removing his gauntlets from his hands one by one, the metal creaking as he did so.


  “Might you?” Cyrus asked, hushed yet bitter.


  Alaric’s grey eye found his then flicked away, as if in guilt or shame. “If I recall correctly … I believe, yes, I did react much the same when I was in your position.”


  “When were you in my position?” Cyrus asked, not taking his eyes off the old knight. “I followed you to … I lost …” The muscles of his face writhed as he fought to stay composed. “I lost … everything, Alaric. Everything.”


  Alaric looked up at him, meeting his gaze once more, his sorrow unmistakable. “I know.”


  “Do you?” Cyrus threw back at him.


  “Cyrus, that’s not fair,” Vaste said, rising to his feet, standing head and shoulder above even Cyrus. “You know damned well Alaric has lost—”


  “I don’t know what he’s lost,” Cyrus said, letting the spite poke out like spines from a bonefish. “I know what I’ve lost from following him.” He stood in silent anger for a beat. “I know he lied to me.” He stared at Alaric, who did not move. “You lied to me, Alaric. About so much. You kept the truth carefully hidden, didn’t you? Any truth that didn’t suit you, you just … pretended didn’t exist?”


  “But now you know,” Alaric said quietly, not meeting Cyrus’s gaze with his own. His breathing had faltered, and he was still as carved stone.


  “Yes, now I know,” Cyrus said, “though not from you.” He stalked over to Vaste and took the book from the troll’s hand. “Some of it I learned from my mother, in the last year. And some of it—” he brandished the diary in front of his own face, “I learned from your own hand. Truth taken, not given freely.” He flipped open the diary and read the first line: “Here begins the account of Alaric Garaunt, Guildmaster of these halls and the first of my name …” He slammed it shut again. “But that wasn’t even your real name, was it? You didn’t begin your life as Alaric Garaunt; you were Lord Ulric Garrick before you even came to these shores … some ten thousand years ago.” Cyrus slammed the diary against the mantle above the hearth, making a sound like a slap that echoed around dark the room. “Like you said in the book—it’s all right here, your confession.”


  “I left it here,” Alaric said, his back turned to Cyrus. “I expected someone would find it, sooner or later. And I told you on the day you faced Yartraak that I failed you. That I wished I had trusted you more—”


  “Yet still you held back the truth,” Cyrus said, coldly accusing. “You kept it from me. From us. But if you’d told us—”


  “Sometimes,” Alaric said, “when you’ve been digging your own grave for so long, it becomes impossible to stop and put down the shovel.”


  “Alaric,” Vaste said, “the secrets you kept … they were … well, I have to believe they were for our own good—”


  “They were not,” Cyrus said, grinding the words out. “You read the diary. They were for his own good. To keep secret his guilt, his complicity—”


  “That’s not fair, Cyrus,” Vaste said.


  “The truth is not a fair thing at all, Vaste,” Cyrus said. “It’s quite ugly, in fact.”


  Alaric half-turned, swinging around far enough to show Cyrus his one good eye. “Aye. The truth is ugly, and I often hid it from you—from all of you. Some of it out of concern for your lives, some of it out of … shame. My past was not honorable, and I wished to be thought of as decent, so for this I beg your forgiveness—”


  “Well, you can’t have it!” Cyrus shouted into the stillness of the archive. “I followed you,” he said, voice returning to a hushed whisper beneath the pops of the fire. “I believed in your purpose for us. When no one else would stride forward with you on the Endless Bridge, I stepped out in faith. I believed in you.” He reached a hand beneath his chainmail and breastplate, rummaging for the chain that hung around his neck, and dragged out the medallion that rested near to his heart. It was a plain, imperfect circle, and at its center was a scrawl of ancient writing that spiraled to the center. He held it up in front of Alaric. “I believed in you … I followed you … and I lost everything.”


  Alaric did not look at him, and his shoulders held utterly still beneath his armor. “I know.”


  Cyrus stared at him. “Is that all you have to say?” His voice quavered with emotion. “After all this time? After all I …” Cyrus looked to Vaste, who still stood beside the fire, rooted to the spot. “Only a minute ago you told me there was hope. But how can there be hope, Alaric? She’s gone … so many of them … we lost …” Cyrus felt the tug at his face again, the hot fire burning in his eyes. “How can you possibly consider … how can you think there’s hope?” He took a step toward the paladin. “How … how do you go on … when you know your best days are behind you? When every morning tastes of ashes and dust, and all that you knew and loved is gone?” He took another step toward the old knight, his voice pleading. “What do you do, Alaric? Because I know what I want to do, and it’s to not go on any longer. It’s to be done, to end it for all time—”


  “That is not the way,” Alaric said softly, unmoving.


  “Maybe it’s not your way,” Cyrus said, his words simmering with resentment, “but I don’t think I have any faith left in your way, given all that it’s brought me.” He tossed a look at Vaste. “Go ahead. Tell me I’m being unfair again.”


  Vaste stared back at him. “Would it make you stop?”


  “No.”


  “Then what’s the point?” the troll asked, the life gone from his once-vibrant voice.


  “What do you do, Alaric?” Cyrus asked, turning to look back at the paladin. “What am I supposed to do? I came here, I waited …” He let the chain droop around his neck, and the pendant clattered against his armor. “How can you expect me … to go on … without her?” His voice cracked, but he held it all together by the thinnest thread.


  Alaric stood, still, his eye downcast, and when he finally answered, his own voice was as quiet as Cyrus had ever heard it. “I don’t expect you to.” He looked up to meet Cyrus’s gaze, and there was a faint glimmer of liquid in the corner of his eye. He looked up, right into Cyrus’s eyes, and in that moment, Cyrus knew that the Ghost of Sanctuary was fully aware of why he’d come back to this place.


  “I want it to end, Alaric,” Cyrus said. Vaste blanched, looking away. “I came here to end it all. To die here, where I belong.” He closed his eyes, embracing the darkness. “Help me end my torment, this aimless walking through Arkaria empty, Alaric. Bring me the peace of death.”


  “Cyrus …” Vaste began, a pleading tone in his voice.


  Cyrus opened his eyes again, and Alaric’s hand fell slowly, smoothing back the edges of his cloak, pushing it to rest behind the scabbard that he wore upon his belt. His fingers played along the pattern on the hilt until they reached the skull-shaped pommel. He grasped the hilt firmly in his hand and drew his sword.


  It came out smoothly, the blade named Aterum. The runes along the blade glowed faintly orange in the firelight, and it seemed to sing as he brought it up. “I have failed you, Cyrus,” Alaric said, and a tear streaked slowly down his cheek. “Failed you as a leader, failed you as a mentor, and failed you as a sworn brother …” He brought the blade around and held it up, the fire shining on the blackened steel, as the old knight spoke in a voice of unrelenting sadness. “And now I come to you at last, in order to make it right. To soothe your pain, to bring you peace, the only way remaining that I can … by giving you what you seek.”




   


   


   


   


  ONE YEAR EARLIER




   


   


   


   


  1.


   


  “Are you ready to go home?” Vara asked.


  The soft words faded and Cyrus snapped awake in the darkness to the sound of a dog baying in the distance. He could still hear words, low and sweet, like a drink of water on a scorching day. They were familiar words, spoken by a familiar voice, but they seemed to fade like a mirage in the desert as Cyrus woke up, mentally grasping for them, trying to hold on to the dream as he woke. He knew that voice, could see sunlight, feel warmth in the course of the dream he’d left behind, but it was gone now, along with the speaker. He was alone in the dark, in an unfamiliar place …


  And Vara was not here.


  The air around him was still, but there were other sounds just beyond his hearing, like whispered words too soft to be grasped. He jerked, his armor rattling as he sat up. His mouth was dry and his lips were cracked and chapped. He blinked, trying to see, but he could not. Faint lines in the distance hinted at something, but his eyes could not break through the shroud of the darkness that covered him.


  He brought his bare palm to a brow slick with sweat and rubbed at his face. He could almost taste the salty sweat. He took a breath, then another. The sound of the dog faded in the distance.


  Cyrus whispered the words for Nessalima’s light under his breath, and a glimmering brilliance appeared suddenly at the tip of his bare finger, forcing him to blink away in the sudden blinding intensity. He opened his eyes again cautiously, staring to his side.


  Uneven planks made up the wall next to him, gaps between the weathered boards. He was covered in a worn blanket of coarse wool that was rough beneath his other hand. He wiped a wet palm upon it and scanned the room. He was lying on a bed, and above him he could see familiar slats holding up another thin mattress. As he turned his head to look out at the room on his other side, the reason for its familiarity became obvious, as obvious as the faces staring back at him in the darkness.


  “You’re awake,” Quinneria said, her green eyes shining, reflecting his spell back at him. Her concern was written plain upon her face, her forehead heavily creased. Cyrus heard her sigh as she leaned back on the old wooden chair across the room.


  “Finally,” Vaste said quietly, lacking all his usual sarcasm. Cyrus stared at the troll, who was leaning against the wall nearest the door, his staff fashioned into a spear with a makeshift tip that extended around the crystal at its center like bowed legs that met at the point of the toes.


  Cyrus looked around the old horsebarn-turned-barracks-turned-guildhall. “How long was I out?” He pressed his damp hand against his head again, pushing sweat-soaked hair out of his eyes. The world seemed cloudy around the corners of his mind, even as the setting became clear around him. I should know this place, he thought. I did live here for quite some time, after all.


  “Hours and hours,” Quinneria said, coming off the chair lightly, her staff, Philos, clutched in her long fingertips. She wore purple robes, the disguise she had carried all these longs years clearly cast away for good. “It’s past midnight now.”


  “How did we …?” Cyrus blinked into the dark. His head ached, and he brought up his other hand and conjured water in a skin. He pressed it to his lips and let the cool liquid pour down his dry throat.


  “You don’t remember?” Vaste asked, not stirring in his place by the door. “You don’t remember coming to your old home?”


  “Are you ready to go home now?” His wife’s voice tinkled through his mind like crystal windchimes on a breezy day, so vivid he could almost hear her in the darkness. But she was not there, he was sure of it.


  “Well, I know we’re in Reikonos,” Cyrus said, pulling the skin away from his dry lips, beads of water slipping into the stubble around his mouth. He glanced around. “We’re in the old guildhall of the Kings of Reikonos. In the slums.”


  Quinneria eased over to the side of the bed. “Do you recall why we came here?”


  Cyrus frowned. Something prickled at the back of his memory, some faint memory past the ache in his skull. “I …” There were flashes of the midday sun overhead, the sound of the water tinkling in the fountain in Reikonos Square, daring to break through at him. They hit him like a flurry of taps to the side of his head, distracting but not painful. “I don’t …”


  “Cyrus …” Vaste said, his voice halting.


  “I …” Cyrus stared straight ahead, at the wall of the barn, the grains of the wood running their curving lines down one of the planks. It reminded him of hair, pooled and flowing, and he saw a flash of yellow locks against brown stone, the sun gleaming down on it, shining.


  “Do you remember why we’re here?” Quinneria asked, soft and low, the whisper of a mother at her son’s bedside.


  Cyrus’s breathing was rough, like he’d just woken from a nightmare instead of a pleasant dream. “We were … it’s night, now …”


  “Cyrus,” Vaste said. “It’s been night for hours.”


  “But we’re in Reikonos,” Cyrus said, and the sight of red eyes burned in his vision, hateful eyes peering at him, a booming voice like a bellow in his ear. “Because …” He smacked his lips together, and it was as though he’d never even had that drink of water to slake his thirst. “Because …”


  A vision of scarlet blood pooling against the shining yellow hair appeared as he blinked in the darkness, a silver breastplate rent asunder, and eyes as blue as the skies losing all their luster as they faded into—


  “No,” Cyrus whispered into the silence, and he heard laughter in the distance, rough and unpleasant, echoing down the slum streets.


  “Do you recall—” Vaste began.


  Cyrus threw off the thin blanket and brought his feet to the dirt floor. His boots were missing, and he raised the lighted hand to reveal them against the side of the bunk bed on which he sat. He fumbled for them with his fingers, still lit by spell-light, and started to put them on.


  “He recalls,” Quinneria said quietly.


  “Then where is he going?” Vaste asked with rising alarm.


  “I have to—” Cyrus shoved his foot into the first boot violently in his haste to leave. The chainmail that wrapped him to the ankle rattled against the top of the boot as he let his foot drop, and he went for the second.


  “Here,” Quinneria said, and he looked up to find her holding a belt with two weapons in their scabbards, her face solemn. “I brought along the scabbard for Rodanthar.”


  Cyrus shoved his other foot into the remaining boot, then snatched up the belt and scabbards from her hands. He stood and went to place it upon his waist, struggling to clasp it as though he hadn’t done this thousands of times before.


  “Where are you going?” Vaste asked flatly.


  He knows the answer, but he asks anyway, Cyrus thought, struggling to finish dressing himself. He stooped to pick up his helm and gauntlets from the floor of the barn and put them on.


  “You know where he’s going,” Quinneria said, picking up Philos once more, her thin fingers running along the dull, perfectly ordinary staff.


  “I’m not convinced he even knows his name at this point,” Vaste said, coming off the wall and shaking the entire structure as he did so. The old barn rattled in the night. “I’d like to hear him say something—complete a sentence, really, as he hasn’t for a while now. I can see his head spinning from here, but I’m not really sure if he’s quite gotten himself together just yet.” The troll sauntered his way over to where Cyrus stood as though he were in the middle of a calm day of shopping in the markets. “Cyrus … do you remember what happened?”


  “Bellarum attacked Sanctuary,” Cyrus said stiffly, shoving the helm on top of his head, pulling hair, as he met the troll’s gaze. “And we ran, like first-year initiates of the Society—”


  “Cyrus—” Quinneria said.


  “We ran, yes, quite wisely,” Vaste said, “since he beat you senseless and killed—”


  “He did not—” Cyrus put a hand on Praelior and surged forward to come face-to-chest with the troll. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Cyrus said, and detoured around Vaste’s bulk.


  “I know what I’m talking about,” Vaste called after him. “I was there. I was there after it happened. I used the bloody resurrection spell and—dammit, she was my friend, too, Cyrus!” he shouted, his voice echoing in the barn and filtering through the uneven planks into the world outside. “I damned well saw what happened, and no matter how enraged or emotional you are, charging off—wherever you’re charging off to—it won’t do a thing to bring her or Sanctuary bac—”


  “I’m going to the Plains of Perdamun,” Cyrus said, spinning about at the door. “I’m going to Sanctuary, and I’m going to go back to—”


  “Death.” Vaste nodded, casting his eyes down. “You’re going to death.”


  “I’m going back!” Cyrus shouted, spittle flying from his lips. “We left without them, without any of them, and—have you—have you both been just sitting here for the last—however many hours?”


  “We were watching over you,” Quinneria said. “You collapsed in the square. We were worried you might have been injured in the fight, but after healing did nothing we concluded you were simply—”


  “You’re cracked,” Vaste said flatly. “As well you might be after losing your guild and your w—”


  “SHE’S NOT—” Cyrus drew his blade, and the glow of the quartal’s mystical nature gleamed in the still-going light of his spell. “Don’t you say that about her.”


  “Fine.” Vaste folded his arms in front of him. “Fine, then. Go on. Go to the Plains of Perdamun. Cast the spell.”


  “I don’t know it,” Cyrus said, Praelior wavering in his hand.


  “I’ll take you.” Quinneria stepped forward.


  “Are you out of your mind, too?” Vaste caught her with a hand upon her shoulder. “Do you honestly intend to take him right back to—”


  “It’s been hours,” Quinneria said. “They’ll … they’ll be gone by now.”


  “You assume. A dangerous presumption on which to hang your lives.”


  “I have to go,” Cyrus said, drawing Rodanthar for his other hand. “Take me there. Now, please.” His breaths came urgently, as though he were having trouble controlling them.


  Vaste made a hoarse gasping noise as he started to speak. “Isn’t it enough that you’ve lost nearly everything? Do you really need to go back and possibly lose your life, too?”


  “If you’d just left me there, where I belonged,” Cyrus said, locking eyes with the troll, anger and menace no longer contained, “we wouldn’t need to have this discussion now and you wouldn’t have to worry about the risks to your precious little life—”


  Vaste stiffened, bristling. “So that’s it, then. Fine. Very fine.”


  “Let’s go,” Cyrus said to his mother.


  “I’ll be going with you, then,” Vaste said, not taking his eyes off Cyrus. Even in the dark, they burned so obviously back at Cyrus that their normal onyx and yellow looked like red to him, and Cyrus shuddered involuntarily.


  “Why bother?” Cyrus asked.


  “Because someone ought to be worried about your life,” Vaste said as the spell magic started to rise around them, “since clearly you aren’t.” And the light of the spell rose to a blinding crescendo and carried them away.




   


   


   


   


  2.


   


  Here begins the account of Alaric Garaunt, Guildmaster of these halls and the first of my name …


  Let this telling serve as both record and confession, and let it be known that whatever might be said of me now—master of these halls, leader of these great people, killer of the Sorceress—every truth carries a lie, and every lie hides its own truth. So too it is with my tale, both improbable and true, and yet for so long I have hidden much, so much, from all but a very few. I learned to tell secrets and lies, to spin the truth to mask my true purpose. Those lessons are so deeply ingrained that even shedding my skin like a snake still leaves them imprinted upon my very flesh, and I cannot seem to reform myself to virtue.


  I learned the business of lies early, in a house where lies were not tolerated. I learned them to hide myself, my secret failings, from my father, who had perhaps never told a lie in his life’s entirety and whose virtue was an unquestioned mountain, so high I could scarcely see the foothills from where I stood at the bottom, in a quagmire of deception, ego, arrogance and self-loathing. The virtues espoused by the House of Garrick were many and noble, pretty words that meant nothing to a troubled seventeen-year-old.


  On the day of a successor to the Kingdom of Luukessia’s royal throne’s majority, he chooses the words of his house, virtues that will define his rule and legacy. Five simple words, five simple virtues; a tradition designed to announce to the kingdom what sort of governance they could expect when the old king died and the new king ascended. Sometimes the words change over the course of a king’s life—we are not immutable beings, after all, we humans—but the words only change occasionally, and with great ceremony.


  Five days before my eighteenth birthday, I stood before the throne of my father, the old king. He looked down upon me with that same sense of mingled worry that he’d adopted some years before, his long, greying hair visible beneath his crown. Since the death of my mother some ten years before, he’d aged poorly. He was an old king who had taken a young bride, and I’d heard the servants say that his vitality had drained in the years following her death just as surely as if she were dragging him slowly onward to meet the ancestors with her.


  “Ulric, my son,” my father announced to the near-empty room. His guards still stood at the doors and behind his throne to either side in the center keep of Enrant Monge, our family’s ruling seat for generations. “You have prepared the words that will define your rule?”


  I stood before him with my chin out, plainly defiant, as I had become of late. Years of hiding myself before my father had given way at last to a growing sense of disgust that I should have to hide my secret shame at my failings. My shame was fast becoming shameless, and I was beginning to wear my arrogance like a cloak of honor, my few friends in the castle eagerly reminding me that I would rule this land, regardless of my father’s dim view of my character. “I have, my father,” I said, my chest puffed out like a fat bird’s.


  He stared down at me with his eyes so full of fear, as though he knew what was coming. “I caution you to take heed in choosing the words to denote your rule. Words, once chosen, are difficult to take back, and they will flow forth from your ceremony to the corners of the kingdom, where the Grand Dukes in Galbadien, Syloreas, and Actaluere will hear them and decide for themselves what sort of man will sit their throne and rule their lands.”


  “I have chosen my words with care, father,” I said, but I was lying. I had not a care for what I said, and if I inflicted pain on him with my carelessness, I considered it a fringe benefit.


  Now I look back and feel nothing but shame.


  “What are the words that will define your rule, my son?” My father spoke quietly, perhaps hoping that some modicum of wisdom and care might follow his invocation. He was, of course, doomed to disappointment.


  “My words are as follows,” I said, unrolling the parchment before me with one hand as I rested my other on the pommel of the showy steel sword that I’d been carrying for the last several months. I had been training with it, with the army, with fervor. That was my task, to learn to lead the army while my father sat the throne, and then, when he died, to ascend, knowing how to lead.


  “Order,” I said, reading the first word on the parchment. “We will always strive to maintain the order of Luukessia. No disorder will be tolerated, nor will we allow the stain of chaos to spread across our map.” I took a breath, and went on to the second word. “Faithful. We will remain faithful to our steadfast friends, and will remain faithful to our enemies as well, though in a much less charitable way. Strength,” I said, reading the third word, “we will remain strong, always. There will be no room for any weakness in my kingdom. Unyielding,” I said, going on to the fourth. “Our enemies and troublemakers will be pursued with relentless force, hounded until they are trouble no more. And finally, Merciless.” I looked up at that last one, and saw my father’s thin fingers clutching the arms of his throne, white from the pressure of his grasp. It did, I am ashamed to say, make me smile. “Anyone who stands against the rule of this kingdom and this monarch will find no comfort nor an ounce of mercy anywhere in Luukessia.” I rolled the parchment back up and it made a satisfying crackling. “These are the words I will live and rule by.”


  My father sat there, thinking for a long minute, then another, his aging fingers now rubbing against his greying beard as he turned his head to stare out the window far, far above. I stood in silence, my smile fading as my anger rose. There was little I cared for less than being made to wait, especially for an old man who seemed to think that he had all the time in the land to ponder. “These are the words I will live and rule by,” I announced again, as though he’d missed this proclamation the first time.


  “I find your words very dissimilar to my own,” he said, pulling his fingers away from his beard at last.


  “I find myself very dissimilar to you,” I retorted.


  “This much is true, obviously,” he said. “I would not pretend to be a universally beloved king, by any means—”


  “That much is also true, obviously,” I said, just to be snide. Among the people, he was loved. Among my small subset of friends and courtiers, little love was expressed for him or his staid manner of rule.


  “—but I have lived and ruled for quite some time,” my father went on, apparently undisturbed by my savage repartee. “There are lessons I feel I might have failed to impart to you. Lessons I wish to—”


  “I have learned all you have to teach me,” I said, looking away. I caught a hint of movement behind the throne, and one of my father’s most faithful advisors, Stepan Thomason, stepped into view. He had been lingering in the shade of the mighty throne, its high back designed to allow advisors to stay in its shade and speak to the king, unseen. That he stepped out told me he wished to look upon me with his own eyes, to express his horror and condescension in person. Stepan had let me know, many times, exactly what he thought of me. Neither had I been reticent in holding back my opinion of him. Across the space between us, I met his eyes with the relentlessness and lack of mercy I promised in my words, and he offered the same in kind.


  “You have learned naught,” Stepan said quietly.


  “Stepan,” my father said, patting him on the arm to stay his fervor. My father turned his attention back to me, thoughtfully stroking his beard again. “My son, harken to my words. Truth, that we may never lose our way in the shadow of deceit. Honor, that we might always remember our actions speak for us everywhere we walk. Defense, that we should take up swords to protect those who cannot take up their own. Charity, that we might remember to give to those less fortunate. And Law, that we should remember a king should not be a tyrant to rule over his people as property rather than as citizens.” He swallowed so heavily that I watched his beard shake. “Do you not see the difference between our philosophies?”


  “I have seen the difference between our philosophies since the day I was old enough to form an opinion of my own,” I said, not holding back a single hot word from being slung in the service of my righteousness. “Here is what I have realized—you cling to the idea of truth when it makes you weak. You speak of honor as though it is a shield against our enemies when in fact it is a shield for them. You talk of defending the common people as though there is some just cause in standing before a flock and keeping them from a timely shearing. You cling to charity to keep the weak and useless with us rather than dead in their own richly deserved graves, and you talk about Law as a virtue rather than what it is—an impediment to doing what is necessary at any given moment. Our kingdom quakes under the weight of foolish sentiment, foolish restriction when it could surge and be strong. They laugh at us in Syloreas, in Galbadien, in Actaluere, and every virtue you stubbornly cling to makes those wolves grin with delight at your weakness.” I scowled at him, my disgust boiling over. “I will not be weak, and I will not have them think me weak. I will show them—I will make this land Ordered and Faithful through my Strength, Unyielding and without Mercy.”


  My father sat there, his jaw open just a trace beneath the wisps of his mustache, eyes frozen on me. I could almost taste the bitter disappointment wafting off him. “Stepan?” he asked at last.


  “My liege,” Stepan said, coming out from behind the throne. I wondered if there were other of his lackeys back there, still hiding. When my day of ascension came, I resolved that the first thing I would do would be to separate these fools from their heads.


  “Stepan … do you recall the missive we received from Syloreas this very morning?” my father asked, back to stroking his damned beard.


  “It would be hard to forget it in so short a span of time, my liege,” Stepan said with a very courtierly dip of his head. Subservient to the last, Stepan.


  My father looked down at me. “We received word from Syloreas of strange occurrences in the far north. There is a village up there that has seen peculiar movements in the mountains. What looks like armies marching through the passes.”


  “I doubt a village saw or did much of anything,” I said smartly. “Perhaps you speak of the idiot goatherds that live there?”


  My father blinked, more likely from my rebuke of the people than his inelegant phrasing. “They are people of our kingdom, my son. Their reports should be given some weight, investigated.”


  “There is nothing in the northern frontier but ice and snow,” I said.


  “How do you know this?” my father asked, setting the trap so that I might charge eagerly into it.


  “Because unlike the villagers of that ancestors-forsaken land, I know how to read.” I smirked when I replied, for my arrogance was boundless.


  “I think you should see for yourself,” my father said, and only then did I see the trap close around my leg.


  My mouth went dry as I realized how he’d effortlessly maneuvered me. “Northern Syloreas is a journey of months!” I sounded panicked and helpless to my own ears. Stepan wore a satisfied smile across his smug, thin face. He stood with his arms folded across his chest, back stiff as he stared down at me from my father’s side.


  “It is, indeed,” my father said. He could have added more; there was certainly no shortage of opportunities for him to get in a jab, but his expression was weary, as though pronouncing this sentence upon me gave him no satisfaction. Which was quite fine, as Stepan obviously derived enough for both of them. “You’ll need to leave immediately.”


  “But the ceremony of my majority!” I raised my hand with the parchment in it, brandishing my words before him as though they were anything other than the hollow, stupid boasts of a child so certain he knew everything when he knew nothing at all.


  “Regrettable,” my father said, and he sounded as if he truly did regret it, “but it will have to wait until you return. You will depart on the morrow, and take with you the first army, under the command of—”


  “This is a plot!” I shouted. I hated him then; hated his passive, pensive way of expressing himself, hated his eyes, so filled with weariness at the sight of me. I was certain that he was filled with a quiet loathing for me, but there was nothing quiet about the hostility I had for him. “You mean to keep me away so that my words get buried in—”


  “You should consider while you’re away in the service of this kingdom,” my father said, interrupting me, “exactly what sort of a kingdom you want to rule.”


  “I want one that listens and knows its place—”


  “At your feet?” There was a quiet disappointment in how he said it. “Perhaps that’s how it will be. But before you bring this kingdom to your feet—and, as it would require, to its knees—I think you should see more of it. You should walk among the people, travel with the army, see the land you will rule.”


  “I won’t change my mind,” I said. “I know what I want.”


  “Do you?” he asked, blinking, an ocean of hurt that I didn’t recognize at the time threatening to flow from his eyes. “Do you really?”


  “Yes,” I said, hissing. “History will remember me for all its days as the greatest King of Luukessia there ever was. I will be legend to our people for generations to come. And you,” I said in disgust, “the only thing they’ll remember you kindly for is being my father, and only then because I can’t afford to have the truth about your weakness infect my legacy.”


  My father stared at me, silent, until he nodded at last. “Perhaps that is true. I consider it entirely possible that your legend will long outlive my own, for I am not a king who has pushed great change upon these lands, or presided over the sort of upheaval that would mark me for a place among our most-remembered ancestors. My legacy is in the peace that we’ve seen during my days. Perhaps they won’t remember me at all, except as your father. But I am content with that, knowing that while I lived, our people knew comfort and freedom from the worry of war in a way that our land seldom has.”


  With that, my father looked at Stepan. “Would you kindly escort my son into the north with the army, and see him safely back to me again?”


  Stepan hesitated only a second. I figured at the time that it was the thought of traveling all that distance at my side that gave him pause, brief as it was. “I will do everything in my power to see him to the reaches of this land and back to your court again, my liege, down to giving my own life in this cause.” He snapped into a quick, low bow, and started down the steps from the throne toward me, determination on his swarthy face. “Come along, then, Lord Ulric. We must prepare for our journey with the army.”


  I kept looking up at my father as he stared down at me, oceans of regret etched into the lines of his old face. “You won’t stop me, you know,” I said, balling up the parchment and listening to it crackle in my fist.


  “Of course not,” my father said. “No true King of Luukessia would stop simply because of a task set before them. I hope you will complete it in good order and—”


  I balled up the parchment and threw it at him as Stepan gasped at my impertinence. It sailed through the air and came down before his feet. He stared down at the rumpled parchment and then looked back up at me. “You intend to leave behind your words?”


  “I don’t need them,” I hissed as Stepan laid a hand on my upper arm. I snapped him at the wrist with my other hand, breaking his grasp. “I will remember them—always.” I shot Stepan a fiery look, one that told him I was capable of my own locomotion, and then I turned to leave the throne room of Enrant Monge for the last time.


  And even to this day, and after all this time, I have not forgotten those words, nor a moment of the exchange with my father. It was the last time I saw him alive.




   


   


   


   


  3.


   


  Cyrus


   


  The fading of the teleportation spell’s light left Cyrus nearly blind in the infinite dark of the Plains of Perdamun. No stars shown through the ebony blanket of clouds above. There wasn’t so much as a watch fire where Sanctuary normally stood, and the blackness caused something to sink within him like a sudden weight applied to one end of an empty scale.


  “That doesn’t bode well,” Vaste said quietly as Cyrus started to stalk off into the darkness. He struck out south by memory, breaking into a run without conscious thought. “And now he’s charging blindly right into probable death.”


  An Eagle Eye spell flared bright in Cyrus’s eyes, lighting the empty plains before him, casting each blade of the tall grass in sudden clarity. They moved with an eastern wind, and Cyrus thought he smelled something like death carried upon it, as though the smell of the scourge were filtering over the sea of Carmas and across the intervening lands, all the way to him.


  He ran, feeling the air surge into his helm with each heavy step. He had not the presence of mind to consider casting the Falcon’s Essence to ease his passage. Instead he ran heedlessly over the uneven ground, thundering toward the dark spot in the plains ahead, which even his spell-enhanced eyes could not penetrate. He stared into the night as though the towers of Sanctuary would ease out of the darkness, like an old friend stepping out of the shadows.


  “No,” Cyrus said, a dull, gnawing pain rising within him. He felt a Falcon’s Essence spell swirl over him unasked, and stepped into the air, rising with each charging footfall. He was a hundred feet up within seconds, and then he stopped, his pace slowing with each faltering stride until he came to a halt, looking down at the empty plain.


  “Good gods,” Vaste said, coming up next to him and staring numbly. “It’s …”


  Cyrus stared down at the place where Sanctuary had stood. There was no sign of walls, nor towers, nor stone nor graveyard. None of the things that had made it home remained; all that was left to show it had ever been there was a gaping hole in the earth that extended for what looked like a mile. It was nothing more than a pit, like a crater Cyrus had once seen where a rock had fallen out of the sky, driving the earth to retreat upon itself from the impact. He peered into it, as though there might be some remainder hidden in its darkness; she was in there, maybe, trapped at the bottom, waiting to climb out—


  “She’s not in there, Cyrus,” Quinneria said quietly from behind him. “There is nothing in that crater, not even—”


  Cyrus cut her off. “You were wrong, Vaste,” he said, looking away from the canyon carved into the middle of the grassy plain. The troll’s head swung around to look at him. “There are no good gods.”


  “What?” Vaste asked, sounding very much like he was a fair distance off. “Oh. The … it’s just a phrase,” he said, almost apologetically.


  Cyrus stared down at the darkness below them, searching in spite of his mother’s words. He broke into a run again, down this time, surging toward the lip of the crater. She could be down there; they didn’t know. They’d been with him these last hours, hiding in Reikonos while this—this—was happening here—


  “Cyrus,” came a soft voice out of the darkness near the edge. Cyrus snapped his head around and saw a flash of white hair as Aisling emerged from beneath a mat of earth, like woven grass pressed flat over her. She sheathed her dagger as she stood, and reached down to grab her grassy hiding place, rolling it up carefully and placing it over her shoulder before she rose.


  Cyrus ignored her, coming to the edge of the hole in the earth and stopping there, staring down into the massive hole. He peered at the rock that had been exposed by the destruction. There was no hint of the walls that had stood here; it was as though a giant hand had simply scooped Sanctuary and everything near it out of the earth. From there, he could almost imagine it being hurled into the sky, landing … where? Cyrus wondered.


  “Aisling,” Quinneria said, acknowledging the dark elf as they all came together behind Cyrus. “Have you been here long?”


  “A few hours,” she said, softer than Cyrus’s mother. “We were sent to watch, to see who returned.”


  “‘We’?” Vaste asked, sounding less pointed about it than he might have normally. All the good humor had left the troll; that much was obvious to Cyrus even in his diminished state.


  “J’anda and I,” Aisling said. “But J’anda left when we saw you.”


  “Left to go where?” Quinneria asked.


  “Saekaj Sovar,” Aisling said, “of course. We were sent here by—”


  “Terian,” Cyrus said, not turning back to look at any of them. He was still scanning the darkness below, pondering running down into it, even though he could clearly see every corner of the crater from here. Except for a very slight lip over there, in the distance, at the far side … He raised a hand and murmured something under his breath. A ball of fire the size of a melon burst out of his gauntlet and shot across the sky like a rainbow after a storm, and it hit on the far side of the crater, shedding light on the shadowed nook to reveal—


  Nothing. There was nothing there but rock and dirt.


  “Cyrus, surely you must see there’s nothing left here,” Vaste said.


  “What happened to …” Aisling lowered her voice, as if by doing it he couldn’t hear her, “… Vara?”


  “Killed by Bellarum,” Quinneria said.


  “She’s not …” Cyrus said, but stopped himself. Cold tingling fingers of night air ran across his skin beneath his armor and made him shudder. “She … can’t be …”


  “Damn,” Aisling said.


  They stood there in silence as Cyrus’s thoughts ratcheted slowly over, turning like a wagon wheel on a rough road. He’d seen it happen, hadn’t he? Saw Bellarum … saw the killing strike …


  And now there was nothing left of Sanctuary but a hole in the ground where the gods themselves had dug it out of the earth, as though somehow it profaned the very ground to leave the wreckage behind.


  His sorrow felt like a drowning cup, one destined to be poured down his throat until he would lose his breath to it. It rushed over him, reminding him of the time he’d died in the depths of the Torrid Sea. It was a cold and sickening sort of seawater in his belly, and then it was replaced in a hot instant by something darker, something born of fire and fury.


  “I’m going to kill Bellarum,” Cyrus said, and his words were like the kindled ashes of an old fire, stirring to new and sudden life. He felt the thought take root like flames in dry underbrush, the sorrow somewhere beneath, soaked into the ground and dried out instantly by the thought of Bellarum bleeding at Cyrus’s hand. “Like Mortus, like Yartraak. I’m going to kill him and gut him and festoon all Arkaria with his entrails—”


  “That’s lovely,” Aisling said.


  “That’s mad, I think you mean,” Vaste said.


  “I don’t even care,” Cyrus said in a low hiss. “I will tear up the plates of his armor, rip him apart like a pack of wild dogs verging on starvation, peel the flesh off his bones strip by strip, feed his meat to angry animals and—”


  “Well, I was hungry until now,” Aisling said.


  “I wasn’t,” Vaste said, “and this isn’t helping.”


  “Cyrus, you can’t,” Quinneria said, and now she stepped out of the darkness, Philos clutched in her hand.


  “I can,” Cyrus said, looking at his mother with that rage burning hot inside, any thought of caution a distant memory. He gave less than a damn what happened now so long as it came with Bellarum suffering agonizing pain. “I will.”


  “With what army?” Vaste waved a hand at the crater in front of him. “I mean, even if this place was still standing … with what army? Because the Sanctuary one was more or less gone even before this atrocity—”


  “He’s got anger enough he’d do it himself right now,” Aisling said. “Though I doubt he’s able, just by himself.”


  “We’re back to madness again, then,” Vaste said.


  “I told you before,” Cyrus said, “I don’t care—”


  “And I told you before,” Vaste said, letting out a thunderous shout that roared over the plains, “I care about you continuing to live!” He clutched his spear-staff in front of him. “You want to kill yourself by running stupidly at Bellarum’s extended sword? Fine. But first, you will have to deal with me, thumping you on the head until you recover some modicum of reason. It may take several days of thumping you to get it through your skull, but by the gods, I am willing—”


  Cyrus batted Vaste’s spear-staff aside and thrust a hand up, snaking his fingers around the troll’s throat and whipping him around until his sandaled feet stood on the edge of the crater’s precipice. Vaste stood there, his eyes wide, arms pinwheeling slightly as he labored for balance, his weapon dropped at the sudden manhandling.


  Cyrus bared his teeth at the troll. “Don’t … say … their names!”


  “The … gods?” Vaste asked, easing a look over his shoulder and then pressing his lips together as he closed his eyes.


  “Yes,” Cyrus said simply.


  “Sorry,” Vaste said. “Old habit. Might not be the easiest thing to cure, but—”


  “They killed her, Vaste,” Cyrus said, and he took a stumbling step back from the edge, letting go of the troll’s neck. “They did it together. Bellarum and …” Cyrus’s legs folded beneath him as the cold reality of his mother’s warning came rushing in on him, putting out the fires of revenge. “… And whoever else. They killed her, and they destroyed Sanctuary and …” His greaves thumped into the dirt as the shock ran through his whole body. “I don’t even know who else survived.” He stared at the ruined ground. “If anyone else survived.”


  “Some did,” came a voice out of the darkness. Terian Lepos came striding out to stand in front of Cyrus, and for a moment, when he saw the armor of Alaric Garaunt, Cyrus felt a flash of hope that died when he remembered that the armor no longer belonged to the Ghost of Sanctuary. “Some of them, like J’anda,” Terian went on, “came to Saekaj. Some went to Emerald Fields.”


  “Terian,” Vaste said, nodding at the dark elf. “J’anda.”


  “Vaste,” Terian said, nodding his head at her, then to Quinneria. “M’lady.” The Sovereign of Saekaj and Sovar stared down at Cyrus for a long moment before greeting him. “I’m sorry, Cyrus.”


  “Me too,” Cyrus said, not taking his eyes off the trampled grass before the crater’s edge.


  “We should get out of here,” Terian said. “This place … it’s not safe.”


  “You think Bellarum is going to take time out of his busy day of reveling in war and destruction to come back here?” Cyrus asked with dark amusement.


  “Yes,” Terian said. “I’m fairly certain he will, and I’d rather not be here when he does.”


  “Why?” Cyrus asked, a cool breeze running through his armor, chilling his skin.


  “Because of you, Cyrus,” Quinneria said. “Because he didn’t get to kill you.”


  “Sorry to disappoint him,” Cyrus said.


  “He’s got a death wish, doesn’t he?” Terian asked, sounding strangely muted.


  “It seems like it’s his only intention at the moment, yes,” Vaste said.


  “The Guildmaster and General of Sanctuary driven to end his life by running headlong into the God of War?” Aisling snorted. “That’ll go well.”


  “I’m not the Guildmaster of Sanctuary anymore,” Cyrus said. “I’m the General of nothing. Guildmaster of nothing.” There was a feral savagery in the way he spat the words. He was torn free of all mooring, anything holding him to this life, and free to go wherever he chose—even to certain death.


  “Cyrus,” Quinneria said, coming closer to his ear, whispering. “Listen to me now, for I have been where you sit. When your father died, I went through everything you are feeling right now. I know your rage, for it was the same anger I felt when Rusyl was killed. I knew the desire to bleed my life’s blood in vengeance, not caring so long as it watered the graves of my foes. But take heed, listen to my words: killing Bellarum is not as easy as massacring an army of trolls.”


  “Eep,” Vaste said.


  “I can offer you counsel,” Quinneria said softly. “I can help you bring him low. I want to. I want to help you see his end—but not your own. Don’t be overtaken by hot vengeance. Don’t let it burn you to ashes with nothing to show for it. If you want to beat the God of War, all the gods—you need to use your cold reason. Be the General again, and together we’ll formulate a plan to do what you’ve done to all your foes.”


  “Dare I ask, rhetorically, what you mean when you say, ‘what he’s done to all his foes’?” Vaste asked.


  “She means how he’s brought them to their knees,” Aisling said. “The Dragonlord, the goblins—”


  “Yes, I was there, I don’t think we need to sing his victories in glorious song,” Vaste said. “And while I am well aware of the two gods already on that list, this is … I mean … I saw with my own eyes … Ashea of Water, Enflaga of Fire, Nessalima, Tempestus, Aurous—and almost all the others, too, they were here when Bellarum destroyed Sanctuary. They were involved, and that means—”


  “Bellarum has united the pantheon, yes,” Quinneria said. “United them against Cyrus and Sanctuary, at least.”


  “There is no Sanctuary,” Cyrus said, but no one paid him any heed.


  “How do you go against that many gods at once?” Terian asked, sounding as though he were musing it over.


  “How did you go against the Human Confederation, the Elven Kingdom, Goliath—” Quinneria began.


  “Divide and conquer,” Terian said. “But that was nation-states and guilds. We’re talking gods and goddesses, that’s a whole different matter—”


  “They’re small, petty, vicious, hateful entities,” Quinneria said. “They have passions and egos and pride to spare. They’re not that different from anyone else, save for—”


  “The smack of their hand can kill you in but a single blow,” Vaste said.


  “At least it would be over quickly,” J’anda said.


  “And then they can resurrect you and pull you apart one piece at a time,” Vaste said, “you know, like Cyrus doubtless wants to do to the God of War.”


  Cyrus looked back and up at them from where he sat. “I would do worse, were it up to me.”


  “It will be up to you,” Quinneria said, softly urging him on. “But you can do none of it if Bellarum gets hold of you before you’re ready.” She put a hand on his shoulder, jangling the pauldron. “You can’t do this alone, and you can’t succeed at it by charging in blindly. This will require planning. Thought. Great care.”


  “And also, not dying,” Vaste said, though not nearly as sarcastically as usual. To Cyrus’s ears, he sounded almost mournful.


  Cyrus stared once more at the darkness of the chasm before him, as if taking his last look. It was so shrouded in darkness that it was almost impossible to perceive its depths. His eyes studied the unmoving shadows, the outcroppings that cast the thinnest veil of hope in their darkness. She’s not here, he thought.


  She’s gone.


  And he made that happen.


  “All right,” he said, pushing against the ground and getting to his feet. He’d need to stand, and stand tall, if he were going to do as his mother said. He felt light and insubstantial, as if the only thing holding him down was armor and the purpose that was giving him barely enough strength to get to his feet. “Let’s go, then.”


  “Are you sure?” Vaste asked, causing the others to frown at him. Cyrus caught the meaning in the troll’s eyes, though. He wonders if I need another moment …


  … to say goodbye.


  “I’m sure,” Cyrus said, turning his back on the crater, the night closing in around him like a heavy cloak. “There’s nothing left for me here now.”




   


   


   


   


  4.


   


  Alaric


   


  “Well, this is unexpected,” Olivier Anselm said, squinting at me as I informed him of my sudden trip north. I would be lying if I did not say I was furious, pacing my luxurious quarters in the tower of Enrant Monge like a caged predator cat I had once seen. My muscles tense, I was ready to spring in the direction of whoever caught my ire. I had been training with my glittering steel sword for a few years by that point, but almost entirely with courtiers and servants who never provided much challenge. Looking back, I can see plainly that they were afraid to challenge the man who would be king. It also left me with an inflated sense of my own skill, but that was a lesson I wouldn’t learn until later.


  “It’s intolerable,” I said, whirling again, the tapestries and paintings that adorned the dull stone walls blurring around me. The air smelled of the smoke given off by the fatty tallow candles that lit the room. There were only two windows, both thin slits. Enrant Monge’s main tower had been built hundreds of years earlier, entirely for defense. There was an outer keep with a bailey and an inner keep, in case the first fell. I had been forced to learn the history of the castle, naturally, another boring set of lessons that I rejected as soon as I was old enough to assert my will. “He means to get me out of the way so that I won’t read my chosen words aloud at the ceremony of majority.”


  Olivier, my closest confidant, was a pudgy fellow, a well-fed young man I wouldn’t have found outside of a castle keep. He was always squinting, but it wasn’t until later that I associated him with a rat wrinkling its nose. “But … surely he realizes that you will return? That you will read the words at that time?”


  I ran a hand through my long, thick, brown hair and blinked both my eyes at him. “I assume so. My father is far too much of a weakling and a coward to have me assassinated at the end of the kingdom. He probably thinks I’m going to change my mind given time to soften like he has, like bread soaked in wine.” I slapped my chest hard against my silken doublet. “He doesn’t realize that unlike him, I am strong, and will not bow in the wind like some flimsy branch. This kingdom needs a powerful hand to steer it, and I mean to make these people remember—the Grand Dukes of Galbadien, Actaluere and Syloreas, especially—there is someone in charge in this land, who will stop them from stepping out of line.”


  “You are that man,” Olivier agreed, nodding eagerly. He never missed an opportunity to flatter me.


  “You have to come with me,” I said.


  Olivier’s pudgy face grew alarmed, his thin eyebrows shooting skyward. “With you?” His voice broke slightly. “To the northern mountains of Syloreas? That’s a cold land—”


  “It’ll be summer by the time we reach the village we’re being sent to investigate,” I said, bringing my furious pacing to a stop. “Enrant Monge will be unbearably hot and the place we’re going surely lovely and beautiful, full of glorious, tall, shady trees and peaks of mountains hanging upon every horizon.” I took a couple steps toward Olivier, my leather boots making a scuffing sound against the stone floor of my tower room. “I am to travel with the army, at their head. I will need an aide, especially if I am to turn this army loyal to me over my father by the time of our return.”


  “I’m not much of an attaché,” Olivier said. That much was true; he’d been raised in the castle, the son of some minor functionary in our library, but he’d proven himself a very good toady up to this point. “I think it would be better if I were to wait here, to try and make inroads in some of the—”


  “I need you with me, Olivier,” I said. I put extra iron in my voice and Olivier’s mouth fell slightly open, hanging there until he composed himself enough to nod assent. “Good,” I said, “then that’s settled.”


  “But this march …” Olivier began. I sensed his last gasp of resistance coming out and prepared to behead it. “It’s … it’s a long march. Are we sure it’s … safe? I wouldn’t want to put your life in danger, after all.” He twitched a little, clearly not wanting to put his own life in danger, either.


  I took a breath of the stale tower air and contemplated my course again. I’d considered raging against this assignment, of course, but the truth was that I needed to take up my post at the head of the army sooner or later. “A march north to the frontier has not resulted in any danger to our armies … well, since we subdued the savages of Syloreas and dragged them into the kingdom. To my mind, this is the safest way I could familiarize myself with my army, gain their trust … and start building my own strength.” I pulled myself up to my full height. “And we’ll need strength, Olivier. We’ll need it either before I take the crown or shortly thereafter. Best to gather it now, on a mission like this, where the danger is nonexistent.” He nodded his final submission, and I smiled, my mind already moving on to other things. Why should I worry, after all? Northern Syloreas was of the kingdom, and an army was to be at my back. I was the heir to this land, and all of the army would be sworn to protect me, even at the cost of their own lives. I would be as safe as if I were to stay in my tower room at Enrant Monge.


  Oh, how wrong I turned out to be.




   


   


   


   


  5.


   


  Cyrus


   


  Cyrus stared at the wooden walls of the Grand Palace of Saekaj. He’d been here before, many times, but had never been able to shake the uneasy feeling that sprang from the complete lack of natural light, which cast the place in gloom every hour of the day and night. There were torches lit, hanging from sconces, and the smell of burning oil wafted through the air.


  They were sitting around a long table in a room off the winding warren of corridors carved into the caves of Saekaj. Cyrus sat at the far end, feeling a curious reversal of his previous position. Terian sat across from him at the long end of the table, the Sovereign’s back to a wooden carving of his great seal, painted with bright colors that all looked orange under the torchlight.


  Aisling and J’anda had taken up seats to Terian’s right and left, respectively. Cyrus’s stare lingered a moment longer on the enchanter than he intended it to. Has he already transferred his loyalty? Hours after Sanctuary was destroyed and he’s already seeking a new place to fit in?


  Cyrus took a sharp breath of the cool, stale cave air; no matter how they tried to make this place look like an aboveground palace, it still did not smell like one. It gave Cyrus the feel of being in a cellar, except somehow danker. Water dripped somewhere in the distance, a maddening, infinite tapping.


  Vaste had taken a seat at Cyrus’s immediate left and Quinneria at his right. Cyrus could feel his mother’s eyes watching him surreptitiously, but he did not oblige her by meeting her gaze.


  “Who’s still alive?” Vaste asked.


  “Almost everyone,” J’anda said. “Our guard at the wall broke immediately when the gods started their attack.”


  Cowards, Cyrus thought, then caught himself. No. For any of them to take on a god would have been the height of foolishness. None of our guard had a weapon that could do nearly enough damage to Enflaga or Ashea to make it worth even trying.


  “I sent Bowe to retrieve the officers from Emerald Fields when I received J’anda’s message that you were alive,” Terian said, his helm on the table before him. Cyrus looked up at the dark elf, whose expression was both pained and conciliatory. He pities me, Cyrus thought. “They should be here shortly. One of our carriages will bring them down from the courtyard portal.”


  “What should we do in the meantime?” Aisling asked, looking a little listless. “Anyone favor a game of cards?”


  “I’m not in the mood, strangely enough,” Cyrus said, staring down at the dark, heavily polished wood grain of the table. A craftsman had worked on this, putting in considerable labor to make it much, much smoother than the one in the Sanctuary Council Chambers had been. Cyrus hovered his hand over the surface, almost afraid to touch it. As though the other table might be jealous, he thought with a bitter smile.


  “I don’t think it is a moment for games,” J’anda said, tapping his staff, Rasnareke, against the floor with a hint of scolding. The purple orb glowed with a dim light.


  “It is a moment for solemnity,” Terian agreed, his voice graver than Cyrus could recall it ever being before. “For mourning.”


  Cyrus looked to Vaste, expecting some jest to lighten the mood, but all he found with the troll’s head slumped forward, his chin nearly on his chest. “Solemnity,” Vaste said. “Aye.”


  They settled into a silence that lasted less than a minute before a knock sounded at the door. “Come!” Terian called, and the door opened to disgorge a small army.


  “Cyrus!” Cattrine Tiernan was the first to enter, the relief evident in her voice. Her brown hair was more disheveled than usual, lying loose over the colorful blouse she wore. She paused just inside the door, hand upon her breast. “When we heard you survived, I could scarcely believe it true.”


  Cyrus tilted his head to look at her. “It’s true,” he said and then looked past her without further comment.


  “Good,” Cattrine said, and the corners of her mouth darted upward for a mere second before she stepped further into the room, heading for a chair next to Vaste.


  “Guildmaster,” Calene Raverle said, entering next, Scuddar In’shara a step behind her. They both looked ragged, Calene’s green cloak burned all the way to her mid-back. She wore it still, Cyrus assumed, because she had either not realized or not cared how damaged it was. He stared at her as she came right up to his chair. “My apologies, Lord Davidon, for my failure.” She knelt and bowed her head, her hair dark and matted.


  Cyrus frowned at the top of her head. Her hair showing signs that it had been singed as well, and bits of ash covered the top of her head. “Failure …?” He stared at her blankly.


  “I let the bastards right in,” she gasped. “I let ’em in—”


  “They came under false pretense,” Cyrus said, frowning at her. She blamed herself? That was foolish. “It was the God of War, Calene. You couldn’t have stopped him even if he’d announced himself with ten thousand trumpets.” He put a hand on her shoulder over the burned cloak. “This was not your fault.” He looked away, back to the table in front of him. “It was mine.”


  “Here we go,” Vaste said. “Right on schedule.”


  Cyrus frowned at him, brow wrinkling. “On schedule for what?”


  “Every time we suffer a setback, large or small,” Vaste said, not pulling his chin off his chest, “along comes Cyrus the Mopey. This is in contrast to the man the army used to call ‘Cyrus the Unbroken,’ which I assume they called you because you kept your mopeyness out of sight back then. To those of us who have known you closely, Cyrus the Mopey is a regular fixture in our meetings.”


  Cyrus felt a mild burning in his gullet. “I’m sorry my grief at times of loss is insufficiently fleeting for you. I wish I could just put aside the death of my wife as easy as you eat a pie—”


  “Oh, gods,” Calene said from where she was still kneeling. Her hand came up to clamp over her mouth, a single muted word forcing its way out. “Vara—”


  “Is dead, yes,” Cyrus said, staring down Vaste. “I hope you’ll be able to find the emotional resilience to weather my ‘mopeyness’ in the light of this loss, considering it wasn’t merely my wife but also my guildhall, my home, and the place I was charged with keeping safe—”


  “Cyrus,” Terian said quietly, jarring the warrior’s focus away from the troll. “He was just being Vaste.”


  Cyrus tore his gaze away from Vaste with great effort and looked back to the ranger kneeling at his side. “Take your seat, Calene.” He looked up to Scuddar standing behind her. “You too, In’shara.”


  “Would you like our final report on the wall?” Scuddar asked, the desert man’s eyes grimmer than Cyrus could ever recall seeing them.


  “It fell,” Cyrus said simply, “to gods. I saw.”


  Scuddar merely nodded. With a steady hand he steered Calene down the table, and they both took a seat past Cattrine.


  “Cyrus,” came a soft voice to Cyrus’s left, and he turned to see Samwen Longwell standing there, his spear held high next to him, a look of mournful quiet settled on his face. His dark blue armor looked almost ebony in the dim light. “I am sorry for your loss.”


  “Thank you, Samwen,” Cyrus said. “I am sorry for all of our losses.” He looked around the table. “At the risk of descending into further darkness, I want to tell you all … I am sorry for this. All of it.”


  Samwen nodded sharply once, and then made his way past Quinneria to take a seat. A scraping at his chair’s armrest caused Cyrus to look over and see green, scaly skin with claws, rubbing against the wood as Mendicant came into view. The goblin looked tired, and his robes were filthy with dust.


  “Lord Davidon,” Mendicant said, bowing his head as usual. “You have my deepest regrets for your loss.”


  “I’m glad you made it out all right, Mendicant,” Cyrus said.


  “I got out as many as I could,” Mendicant said, looking down at his dust-covered shoulders. “I cast my spell in the instant before the ceiling caved in at the northeast tower.” He ran the back of his clawed fingers lightly over his robes, creating dark streaks where he disturbed the dirt. “A most regrettable situation.” And he moved down the table next to Longwell and pulled out a chair with some effort, the wood squeaking against stone as he maneuvered to scoot it in.


  “Lord Davidon,” came the voice of Dahveed Thalless, nodding politely. His hair was dyed a dark purple. “Our condolences for your losses,” the healer said before making his way down the table to sit next to J’anda. Bowe Sturrt followed, nodding once at Cyrus but saying nothing, then moving to sit next to Aisling.


  “Lord Davidon,” came the rough voice of Grinnd Urnocht, taller even than Cyrus and clad in armor a touch lighter than his own. The massive dark elf was a hulking beast, looking down at Cyrus from on high, but his squat face strangely expressive. “You have my deepest regrets for your loss. As our philosopher Murnecht said, some seven hundred years ago, ‘Grief is the common bond that knits us all together.’ In this, we all are one.” He eased down the table soundlessly and sat next to Dahveed.


  “Do you know if Fortin or Zarnn survived?” Vaste asked, still subdued.


  “Yes, the Brotherhood of the Savanna Cat is on guard in Emerald Fields at the moment,” Cattrine said quietly. “Mendicant recovered them after the … well, after.” She folded her hands in front of her on the table as if unsure what to do with them.


  “I think that’s everyone,” Terian said, sounding slightly uncomfortable.


  “Except for me,” came a last, quiet female voice behind Cyrus. He stirred for a second, thinking irrationally that it might be Vara, but he recognized the faint scratchiness of it and settled after only a moment astir. Kahlee Lepos passed his chair and her hand rested on his pauldron for a moment. Cyrus looked up at her, her hair a sea green, and could see the deepest sorrow in Terian’s wife’s eyes. “I am so sorry, Cyrus,” she said, and then made her way down the table, where J’anda left his seat to move past Dahveed and Grinnd to take one that was vacant.


  “That’s everyone, then,” Terian said, nodding once, conciliatory again, this time to his wife. “The remains of the Army of Sanctuary are mostly in Emerald Fields, then?”


  “Yes,” Cattrine said, nodding. “We took a thorough accounting and find some four hundred and thirty have made their way there.”


  “Ryin,” Cyrus said, blinking. “Did we lose Ryin?”


  Cattrine flushed. “I … can’t recall seeing him.”


  Cyrus took a long breath. “Add another chit against Bellarum’s account.”


  “So, it’s to be revenge, then?” Kahlee asked from her place next to Terian. “Vengeance for the death of Vara Davidon and all the others?”


  Cyrus looked up, down the table, lined with these old friends. “I want vengeance, yes. I could lie and say I didn’t, but you all know me, and know me well enough to realize I’d be lying, even if some of you hadn’t heard my earlier diatribe.”


  “Yes,” Vaste said, “there was much talk of deity disembowelment and flaying before cooler heads prevailed, at least temporarily.”


  “Cyrus,” Terian said, staring down the table at him, clearly trying to meet his eye, “you are a sworn brother to me, and I have offered you my unreserved support in times past. After the Avatar of the God of War, I told you they would come for you, and that I would be at your side.” The Sovereign of Saekaj and Sovar took a sharp breath. “I, personally, will still stand by you now. But I cannot commit the Sovereignty’s troops in some sort of war against the gods—”


  “I understand.” Cyrus nodded sharply.


  “Do you?” Vaste asked, his voice barely rising above a whisper.


  Cyrus gave him a daggered look. “Yes, Vaste. I understand not wanting to lead your people into a fight with gods, having tried my hardest not to lead our people into such fights.”


  “You didn’t try very hard, though,” Mendicant said, “since we ended up going against Yartraak after Mortus, and then the Avatar of Bellarum after that … unless that was you trying your best, in which case …” He looked up toward the ceiling, clearly deep in thought and reasoning aloud to himself, “… you’re very terrible at this.” He blinked, his eyes widened, and the goblin looked straight at Cyrus. “I’m sorry, Lord Davidon—”


  “For what?” Cyrus asked, feeling a dark ripple of amusement. “For speaking the truth? I can hardly fault you for that, Mendicant.”


  “I don’t mean to be the wet blanket,” Cattrine said, “but if this is a council bent on leading a war of some sort against the gods, I’m afraid that I, too, must bow out on behalf of my people. Emerald Fields cannot afford such a conflict at this point.” She looked to Cyrus. “I hope you don’t find me disloyal for that—”


  “I find you wise,” Cyrus said. “When the titans attacked your people, I felt certain you’d seen the worst of war. But if you entered into this, there is no doubt it would be considerably worse for you and yours.”


  “There is still, perhaps, help I could offer,” Cattrine said. “Trade goods and … assistance rebuilding—”


  “There’s nothing left to rebuild,” Cyrus said. “Sanctuary is a hole in the earth, and even before this attack, we were down to a pittance of strength, barely enough to complete the Trials of Purgatory in reasonable order.” He straightened in his seat, suddenly aware he was listing badly to the right. He looked at Quinneria, who was still sitting silently, looking at him out of the corners of her eyes. “Well. You wanted to counsel me on revenge. Do you have a plan you’d care to share with the rest of the group?”


  “I have the barest essence of one,” Quinneria said, “but I feel compelled to warn you that anyone who even partakes in listening to this plan will likely bear the enmity of the gods if we move forward.” She took a long breath in the silence. “In fact, any of our old allies may be considered complicit without being involved. Perhaps you’ve not noticed, but the gods are a very touchy group.”


  “I did notice that, yes,” Vaste said. “As our home collapsed around our ears.”


  “So what I am saying is …” Quinneria went on, “… perhaps we should have this meeting somewhere else, and on an occasion when those who are not interested in making this war or taking part in this fight can recuse themselves and thus save themselves from involvement and implication.”


  Cyrus waited a moment. “Terian, perhaps she’s right. Perhaps we should leav—”


  “Davidon,” Terian said, wearing as sour an expression as sour as any he could recall from the dark elf, ever, “we’re buried deep in the earth, surrounded by my soldiers without a portal anywhere nearby, sentries with magic at their disposal to detect invisible intruders … if there’s a safer place in Arkaria to speak these words aloud, it’s either so far up in the air that the Dragonlord would have had a hard time reaching it or else beneath the waves to such a depth we would feel the pressing of the water down to our very souls—”


  “Nowhere is safe from the gods,” came another voice, sudden, unexpected, from the middle of the table. There was a stir of surprise, shock rippling through the room. Samwen Longwell leapt to his feet, spear in hand. The speaker had appeared in the chair one down from him, just beyond Mendicant’s seat. The goblin had both hands pointed at the new arrival, who was lounging back, feet upon the table. The man in question had mischief aplenty, eyes darting playfully around the table, resting on each of the people who were now staring at him in varying states of alarm. Grinnd Urnocht was on his feet as well, weapons at the ready, staring over dangerously lidded eyes at the interloper, who bore the appearance of a dark elf.


  “Oh, calm yourselves,” Aisling said, waving away concern. “He does that.”


  “Appears in the middle of a secure council meeting?” Terian asked, eyebrow pointed nearly skyward.


  “I appear anywhere I need to go,” the man said, grinning broadly.


  Cyrus stared back at him as the man slowly moved his gaze to Cyrus. “Of course he does,” Cyrus said sourly. “He might even drag you out of a battle to give you a lecture.”


  “One time I do that, to spare your life, and this is the thanks I get,” the man said, looking wounded. “Oof.”


  “He’s having trouble being grateful for his life at the moment,” Vaste said, taking the arrival with the most aplomb of anyone, save for perhaps Aisling, who was studying her fingernails. “And …” Vaste asked, “… you are?”


  “This,” Cyrus said, beating the man to his own introduction, “is Terrgenden.” He puckered his lips as he surveyed the new arrival with no small amount of disdain. Indeed, he was barely keeping himself from leaping out of his chair to kill the bastard by association. “You know … the God of Mischief.”




   


   


   


   


  6.


   


  Alaric


   


  We left Enrant Monge before the sunlight had risen over the trees on the next day. I remember distinctly the ride out of the northern gate, my head held high and full of plans about how I would turn this army into my own. I imagined them marching north with my father’s banners and coming south again carrying my own. Conquest was just over the horizon, and I’d hardly slept the night before we left. The dreams of a juvenile mind that valued strength and nothing else mesmerized me as I rode through the foggy wood, watching the mist dissipate under the first light. We met the army on an open field as the morning sky turned blue.


  “This journey will be murder on my hindquarters,” Olivier confided to me as we looked over the army from the backs of our horses, Stepan Thomason following close behind us at every turn. I had a feeling he would dog my steps the entire journey, though I doubted my father was clever enough to think he might have cause to doubt my intentions. I was sure he sent Stepan to shadow me out of worry for my safety, not out of any belief I would turn an army against him. That made him twice the fool, in my mind.


  “There’s always the wagons, if your arse grows weary of the ride,” I said to Olivier with dark amusement. I had no intention of ever conceding and taking up a post in one of the carriage wagons. They were meant for supplies, and I felt sure riding in one would make me look weak.


  By the third day, I was spending at least half my time riding in the wagons, for my tenderfoot arse had never before been on an extended ride. Olivier was right there next to me, lips in an uncomfortable rictus from his pain. “I wish I had not come,” he said, the closest he had tread thus far to outright dissent. I, for my part, said nothing, silently stewing in my hatred for my father, and afraid that any outburst might make its way to the soldiers whose favor I was looking to find.


  We rattled north through forests and over rugged roads and paths. We passed through countless small villages, and after many days of travel over rough steppes, we found the horizon to the north giving way to foothills, and then high mountains. Here, as we went into the rugged passes of Syloreas, a new problem presented itself: staying in the back of the wagons on those curving roads led to nausea. So now we were afflicted with twin troubles: motion sickness if we stayed in the wagons, or saddle soreness from riding.


  I chose the latter most of the time, and Olivier chose the former. His piggy face had lost considerable pudginess by the time we reached the mountain villages at the heights of the Sylorean territories. We navigated our way through strongholds at the head of our army. I saw more people than I could safely count, all of them looking for me, I could tell by the way they spoke in whispers about the banner of my father’s house. I wore the surcoat myself, the insignia on it a stupid thing—a bird with a branch in his claws. Not a predatory bird, either, but one of the pointless ones that just flapped and made noise, waiting for a larger, stronger bird to make a meal of it.


  They turned out for us in the villages, people filling the dirt avenues, jockeying to see the successor to the throne. I had my words prepared for each occasion, but we rarely stopped. I found out later that Stepan had carried a message from my father that I was not to be presented with occasion to address the people. He probably feared I would say what was in my heart at the time, and rightly so.


  To travel north to our objective was a journey of months. One day, when the dawn came, the general in charge of the army, who had treated me with considerable curtness on every occasion I’d tried to address him, informed his troops that our destination, a village called Pinradeonage, was less than a day’s travel away. Its name was a mouthful of the sort I’d come to expect from the thrice-damned Syloreans and their plague-speaking ancestors. It had been so blessed hard to get them to speak like the rest of the kingdom, with their desire to continue talking in their backwood mountain languages.


  We went forward until shortly before nightfall, crossing a pass into a green and summery valley, verdant with pines and heavy with the smell of those trees. There were still hints of snow on the tall peaks in the distance, but the air was warm, just a hint of coolness as evening drew near. I could feel it through my silken doublet, which by now was growing quite dirty. I’d always had servants to tend to my laundry before, but now I found myself in the unique position of having to do what the rest of the army was doing and wash my clothing in the streams and rivers we ran across. It was a filthy and unsatisfying business, but after a couple months I had grown used to it.


  I looked down on the village of Pinradeonage, unimpressed. It was a collection of half a dozen dirt hovels of the sort we’d seen in the countryside. They were built directly against the sides of hills, with thatched roofs that I suspected provided little protection from the winters in this country, which were certain to be long.


  “This is the place, then?” Olivier asked once we were settled in for the night. He was looking out over the dusky valley with me. Once again, we’d stopped short of a village, denying me any opportunity to meet the people. At the time I thought little of it; my focus was entirely on swaying the army, after all. I didn’t need common villagers on my side; I needed men of power, soldiers. Villagers were just stupid peasants who would go in whatever direction a strong force pushed them to.


  “This is the place,” I said, looking down at the little village with contempt. The campfires burned around us, men laughed and celebrated the end of their long march. Relief was in the air like the smell of good meat on the fire.


  “Should we not be wary?” Olivier asked nervously, huddled close to our little fire. The night had started to grow colder as the darkness fell. It was a terrible sensation I had yet to grow used to, so accustomed to my hearth fires burning to keep the cold at bay in winter and summer, attendants to ensure it was stoked all hours. “Were we not sent to investigate some army moving around up here?”


  I yawned. “Probably some idiot mistaking a Sylorean goat herder and his flock for an army.” The journey had been long, and in addition to the movement sickness, the saddle-soreness, and the ordinary fatigue of travel, I had experienced another sort of debilitating sickness from eating camp food for the first time in my life. I expected I could have coped with it for the first few days without much trouble, but being absent the rich delicacies prepared by the castle chefs and forced to subsist on pickled eggs, hard tack bread, aged cheese, jerky … my stomach had not taken any of it well. I’d experienced my fair share of vomiting in the early days on the winding mountain roads, but for most of the trip I’d been afflicted with the other end of the stomach malady, and though I hadn’t looked in a mirror, since there were none, Stepan had stopped looking at me with pure contempt and started leavening his glares with a spoonful of concern.


  I still viewed him with scorn, of course, probably because I hadn’t seen my own face at the time.


  “But we’re safe, aren’t we?” Olivier asked, teeth chattering slightly from cold or fear. I felt too weary and was too hard of heart to care which.


  “We camp in the middle of the largest army in the north,” Stepan said, drifting out of the darkness toward our fire. He did that sometimes, and it annoyed me on every occasion. He certainly had the prerogative to insert his pointed nose into my conversations, but he also knew I found it grating. I doubted he cared; he had to know that when my father died, he was to be out of a job—or worse. “We’re as safe as can be.” He shot Olivier a fleeting smile laced with his customary smugness.


  “As he said.” I nodded toward Stepan, trying to offer a little reassurance to Olivier, who was plainly not enjoying the march any more than I was. “Even a village of Syloreans angry about—taxes or goat skin diseases or whatever it is that enrages them up here—would surely see the folly of attacking such an army as this.”


  “It would be terrible death for them, yes,” Stepan said, a little stiffly, as he meandered closer to where Olivier and I sat around the fire.


  I stared hard at Stepan, willing him not to sit down. I had no more desire to share a fire and talk with him than I did with my own father. I could not recall the last time I had had a civilized conversation with father. We still shared the occasional meal, but they were always tense events, with more than one degenerating into an opportunity for me to vent my spleen about all his failings.


  Stepan either failed to see or ignored my glare and settled himself on the thick layer of pine needles that covered the mountain ground. He shuffled a few times, adjusting himself to get comfortable, then leaned on his elbow. He was wearing an outfit similar to my own, suited more for court than a march. Of course, I had the best leather armor that our people could make for that time, but it was in the back of one of the wagons. I still had my steel sword on my belt, though, tilted against the earth where I sat.


  “What do you suppose it is we’re looking for?” Olivier asked Stepan, which irked me further. It wasn’t as though Stepan was some expert on the ways of the world outside of Enrant Monge. He was a courtier, a weak dandy like my father, a man dedicated to the idea of peace through constant accommodation of the Grand Dukes of Luukessia.


  “I haven’t the faintest idea,” Stepan said, shrugging as he stretched out, putting his weathered boots close to the fire. I, too, was feeling the chill air on my toes. “There isn’t much north of here, after all, at least not in terms of villages. The winters get too bitter for men to survive them, and they last too long to grow much.”


  “Hm,” I said, before Olivier could reply. “I don’t expect we’re not going to find much of anything.” I swept my gaze over the fires burning all around us. I hadn’t made any inroads into the army yet, and we were surely at the halfway point of our journey. I expected we’d turn back toward Enrant Monge in less than a week, and that was a problem. It was a problem because when I tried to approach the watch fires of the men, I was met with courtesy but couldn’t seem to find a way to converse with them in anything other than the most awkward fashion. It was nothing like talking with people at court; the soldiers were guarded, shutting their mouths immediately like the oyster shells I’d once heard tell of from an Actaluerean seaman.


  “Something caused the alarm in this area,” Stepan said mildly, which I was sure he was doing to provoke a response from me.


  “These people would panic at a hard snowfall, I expect,” I said, turning toward the fire again. I held out my hands, feeling the warmth radiate across my palms.


  “You take a dim view of your subjects,” Stepan observed, irritating me further.


  “I take a dim view of the dim ones.” I smirked nastily at him.


  “These people have simple lives, it’s true,” Stepan said, taking hold of a branch and stirring the fire with it. It wasn’t even his fire; he was sharing it with us, and now he’d started to stir it. “Not everyone can live in a castle and have their own kingdom, after all. Someone has to tend the fields, fish the seas, herd the cattle and goats, hunt the game—”


  “And it’s wonderful that they do so, and even better that they know their place,” I said.


  “But for an accident of birth, that might have been your place,” Stepan said, glancing sidelong at me. I got the feeling he was watching for my reaction.


  “But for strength, I would not stay there,” I said with a confidence born of youthful idiocy. “Royalty is meant to rise. Some are simply better than others.” His expression froze, and sensing the weakness of his argument, I struck what I considered the deciding blow. “A few were simply made to be ruler, and most others to be ruled.”


  “And I suppose you’re the one to rule, are you?” Stepan replied with calm.


  “That is my lot in life,” I said.


  “I have my doubts about that,” Stepan said, looking down at the ground, stick still clutched in his hand.


  “You may doubt all you like, but you’ll never be more than a servant to men more powerful than you,” I said, driving the knife deep, “so what care I what you think?”


  Stepan opened his mouth to make reply but stopped at the sound of shouts at the far end of the camp. I turned my head to look, as did he and Olivier. One of the fires at north end, toward the village, was surging higher into the night, and for just a moment I thought perhaps it had simply gotten out of control.


  Then more shouts followed, then screams, and the sound of movement in the dark, and by the time the blasts began to light up the night, I already knew we were under attack—and that we had found what we had been sent to this place to search for.




   


   


   


   


  7.


   


  Cyrus


   


  “What mischief do you bring us now, Terrgenden?” Cyrus asked, his voice thick with disdain. He felt a physical reaction in his muscles, threatening to vault him out of his chair so he could draw his swords and cut into the bastard with both of them. With Praelior and Rodanthar together, I might just be able to—


  Terrgenden turned his head to look pityingly at Cyrus. “You can cleave my head from my body if it would make you feel better, though I expect you’d find as much satisfaction in that as you would attacking any random person on the streets of Reikonos to find your revenge.”


  Cyrus kept his hands anchored on the table edge. “You’d let me?”


  Terrgenden sighed. “Would it make you feel better? It’s not as though Bellarum and I are friends; he would rejoice in my death far, far more than you.” The God of Mischief sighed again. “Besides, I haven’t even delivered my message yet.”


  “Perhaps you should get to that,” Vaste said. “You know, before heads start flying.”


  “Indeed,” Terrgenden said in that peculiar accent of his. “Very well. I bring you deepest condolences from a mutual friend, someone almost as grieved by your wife’s death as you yourself.”


  Cyrus stared at Terrgenden. “Who might that be?”


  “Vidara,” Aisling said, staring at the God of Mischief with calculating eyes.


  “Vidara,” Terrgenden agreed. “Though I must admit to a little grieving of my own. You have my condolences as well, for whatever that’s worth—”


  “Almost nothing,” Cyrus said.


  “Cyrus … perhaps it might be wise to remember our place in the world,” J’anda said with a fair helping of caution, the torchlight dancing over his lined face.


  “It’s all right,” Terrgenden said, brushing the enchanter off. “Were I in his boots, empty words wouldn’t mean much to me, either.” The God of Mischief took his feet off the table and leaned forward. “So … how about instead I offer you a chance at your revenge?” He waved vaguely down the table at Quinneria. “Not that I’m sure her plan isn’t absolutely wonderful, but I believe Vidara and I might be able to offer a more inside look at the Pantheon, and exactly how it is arrayed against you at the moment.”


  Cyrus’s eyes narrowed in plain suspicion. Is he lying to me to draw me out? “Why would you offer me revenge against Bellarum?”


  “Maybe you missed the part where he said that the two of them aren’t friends,” Vaste said.


  “He said Bellarum would be glad to see his head cut off,” Longwell said. “That’s a bit more than not friends.”


  “Yes, it’s very much as though we’re enemies,” Terrgenden said, nodding affably. “Because we are enemies. Long have we danced around the simple fact that we hate each other. The others in the pantheon, they have gradually moved from being his avowed enemies to firmly placing themselves in his camp.” He made a face, pursing his lips and frowning in concentration. “I, on the other hand … I wouldn’t mind seeing you gut him and use his intestines for hanging dead animals you’ve killed—or whatever it is you do with your time when you’re not killing gods.”


  “I have a feeling that the amount of time I spend not killing gods is about to be severely reduced,” Cyrus said.


  Terrgenden chuckled. “Oh, yes, you’re very fierce, I know.” The smile faded. “You have more than just Bellarum, Enflaga, and Ashea against you. Virixia of Wind and Rotan of Earth stand … perhaps not enthusiastically behind Bellarum, but with him. And there are others in the line as well—Tempestus, Nessalima, Levembre … the list goes on and on.” He shrugged. “While I know you’re a virile sort of fellow, your army is looking a bit anemic these days.”


  “Your point?” Cyrus asked, catching the stray looks from everyone around the table. Terian, in particular, cringed away.


  “They’re not going to come at you in anything less than threes,” Terrgenden said. “Even in your reduced state, you can expect them to pounce on you when they get half a chance. Bellarum has rallied the pantheon in a way that hasn’t been done in ten thousand years. And then, it was against him.” Terrgenden smirked. “The times, they do change, don’t they?”


  Three gods at a time? The thought stung Cyrus’s throat, cracking through to his reason. “I …”


  “You can’t handle that,” Terian said for him, causing Cyrus’s anger to flare as he met the knight’s steady gaze. “We can’t,” the Sovereign finished.


  “There are still ways,” Quinneria said cautiously.


  “Oh, yes, of course, I’m sorry,” Terrgenden said. “I didn’t mean to deprive you of all hope … but you might need help.”


  Cyrus stared over at him. Three gods at a time … that seems impossible, at least for our numbers. His eyes flitted to Aisling, who caught his gaze and gave him an almost imperceptible nod. You can trust him, sort of, he took it to mean. “What do you propose?” Cyrus asked, taking a deep breath.


  “That you accompany me back to the Realm of Life,” Terrgenden said, pushing back from the table. “Any of you who want to embark on this fool’s,” he pointed at Cyrus, “errand. Because if we’re going to talk about the mass killing of gods … you might want the help of some of the people who were there for it when it happened the last time around.”




   


   


   


   


  8.


   


  Alaric


   


  Screams rang out across the army camp as tongues of flame lit the night, blazing through the air like massive torches. I had seen a fire swallower once, when he came to court to entertain us, and it looked like fifty of those were coming at the edge of the camp in the night, only they would have to have been giants to spray that much flame from their mouths.


  “What the …?” Stepan asked, scrambling to his feet. His clothes were made of expensive cloth, carefully stitched by our finest seamstresses. They weren’t quite as impressive as my silken doublet, bought from an overseas trader who came to port in Actaluere and carried to Enrant Monge as a gift, but they were an example of the best works of our kingdom. Most of the men fighting in the army had sandals and animals skins for their clothing.


  When I saw the first of our attackers, these breathers of fire … they wore armor and clothing that made Stepan’s finery and my own leather armor look as though it were the work of the hill people of eastern Syloreas.


  They came out of the night behind us while the flames were blazing ahead, and I turned to see … well, they didn’t look anything like the people I knew. They looked like … like men with skin of blue so dark it almost looked black, as though the midnight sky were stalking out of the shadows behind us. I saw one of them come surging out with something in his hand that he extended toward Olivier, whose face was white with fear, and whose head was turned the wrong way to see his attacker approach. The blue man jabbed Olivier in the back of the head, and there was a spark like someone had struck a flint stone. Olivier’s eyes bulged and he jerked, throwing his head back as though someone had stabbed him in the spine. Then he went limp as sleep and slammed into the ground face first, his arse up in the air.


  “An-drej, vadan dei!” the blue man shouted. He wore armor of sleekest metal that covered him from foot to neck, exposing his flesh only from the chin up. He wore a grin that told me he was a predator, used to attacking weaker prey. He gestured toward me with a long stick-like weapon, the one he’d struck Olivier with, and I went for my sword, drawing it at the same time I heard Stepan pull his own weapon. His was a weathered broadsword, and I knew from watching him spar with one of my instructors that he was fair with it.


  “What is this thing?” I hissed as I stepped back. The sound of screaming was near deafening in the night air. Horses, men, and the howls of more of what I assumed were these blue beasts echoed in the night. I had never heard so much as a tale of men with skin of blue.


  “I don’t know,” Stepan said, standing at my shoulder, his sword extended next to mine. “Some devil, I think.” He swallowed visibly.


  “Is Olivier dead?” I asked, unable to keep myself from babbling.


  “Concern yourself with your own survival,” Stepan said.


  I held my sword in front of me, tip wavering, as the blue man regarded us with a malicious smile. “Ungh-rav.”


  “What the hell is he saying?” I asked. I had almost no control over my body, my fear causing my hands to sweat heavily around the grip of my blade.


  “It doesn’t matter,” Stepan said roughly, “we’re surrounded by enemies and the army is falling,” he raised his own blade in front of him, “we have to attack now and get out of here—”


  He launched into an attack but the blue man saw it coming. He parried, knocking aside Stepan’s blade with a casual swat of his stick. There was a flash of light as the sword made contact with the blue man’s weapon, and a crack louder than steel hitting steel.


  I was petrified, my fear a tangible thing, my bowels threatening to empty themselves in my breeches, but as the blue man swung around he opened up his side. I had a sudden flash back to my training, to the times when my instructor, a grizzled old swordsman named Rinkhoff told me, over and over, “Look for the opening, and strike for death when it appears!”


  I struck for death, lunging at the blue man when his back was half-turned, his teeth showing a wide smile to Stepan as he engaged my father’s courtier. I came at my quarry full-out, in a charge, taking the three long steps between us as I made to drive my blade’s point into the side of his exposed head—


  The blue man barely glanced at me as he raised his hand and caught the tip of my sword in his gauntleted fingers like he was snatching a fly out of the air. His steel fingers clenched tight around the weapon and I heard something break. I instinctively yanked back on my weapon and pulled it free of his grasp, but—


  The sharp tip of my sword, forged by our kingdom’s best blacksmith, was broken off like it had been made of nothing more than glass.


  I stared at my weapon—the finest our people produced—its tip twisted as though it had been dipped in one of the mountains of fire in the northeast. I looked from it to my enemy, and he flashed me a nasty smile.


  Stepan made his move while the man was distracted, swinging his sword around and aiming for the head. The blue man twisted, turning his back on Stepan and throwing out his free hand behind him as he plunged his stick weapon toward me. I saw him catch Stepan’s blade with a dexterity more impressive than I’d ever seen from any man. He latched onto the blade, grasping the sides, and crushed it in the middle as though it were freshly molded metal, still hot and malleable. He broke it right in the center and then jabbed his baton into my ribs.


  The weapon didn’t hit me particularly hard, more of a thump like someone poking me with a stiff finger. But it only touched me for a second before a surge of something racked my body and lit the night like summer lightning. My eyes blazed, the sky flared, and I could see everything in stark clarity—the blue man, grinning, his fellows in armor exactly like his, running wild through the army camp, some of them shooting fire out of their very hands—


  Then the brightness faded. My eyes fluttered shut, and I slammed into the earth, the smell of rich dirt filling my nostrils as the ground seemed to swallow me up into darkness.




   


   


   


   


  9.


   


  Cyrus


   


  The light of a teleportation spell’s end faded to reveal a sky lit by a full moon overhead, shining down with glittering silver beams upon meadows covered with flowers bright and opulent, full of color even in the leeching moonlight. Cyrus stared across the meadow at the flowers. They were listing curiously, their faces turned away from the sky like they were hiding from the moon.


  “This way,” Terrgenden said, beckoning them forward.


  Cyrus looked around him, trying to place the exact location. It looked familiar, of course, though the last time he had been here, it had been covered in deep drifts of snow. The smell of sweet flowers filled the air, and if he’d been in a different emotional state, Cyrus might have found it intoxicating. But he was not in a different state, and he took little notice of it.


  J’anda stood just to his side, his purple staff shedding a little light from the orb at its tip. Beyond him stood Calene and Scuddar, as well as Mendicant. To his other side was Terian, his hand interlaced with Kahlee’s. Longwell, Quinneria, and Vaste were beyond them. Aisling was lurking somewhere behind him, Cyrus suspected, but Terian’s other men had remained behind in Saekaj, along with Cattrine. He’d seen the look in her eyes, the one that told him that she would avoid becoming embroiled in his war, and he’d acknowledged it with a nod. As far as he was concerned, nothing more ever needed to be said about the matter.


  Only a day ago, I would have done anything to avoid this war myself, he thought. Now, given all that’s happened … I wouldn’t miss it for anything left in this land.


  He started after Terrgenden, matching the god’s modest stride. Cyrus suspected the trickster was capable of much more than the pace he had adopted, which meant he was slowing himself so as not to leave his audience behind in the meadows. The rustling of the grass as they walked was like a slow hiss.


  “This all looks different,” Vaste said.


  “Look at the adorable chipmunk,” Quinneria said. She snorted when Vaste jerked. “Sorry. Couldn’t help myself.”


  “Oh, you’re hilarious,” Vaste said. “Is there any atrocity you wouldn’t commit upon a troll?”


  “I always enjoy your banter,” Terrgenden said, strolling along under the silver moon. “Some guilds, they take themselves very seriously, especially once they reach a certain level of success. It’s as though they get so focused on whatever they’re trying to accomplish that anything else falls by the wayside. Humor is always the first casualty, it seems.”


  “What is the second casualty?” J’anda asked.


  Terrgenden gave that a moment’s thought. “Ethics, I think. A sense of entitlement overtakes some of these individuals, an idea that the rules do not apply to them. That they perhaps make their own rules.”


  “Are you still speaking of the higher guilds?” Quinneria asked.


  “I think now I’ve transitioned neatly into speaking about all beings,” Terrgenden said, leading them toward a circle of tall stones of varying heights. It looked vastly different than how Cyrus had seen it a few years past, covered in a thick shroud of snow. The stones were massive, taller than he, and had they not been in the realm of a goddess, he would have wondered how they had been moved to their current positions. Moonlight fell over them, draping them in a soft white glow.


  Cyrus stared at the bridge ahead of them, extending over a pond, its waters motionless and the moon reflecting perfectly from above. He paused, unable to take another step, and the others halted with him. The garden around him was entirely too like the one at Sanctuary for his liking; it was a ripping in his very soul, sorrow making its way through him like a wave.


  “Cyrus,” Quinneria said under her breath. “It’s not—”


  “I’m fine,” he said, spurring himself into motion again after the God of Mischief, who had paused to look at him with his eyebrow quirked up.


  “Did you just realize that you’ll never see the gardens of Sanctuary again?” Terrgenden asked, with what sounded like sympathy.


  “There are a lot of things I’ll never do again,” Cyrus said, striding past him, “like killing Mortus or Yartraak. The past is past, after all.”


  “Is this the mopeyness you were speaking of?” Terrgenden asked once Cyrus was a few feet away.


  “Gods—errrr—heavens, yes,” Vaste said.


  “Hm,” Terrgenden said.


  “Leave him be,” Calene said in a hushed voice. “He’s lost his wife and his guild. He’s not got anything left now, does he—”


  “Well, he’s got his mother, the serial troll annoyer and killer,” Vaste said. “That’s not nothing. She can make a breathtaking pie, after all.”


  “Thank you,” Quinneria said as Cyrus reached the apex of the bridge and began to walk down the other side. “Perhaps we should—”


  “We should let him go ahead,” Terrgenden pronounced, and Cyrus turned his head slightly to listen. “I think it would be best for all of us if we gave him … a head start.”


  “Because of the mopeyness?” Vaste asked after a beat.


  “Because there’s no one left who will mourn the death of Vara as much as he, save for perhaps the one who waits ahead,” Terrgenden said, his voice receding into the distance as Cyrus stalked on.


  I doubt the so-called All Mother will mourn my wife as much as I do, Cyrus thought, his fists clenching as he moved on, over the end of the stone bridge, cool, wet grass whispering against his boots. He paused, letting his head fall back as he stared up into the sky. I know someone else who will need to be told, though. He took a chill breath of the night air, letting it infuse him. It felt as though it heated up in his lungs, and he was filled with burning purpose once more. He could see the tops of the stones ahead, the circular structure at the edge of Life’s Realm a curious thing. In spite of the impressive size of the things, Cyrus could see little purpose for them.


  He stopped when he reached the edge of the ring of stones, their heights reaching above his head, and he stood there, feeling like he was standing outside a circle of some power, as though there was a shield to prevent him from entering. At its center he could see her, standing in a shaft of purest moonlight, the white glow leaching the lustrous brown from the Goddess of Life’s hair. She looked almost cronelike in this light, her shoulders slumped, her cloak of bright green turned shadowy grey. Her head was down, and she did not stir as he took a step into the circle.


  “Did you know this was coming?” Cyrus asked, and he did not even try to hold the danger out of his voice.


  “Mind your tongue, Cyrus Davidon,” Vidara said, her voice soft, but with an unmistakable hint of menace in it. “For my rage might match your own right now, and us hacking great pieces out of each other would do little to advance the vengeance we both seek.”


  “Did you know?” Cyrus asked again, taking another step and then holding himself back, as if he had lashed a great chain to the nearest stone to keep himself from charging forward. His rage was like an animal within, desperate to claw out and then claw someone else.


  “Of course not,” she said, still not turning. “If I had known—” Her hands were limp at her sides, but she flexed the left one. It looked grey in the moonlight, too, like a thin layer of ash had fallen over it. “But I didn’t.”


  “Why now?” Cyrus asked. “Why … after a year … why did he come now?”


  “I assume because you’re a true pain in the arse,” she said simply. “And because all the conventional cat’s paws he’d tossed at you had failed. You saw to that—the Leagues, the Confederation, the Kingdom, Amarath’s Raiders, Goliath … every tool the gods had on Arkaria to control you, you disassembled and threw back.”


  “I didn’t disassemble Goliath,” Cyrus said. “Their own Guildmaster sacrificed them on the altar of his godhood.”


  “Yes, well, I’m not here to quibble with you,” she said, “but your mother as much as showed him how to do it.” Vidara turned her head, and her face looked off-color, not flesh-toned at all, as though the moon were turning a different shade entirely. “Quinneria was supposed to be dead. Alaric was to have seen to it.” She looked down. “But it turns out he trusted us even less than we trusted him.” She smiled faintly. “He was wiser than any of us gave him credit for.”


  “This doesn’t make any sense,” Cyrus said, closing his eyes. “Bellarum … he’s …”


  “He runs the pantheon now, Cyrus,” she said, causing a chill to run up his back. “The elementals—Virixia of Air, Rotan of Earth, Ashea of Water, Enflaga of Fire … they have deferred to him.” She looked at him through tired eyes. “It’s to be war, you see. He’s raised his fist, become more powerful than them all, and they are falling right into line with his long-laid plan.”


  “What is his plan?” Cyrus asked, and she fell into silence. “What does he want?”


  “To remove the ‘of war’ from his title, of course,” Terrgenden said, leading the rest of his party into the circle. “It’s all he’s ever wanted, really—power.”


  “That’s not all he ever wanted,” Vidara said, barely above a whisper, “but it seems to be all he wants now. Power enough to destroy, to control all.”


  “He wants to be the undisputed god,” Vaste said, nodding slowly as he leaned against one of the tall stones, looking as though he were about to collapse. “Doesn’t that mean that the elementals you just mentioned, the rest of the pantheon … that they’re … in the way of that goal?”


  “I should say so,” Terrgenden said. “But me saying it doesn’t make any of my fellow deities listen to me.” He shrugged, bringing up his hands to make especially expressive. “Quite the opposite, in fact.”


  “All those tricks catching up to you?” Aisling asked.


  “You leave a pin on Enflaga’s chair one time, everyone calls you a trickster,” Terrgenden said.


  “It was hardly one time,” Vidara said. “And that was hardly your only trick.”


  “We’re talking to future marks here,” Terrgenden said, sounding a little pitying, “they don’t need to know what I do until they put on their boots and find them filled with mud—or worse.”


  “Terian, he sounds worse than you at this pranking thing,” Vaste said.


  “I’ve outgrown that, thanks,” Terian said smugly. “I’m mature now. I’m a Sovereign.”


  “But still a jackass, my dear,” Kahlee said, nudging him playfully.


  “I said ‘Sovereign,’ didn’t I?” Terian looked around for support. “‘Jackass’ is implied in that.”


  “Mmm,” Quinneria said, drifting into the center of the circle of stones. She opened her eyes as she shuddered lightly, then looked to Mendicant. “Do you feel that?”


  “Yessss,” the goblin said, making a shudder of his own under his robe. “That’s … it’s so raw … so …”


  “What is it?” Terian asked, shuddering himself, though in a way that made Cyrus think it was down to cold or nerves rather than whatever ecstasy had driven it for his mother or the goblin. “Don’t leave us standing here in mystery.”


  “This is Vidara’s seat of power,” Quinneria said, looking at the Goddess of Life, who was still standing in the open stream of moonlight coming down on her. “This place is an intersection of magical currents, and she draws from them.”


  “Like a tick on a vein, eh?” Terian asked, and catching a wrathful look from the Goddess, held up his hands. “Or … a fat noble at a buffet?” Grimacing, he went on. “A, um, starving, friendly beggar at the—”


  “Just stop now, husband,” Kahlee said, fastening a hand over his mouth, “before you cram your leg in all the way up to your genitals.”


  “We know that’s not possible,” Vaste said, and when Kahlee gave him a questioning look, he said, “Because then he wouldn’t need you.”


  “I wish I could be observing this under different circumstances,” Terrgenden said. “So amusing.” He sighed. “But I’m not, and neither are you. These are grave times, appallingly grave.”


  “And you want us to kill gods to save you,” Cyrus said, cutting right to it.


  “I thought they were going to help us?” Longwell asked, lance slung over his shoulder.


  “If they’re not, we are truly outnumbered, even if we do summon up the last vestiges of our army,” Calene said.


  “We can’t help you openly,” Terrgenden said, shaking his head sadly.


  “And we’re dead.” Calene nodded, nose wrinkled. “Who wants to kill all the gods with no help?” She raised a hand. “Not me, no. I’m just raising my hand because … I don’t know why, actually.” She let it fall and looked to Cyrus. “I mean, all due respect to the Guildmaster—”


  “We don’t have a guild anymore,” Cyrus said. “I told you, I’m the master of nothing.”


  “Well, all due respect to you, sir—and I think you’re wrong about that,” she said, “but if we have only a small army, and no godly assistance, the idea of trying to even do the very Sanctuary thing of dividing and conquering these—these deities—one by one … well, it would seem impossible.”


  “Not impossible,” Quinneria said, “but difficult. And yet, I don’t think Terrgenden and Vidara brought us here just so they could say, ‘Good luck, you’re on your own! Have fun.’” She looked at the God of Mischief. “Or did you?”


  “There are boundaries circumscribing our action,” Terrgenden said, “even for a so-called trickster who pushes at them. If the two of us declared in loud voices our opposition to Bellarum, or moved against him openly, he would kill us both.” He snapped his fingers. “Bring in all the others, invade our realms, slaughter us, and that would be the end of that. He now has the power to do that.”


  “If you managed to take out a couple gods on the way,” Cyrus said coolly, “I might consider that a reasonable exchange. Speaking as a general.”


  “As you said, you’re the general of nothing, and definitely not the general of me,” Terrgenden said, looking right back at him. “As unattached as you may be to my neck, I’m quite attached to it, and I wish to continue living. I wish to win this war, to see Bellarum dead, to see his little alliance broken before it turns its spears and swords on me. That means I—we,” he pointed to Vidara, “can help you. But not openly, not yet. Because we are two against …” He inclined his head slightly. “Against many.”


  “You don’t even know how many enemies you’ve got,” Quinneria said.


  “Do you?” Terrgenden fired back.


  “Let’s say for a moment we decide to go along with your offer—” Terian began.


  “Which you will, as you always do with these sorts of alliances,” Terrgenden said, speaking directly to Cyrus. “It’s a pattern with you, isn’t it? Get proposed something, consider against it, look for other options, and finally go along with it. It’s very wise to stop fighting the current and just flow with it, especially when you’re heading in that direction anyway.”


  “But what does this get us?” Terian asked. “Maybe Cyrus and I can take a god straight up, with our weapons—”


  “I have one as well,” Quinneria said, hoisting Philos up, “and magic beyond most.”


  “I have the magic as well,” Mendicant said.


  “I, too, have a godly weapon,” J’anda said, looking sidelong at Aisling.


  “So do I,” she said with muted enthusiasm, “but apparently I have more regard for my life than the rest of you, because I’m not interested in being splattered by Bellarum or any of the lesser minstrels in his merry band. And a godly weapon or dozen does not simply level the battlefield. Gods are stronger than us, faster than us, and their magics are more powerful than—” she glanced at Quinneria, “well, more powerful than most of ours.”


  “Theirs is more powerful than mine,” Quinneria said, “but it takes longer and requires more concentration to cast, and I can send up a cessation spell that will stop a god from using that magic, which is what I did to keep Mortus from escaping the Realm of Death when we fought him. I did something similar to Yartraak. It stops their spell magic, if I can manage to get it up before they blast at me with their magic, as you saw with Malpravus.” She shook her head. “I see no easy way to do this, though. I had thought if we could engage them one by one—”


  “It may still be possible,” Terrgenden said, stroking his chin. “It will require a fair amount of treachery, though. Some … scheming, if you will.”


  “Oh, we’re good at that,” Vaste said. “Or, well … he is.” He pointed to Cyrus. “Or used to be.”


  “For killing my way to Bellarum,” Cyrus said quietly, “I can assure you I will bring every treacherous trick I’ve ever learned to bear. There is no line I’m not willing to cross to see him dead.” Cyrus stared hard at Terrgenden, then Vidara. “What are you two willing to do?”


  There was a silence, and then the trickster finally spoke. “Any attack you make, even if successful, will ruin your element of surprise. Even a clever deception, something like you did with the dragons—he will at least ponder the possibility it was you. He’s been watching you since you were a child,” Terrgenden said, coming right up to Cyrus and looking in his eyes, “and he knows everything about you. Your strengths, your weaknesses …” The God of Mischief lowered his voice. “How you would react to him killing Vara.”


  “He knows you’ll come after him,” Vaste said, “with everything you have.”


  Cyrus thought about that for a moment before responding. “But he thinks I have nothing left. He thinks I’m finished.”


  Terrgenden nodded subtly, but it was Vidara who answered. “Yes,” she whispered.


  The answer came, obvious as hell to Cyrus, and a slow, satisfied smile slid across his face. “Then I guess it’s going to come as a real surprise when I show him just how wrong he is.”




   


   


   


   


  10.


   


  Alaric


   


  I awoke in the back of a wagon with bars of some dark metal that looked ebony in the light of a fading sun. Twilight shone in on me with a blinding orange, and I closed my eyes once more to blot out its brightness. I slowly blinked to wakefulness, allowing my eyes time to adjust, my head aching and the memory of what had happened coming back to me along with the sensation of movement. A hard bump caused my jaw to hit the wagon’s bottom with a sharp shock. A persistent up and down sensation followed, wheels rolling over an uneven road.


  “I was wondering when you would waken,” Stepan said. I tilted my head up to find him sitting on a wooden bench stretching along one side of the wagon, one of about ten men doing so on that side.


  “How long was I …?” I ran a hand over my aching head, finding a sensitive spot on my brow that was smudged with dirt, presumably from where I had landed when I fell.


  “I don’t know,” Stepan said, “I’ve only been awake a little while myself, but presumably at least a day since it’s looked like sunset for a while.” He nodded his head behind him toward the orange sky.


  “It always looks like that,” a man said to my other side. A large man peered down at me with interest. His clothes weren’t the skins of my soldiers; they were rougher, more worn. His beard was immense, giving him a rugged, woodsman look of the sort not favored in Enrant Monge. His clothes looked like they might have come from a goat or two put together by an unskilled seamstress and subjected to the ravages of time. Beside him, Olivier huddled, shaking, his head bowed. The stranger smacked his chapped lips together; I noticed there was dried blood was matted in his mustache. “You come from the south?”


  “Enrant Monge,” I said, looking at Olivier next to him, seemingly reduced to fearful, shaking silence.


  “Mmhm,” the man said. “I’m Varren. Come from Pinradeonage, myself.” He opened his mouth to reveal terrible, uneven teeth. “They get you near the village, too?” A wind rustled through outside the wagon, stirring the long grass that filled the fields on either side of the road.


  “Aye,” Stepan said, leaning lethargically back against the metal bars like he’d given up hope of escape. “You?”


  “I’ve been here for months already,” he said, sticking out a dirty hand to point back in the direction the wagon had come. I hauled myself up to look out the bars at the back and saw … something … massive behind us in the distance. It was covered in what looked like scaffolds of the sort I’d seen the workers use when they tried to repair a fallen segment of Enrant Monge’s outer wall. This was ever so much bigger, though; it looked like it was a vast network of scaffolds, maybe even miles across, though it was hard to tell from the back of the wagon. “Been helping build that since they grabbed me.”


  “They’re after labor, then?” Stepan asked, coming to the conclusion while I was still getting my wits about me.


  “That’s all they use us for here, near as I can tell,” Varren said, and then he turned his head and spit past Olivier’s ear, out of the wagon. Olivier flinched as though the man had struck him, continuing to shake and hold himself, his hands clutching at his leggings, holding on so tightly that they’d become pale and bloodless from the intensity of his grasp.


  “You’re talking about the blue men?” I asked, getting to my feet and grabbing the bars overhead. I looked around for a place to sit, but all the seats were occupied.


  “Yeah, we call them Sky-men,” Varren said. “They don’t talk like us, either. Got their own language, and they expect you to learn the words. Only a few of their guards speak our language.”


  “Why ‘sky-men’?” I asked, trying to decide where best to sit. The entire wagon was filled with my soldiers, so any seat was mine for the taking.


  “You’ll see,” Varren said with a wide grin.


  “You, move,” I said, looking at the soldier next to Varren. The soldier looked back at me with eyes that went from worried to angry in a second.


  “Who says?” the man asked, practically spitting the words at me. He was bleeding from his eyebrow.


  “I’m going to be your king,” I said, giving him a dose of his attitude right back. “Make room.” Varren, next to the soldier, grinned even more broadly.


  The soldier looked at me with sullen eyes, and then lashed out with a kick, taking my feet from under me. Strong blows crashed in on me, rocking my head back and slamming it into the wagon floor. I heard something crack and then something else, the world flashing over me, my head rocking back and forth with the punches as my own soldier pummeled me.


  “Arevane!” The shout cracked through the air, and I barely felt the wagon come to a halt. The soldier worked my face with punch after punch, and I flailed helpless slaps at him that didn’t so much as cause him to flinch. “Arevane!” I could feel warm blood and warm tears coursing down my face as he beat me, the pain of his punches mingling with the shock that I was being struck—and by my own vassal, no less.


  The sky started to go black around me, that orange shade of sunset disappearing like the sun had fled. My eyes rolled uncontrollably, my lips drooling blood and spittle as another blow crashed into my nose. Warm blood ran freely down my cheeks and chin, and he kept hitting me, hitting me, and I was powerless to—


  “AREVANE!” Something that sounded like thunder blasted through my consciousness and jolted me upright, my pain still there but a tingling sensation running over my flesh. The world around me was back to clear, the sky orange, the men lining either side of the wagon on the benches fighting and clawing to try and push against each other to slide down their benches, away from the cage door at the back of the wagon.


  I looked and saw the man who’d been pounding me lying flat on the floor of the wagon at my head, staring into the sky above, drool twisting down his cheek. He did not stir, but his chest was rising and falling with breath. I brought a hand up to my face and it came back smeared with blood and salty tears. I turned and saw one of my jailers standing in the open door of the wagon, one hand aglow with white light, the other clutching one of those half-staves, the baton I’d been hit with. I didn’t have much familiarity with these bastards yet, but I recognized this one.


  It was the same blue man who’d knocked me out to begin with. I could tell by the ill-favored smirk he gave my attacker as he surveyed his work.


  “En egraave, arevane, cetoes markost arevane!” he said, very firmly, as though that made any sense. He shook his baton at every one of the men in the wagon, and Varren spoke. “He said, ‘When he tells you to stop it, you damned well better stop.’”


  “You speak their language?” Stepan asked. I looked over to see him on his feet, back pressed against the steel bars. One of the soldiers next to him had a hand over Stepan’s chest, as though my father’s vizier had been trying to intervene in my beating and gotten thrown back.


  “You learn enough not to provoke their ire,” Varren said. “He just used the stick. They can do a lot worse than that.”


  I looked at the soldier—my soldier—who’d just beaten me nearly to death. I could feel the hot liquid trailing down my cheeks, and I felt shame mingling with my rage at being so mishandled by someone who should have been loyal to me. “Worse … how?”


  “You see how your face isn’t completely flat anymore?” Varren asked, gesturing at me as the blue man locked the cage door with a THUNK! “They can heal what ails you, see … and when you make them angry, they’ll do just that. Then they’ll hurt you again, in ways you never thought you’d be able to survive.” Now it was Varren’s turn to shake slightly. “They’ll heal you back from pain so terrible you’ll wish you hadn’t survived it, and they’ll do it just so they can inflict some more.” Varren brought his lips back together over his rotting teeth. “Welcome to slavery, gents.”


  “Slavery … hasn’t been allowed in Luukessia for … hundreds of years,” Olivier said, finally leaving his catatonic silence behind. He was still pale and sickly, and I felt the urge to ease away from him in case he lost control of his stomach. Or bladder.


  Varren didn’t grin. Not this time. Instead, he put on a semi-satisfied smile as the wagon stopped, and we all listened to voices speaking in that strange language. “Something else you need to know, something you’re about to figure out, actually …” Suddenly the world around us started to twist as light flashed like a midday sun moving behind an impossibly fast cloud, over and over, “… is that you’re not in Luukessia anymore.”


  With a last flash, the world around me came sharply into focus. The fields that had surrounded us a moment earlier were gone, as were the orange sunset and the sky. In their stead were enormous walls unlike I’d ever seen, smooth like a stone pulled from a riverbed, the sort you could run a hand over without feeling even a little roughness. They rose up and over us, blocking out any sight of the sky. The walls glowed, and behind us I could see an ovoid sort of arch that stuck out of the ground, glowing with faint intensity at its center, rippling with something that looked like glowing yellow water. “Wh … where are we?” I asked, managing to get out my question first, amid the stunned silence of the wagon full of soldiers.


  “Unless I miss my guess,” Varren said, the only one not staring out through the bars in wonderment, acting so jaded it was impossible not to think he might have seen something this amazing before—or more amazing still, “we’re in Sennshann, the capital of the Protanian Empire. And soak up the sight, lads, because if even half of what I’ve heard about this place is true … I doubt we’re going to live long enough to see anyplace else in this bloody land.”




   


   


   


   


  11.


   


  Cyrus


   


  “Cyrus!” Vaste called out as Cyrus stalked away from the stone circle. He hadn’t intended to make such a dramatic retreat, but something about the discussion, about Terrgenden and Vidara’s slow, deliberate, almost spiteful intransigence in the face of an obvious threat to them burned through patience he didn’t have left like a torch through thin parchment.


  Cyrus halted halfway up the span of the bridge, the moonlight shining down on him almost as powerfully as it had when he was in Vidara’s circle of stones. His gauntleted hand scraped against the stone railing.


  “You actually stopped,” Vaste said, slowing as he reached the beginning of the crossing. The sound of frogs croaking somewhere across the water was louder than the troll’s words. “I wasn’t expecting that after you stormed out of our meeting.”


  “You weren’t expecting mopey Cyrus?” Cyrus deadpanned.


  “Well, of course I was expecting you to continue to mope,” Vaste said, stopping a few feet away, as though he foresaw a violent attack if he got any closer. “But now that I’ve caught you …” He sagged, leaning an elbow against the railing. “What the hell do we do?”


  “I’m going to kill gods,” Cyrus said. “Beyond that … I don’t know.”


  “I realize you don’t care about your own life,” Vaste put his face in his hands, “but there are people following you here that I assume you still give a damn about. Try to remember that before you lead them off a cliff.”


  “He took … everything from me, Vaste,” Cyrus said.


  “And if you kill him, it will bring precisely nothing back.” The troll folded his arms in front of him. “Didn’t you learn your lesson about vengeance after the trolls? And the goblins. And—”


  “Foreswearing vengeance is for reasonable folk who want to live a reasonable, peaceful life,” Cyrus said. “I remember Fortin, of all people, telling me that if he hadn’t turned his back on the fact that I killed his brother, it would have cost him the opportunity to join Sanctuary. He would have missed what he considered to be his path—or the next path, at least.”


  “Wise words,” Vaste said. “Even a creature with a head full of rock can see the truth.”


  Cyrus stared right back at Vaste. You don’t see it, do you, old friend? You come so close, but you miss it by skirting the edge, never pressing the thought all the way home. Just as well. “I can’t let it pass,” Cyrus said, instead.


  “Well, it’s not sounding like you can win, either.”


  “It never does, when we start,” Cyrus said. “Sanctuary versus the Dragonlord when I first joined—who would win?”


  “Well, we did beat him—”


  “A year later,” Cyrus said. “With almost a thousand more people that I recruited into our ranks, and a little aid from Goliath and the Daring. How about Enterra? Killing the emperor and empress?” He was drawn up short by a sudden scratchy feeling in his throat. “Trials of Purgatory. The bridge in Termina—”


  “I know your damned victories, General,” Vaste said, a little snippily. “I remember the gods we’ve killed, and I remember the people we’ve lost. This isn’t one god, and you don’t even have at your disposal the army you had when you killed the Dragonlord—”


  “I didn’t use an army when I killed the Dragonlord,” Cyrus said, “I just climbed on his back, blinded his ass, and rode him into the ground.”


  “I doubt Bellarum is so eager to kill himself as to take flight with you on his back, even assuming he didn’t learn from Ashan’agar’s example of how not to face Cyrus Davidon.”


  “We were never ready for any of the threats we faced when I first joined Sanctuary,” Cyrus said. “That’s all I mean. Bellarum took everything, but he didn’t take me—”


  “No thanks to your own efforts.”


  “I’m still here,” Cyrus eased closer to Vaste. “You and I started this journey together—really started it—with the Avatar of the God of Death. Doesn’t it seem appropriate to end it with the gods themselves?”


  “I’m not ready to end yet,” Vaste said. “And neither will you be, given time. And what’s the purpose of this, other than dodging death and killing Bellarum? I mean, you’re hinting at recruiting an army. To what purpose?”


  “Death and glory,” Cyrus said. “Adventurers go seeking that every day. You should remember; that’s how I joined Sanctuary—”


  “I don’t think there’s going to be much glory in dying at the hands of Bellarum and the rest of the combined pantheon, but you’re welcome to try and drum some up, I suppose. You’ve done harder feats, to hear your legend told, anyway.”


  “I don’t give a damn about my legend,” Cyrus said, “I just care about tearing down his.”


  Vaste closed his eyes and took a step closer, wavering under the moonlight. “Maybe if you’d take a few days to mourn, you’d see—”


  “All I see is red,” Cyrus said. “Blood red, and I want to draw enough from Bellarum that the God of War himself will blanch at its letting.” Cyrus held up his clenched fist, hidden in his mail. “He meant to leave me with nothing, and instead he left me with my life. I intend to deprive him of everything, plus that.”


  “You intend to deprive him of your life?” Vaste asked. “I think you’re going about it the right way.”


  “You know damned well what I meant, you grotesque.”


  Vaste’s expression sagged. “She called me that, not you.” He looked down at his feet. “You did that on purpose.”


  “Like you said, she was your friend, too.”


  “She’d be furious with you for doing this,” Vaste said quietly. “For throwing your life away on revenge.”


  “It wasn’t but a little while ago she thrust her sword into her lifelong enemy’s chest and blew him to bloody chunks with a force blast,” Cyrus said, turning to look over the still waters beneath the bridge. “I think she might understand, given the circumstances.” He hesitated. “You remember the time … in the Realm of Death … when we talked about what happens after we die?”


  “I remember seeing the shades of those dead,” Vaste said, draping his elbows over the railing next to Cyrus. “That was …” He stopped. “Well … as you know, I see the dead quite a bit more clearly now. People know that, and they come to me after … well, after moments like you’ve just had. You know, it’s natural to wonder what death is like after—”


  “I’ve seen the dead more clearly since then, too. The scourge,” he added in response to Vaste’s questioning expression. “In Luukessia, remember.”


  “Of course.”


  “I don’t wonder what death is like,” Cyrus said. “I saw it up close for months and months as we fought it with relentless effort. I thought it was bad when the sky rained spirits down after we killed Mortus, but those things, reborn into skin, their feral savagery … if that’s what death is like, why even bother with—”


  “It’s not,” Vaste said. “It’s not what death is like,” he said when Cyrus looked over at him. “I assume it was at one point, since Mortus apparently gathered more souls to him than we could properly imagine, imprisoning them in his realm, but … that’s not what it’s like. Not the part I’ve seen, not from the souls I’ve talked to.”


  Cyrus felt a very real prickling in his chest, and a stinging in his eyes. “Did you … have you talked to—”


  “No.” Vaste shook his head quite emphatically. “We were—I mean, we escaped Sanctuary before she would have had a chance to … leave her body, really, and when we went back …” His voice was hushed and a little hesitant. “There was nothing at the crater. Not even the dead want to hang around a gaping, empty hole in the earth, I guess. The dead tend to be drawn to the living, you see, if they’re going to remain on this side of … well, whatever. I don’t pretend to know how it all works, just the bit I can see behind the curtain of those who haven’t yet departed the stage.”


  “She wasn’t supposed to leave the stage before me, Vaste.” Cyrus lowered his head.


  “I know you won’t listen,” Vaste said, “and I don’t blame you, but … you should mourn before you decide your next course. You know, on the off chance that given time to reflect, you decide that leading your friends into certain death to little purpose is … well, pointless. It’s not like you can’t pursue vengeance next week if you decide you still want to—”


  “I’m not waiting until next week,” Cyrus said. “You should know by now that wars don’t wait.”


  “Except that every war we’ve been in, there’s been waiting. I know, because I’m impatient, and it’s always marching here or waiting for our enemy to make their move there—”


  “A war with the gods isn’t going to wait, Vaste,” Cyrus corrected, surprisingly calm. “Bellarum told me that anyone who doesn’t serve will die. Apparently I’ve been insufficiently faithful, and I don’t think he’s going to decide to leave off killing me just because you want me to shed a few tears before I go after him. He wants war? I’ll give him enough of it that he’ll choke on it, that he’ll beg to change his title to the God of Peace.” His gauntlet squealed as he clenched his fist.


  “And how many of our survivors will die while you make your war?” Vaste asked sadly. “How many more are you comfortable losing? Calene? Innocent Calene—”


  “She’s not a child, Vaste—”


  “And you’re not a general anymore,” Vaste said, looking at him with flinty eyes. “Master of nothing, remember? You’ve lost everything, all right. Everything but that bloodthirsty desire to go into battle. The one thing I thought you were growing beyond, and now … it’s back, full force. I …” The troll bowed his head. “I can’t do this, Cyrus.”


  “Stand on a bridge and air your opinions?” Cyrus clanked his gauntlets against the rail, looking out over the shining pond. The silvery disc of the moon slipped over the rippling surface as Cyrus straightened up. “All evidence to the contrary.”


  “I can’t follow you in this.” Vaste’s quiet voice pierced the still night like a dagger. It hit Cyrus right in a tender place in his chest, causing him pain that he hadn’t thought himself capable of feeling anymore. “This isn’t Sanctuary anymore.”


  “No shit,” Cyrus spat. “Sanctuary’s gone because of—”


  “Yes, it’s gone, and she’s gone, and you’ll be gone, too, if you go after him.” Vaste drew himself up to his full height. “Or maybe you’ll kill him, and if it comes down to the choice of which of you survives, know that I’m cheering—very sedately—for you. Because I am in mourning. We—not just you—have lost a tremendous amount, and I don’t wish to actively participate in losing more.”


  “Then I guess this is farewell,” Cyrus said, his throat constricting.


  You too, Vaste?


  Now, of all times?


  “I suppose it is,” Vaste said, his voice almost inaudible. “Good luck, Cyrus.”


  “Thanks,” Cyrus said. “But I don’t need luck. I need help.”


  “Then I hope you find it,” Vaste said. The green glow of a wizard teleportation spell sprung up around him, the light blinding and turning the Realm of Life shades of green from the spell energy, but as it faded Cyrus could see the hints of red and brown at either end of the bridge, as if autumn had come to Vidara’s lands, surely in mourning for the one whose death was wearing on Cyrus’s own heart.




   


   


   


   


  12.


   


  Alaric


   


  The wagon rattled along for what felt like hours. After a time of traveling down long roads buried under sealed corridors of the flawless, glowing stone, we emerged from a tunnel under a dark sky. I could see light behind me, a city laid out in the distance, and I squinted. “Did we … travel under that?”


  “Looks that way,” Stepan said, doing some squinting of his own. “They built tunnels under their city. Did you see the exits scattered throughout, leading up to the surface? I watched a wagon go up one, but I couldn’t see the streets above.”


  I had seen them, but they looked like darkened portals to a sky above, ramps slanted like a smoothed-out staircase leading out of the tunnels. There wasn’t much in the way of noise on the way out, just a faint hum as we’d emerged from the tunnel, the sounds of nature around us.


  “Look at that,” Varren said, nodding in front of us. The front of the wagon was sealed, butting directly against the raised seat where the overseers were perched, but looking out the sides near the front, I could what he was talking about. Ahead, the road bent slightly, and I could see a structure almost as massive as the curtain wall around Enrant Monge. This was circular, though, and stretched up taller than even our central tower. It looked like an amphitheater of the sort we had in the castle, but on a much grander scale. The wagon made its turn, and the structure disappeared into the blind spot in front of us.


  “What is it?” Stepan asked, trying to strain himself to see it again. I couldn’t blame him; other than perhaps whatever was beneath that scaffolding before we’d come to this city, it was the most impressive thing I’d ever seen.


  “Coliseum, I think I heard it called, by a couple of the guards,” Varren said casually. “It’s an arena. For fighting.”


  “For who to fight?” I asked, a steely chill going down my back. I was still sitting on the floor of the wagon. The soldiers had closed ranks on the bench, glaring at me sullenly every few minutes, and I hadn’t wanted to risk pressing another into a fight I felt certain I couldn’t win.


  “Us, I think,” Varren said. “Only two uses for us humans; fighting or serving. My guess is we’re about to find out which we’ll each be assigned to.”


  That did not diminish the chill in my spine. A frank self-appraisal told me that while I’d thought I was an impressive fighter, I’d just been plowed to the ground by a real one. My arrogance was perhaps not in tatters, but it was certainly sporting a few holes. My sword was gone, and as I looked down at myself, I realized that compared to the soldiers I’d been traveling with these last months, and in spite of the weight we’d lost due to illness, Olivier and I were still a little fat. My belly stuck out just a bit from the slightly richer portions that the cook had stocked for me, and I had little muscle to make up for it.


  If it came down to fighting or laboring, I was going to be doomed at both.


  “But I’m a prince,” I said under my breath, causing Stepan to jerk his head to look at me.


  Varren just laughed. “Maybe in Luukessia, but we’re not in Luukessia anymore, are we?”


  Silence fell, the men around us hushed by, I now realized, the greatest and most demoralizing defeat our armies had ever seen. Just from what I had observed personally, I doubted a single one of our blue-skinned enemies had been killed. I could have been wrong, but from the quiet despair of broken men huddled around me, so heavy in the air I could almost smell it over the baser stink of urine and feces, I doubted it. These men had lost their spirit, if not in the battle itself then in watching their own man get knocked senseless by one of the blue bastards with little more than a tap of his baton.


  The wagon rattled to a stop as the sky began to lighten. I looked back and realized that there had to be more of us somewhere. There were no wagons behind us; had the rest of the army been left behind before we made that—that bizarre jump, as I thought of teleportation at the time?


  We sat in silence until Stepan spoke. “There were others in front of us. Other wagons,” he clarified when I looked at him with curiosity. “Probably ten or fifteen more. We are last in the procession, and they left at least half that many behind in that place of sunset. They went down a road toward that scaffolding site.”


  “Replacement labor,” Varren said, his head against the sturdy bars as he shot a pitying look at Olivier next to him. Olivier was still speechless, seemingly unaware of anything being said. “For that black tower they’re building.”


  We lapsed into silence again, now intent on the noises in front of us. The wagon crept ahead slowly, moving every few minutes. I got the sense we were in a line and awaiting our turn to unload, like the grocery barrows at the market hurrying to get their cargo out. It did not decrease my uneasiness in the slightest, and in fact made it all the worse, knowing we were likely to be treated by these people the way my own treated vegetables or cuts of meat.


  Finally, after an interminable, seemingly hours-long wait, our turn came. The sun had started to rise, casting the world in an orange light and allowing us to finally see the city we’d traveled under to reach this point in our journey.


  “Sennshann,” Varren said, head still against the bars.


  “Ancestors,” Stepan breathed, mouth open in awe. I had a similar feeling when first I saw it.


  Atop it all was, of course, the building that would eventually become the Citadel, a spire reaching into the sky in the center of the city. It came to a bulbous, ovoid tip, then tapered up a few floors to a point. It was the tallest building in Sennshann, but it was not tallest by terribly much. Dozens of other structures of similar construction made up a skyline, boxy buildings mingled with cylindrical ones as well as a few ovoids and one that looked like an oblong egg. They were all made of that smooth stone that showed no hint of masonry, as though it had been cut whole out of the earth in its final shape.


  I had seen some of the more notable towns in Luukessia, and none of them looked like this. There were castles, certainly, ones that stretched a few stories into the sky, but nothing of this scale. Sennshann inspired both awe and fear in me, and judging by the murmurs I heard around the wagon, I was not the only one.


  There were smaller buildings radiating out from that center as well, and even at this distance from the city I could tell that they were taller than the tower at Enrant Monge. There had to be hundreds, maybe even thousands of those structures, making Sennshann not only a towering marvel but one that spread wide over the entire landscape. I could even see a few more isolated structures dotting the road we’d traveled along as the sky turned a fierce pink along a line of clouds overhead.


  “Who are these … blue men?” I asked, trying to string together a full thought.


  “Sky-men,” Varren corrected me.


  “Why do you call them that?” I asked, frowning at him and feeling the crusted blood on my face crack as I did.


  “Because they can walk in the sky,” Varren said, “like a bird without wings, taking steps across empty space like there was an unseen bridge there.” He raised a hand and waved it around him limply. “And they can do it to you, too. It’s how they build so tall,” he pointed at Sennshann on the horizon. “They make slaves and blocks and wagons able to rise into the air as easy as pushing a broom across a floor.”


  “That’s impossible,” Stepan said, closing down. He had turned dark in an instant, his countenance switching to a glower of the sort I frequently garnered from him.


  “How do you explain our wagon being in a place of sunset one second and then in a dark tunnel a moment later?” Varren said with a patient grin.


  “The power of ancestors,” Stepan said, but he sounded uncertain.


  “Magic, then,” Varren agreed. “The sort from old tales, or maybe even beyond old tales, because I don’t recall ever hearing talk of people walking through the sky.”


  “That’s impossible,” Stepan insisted.


  “You’ll see,” Varren said, a twinkle in his eye, the voice of experience.


  One of the blue men, a different one than the smirking one that had knocked my soldier off of me, came around to the back of the wagon just then. He cleared his throat and it sounded like a breeze blowing through rushes. “You. Out now,” he said in a thick accent. Then he unbolted the lock and threw open the door, holding up a baton as an obvious threat. “Out now.”


  Perhaps because I had instinctively realized that I was a coward and had no power, and had no wish to clash again with these beings who had plainly asserted their absolute dominance over me, I was the first to stir, the first to get to my feet. I saw the resentful glares from my men in my wake as I rose and left the wagon first. I earned a nod of grudging, near-indifferent approval from the overseer at the door, and my consolation was to see Varren and Stepan exiting the wagon only a few steps behind me.


  Another blue man was waiting, this one wearing the same protective metal armor as all these creatures, except this one was covered all the way to the top of his head with a helm like a rounded bucket, with only his chin and eyes exposed. I wondered if the other blue men I’d encountered were simply so arrogant they’d not bothered with helms like this. Whatever the case, I knew the moment I saw it that any blue man in that armor would be utterly invincible, and my mouth went dry with fear.


  There was also just a little tug inside me, a yearning to get a set of armor like that for myself … because I knew with that power, Luukessia would be indisputably mine.


  The blue man in full armor waved me ahead, and I looked where he indicated. There was a line of men ahead of me, ragged and bedraggled. The line seemed to be broken into segments comprised of the wagonloads; at the head of each segment were men like myself, walking under their own power, looking none the worse for the wear. But at the back of each wagon load were others that looked to have been knocked unconscious and were being dragged by some of their fellows, a blue man in close attendance with a baton held high. Some of the blue men were shouting, mostly in their own tongue but a few in broken version of ours.


  “Silence! Go! Go!” shouted the nearest blue man in front of me, harassing the end segment of the wagon load in front of us, his weapon up above his head and six men being dragged by twelve others just ahead of him. Other armored blue men just stood back like silent guards, watching the whole line snake its way forward. Some seemed to watch with grim amusement, others with utter indifference. Being shorter than the majority in the line, I could not see the front of the queue nor where we were going, save that there seemed to be buildings ahead, buildings and something else like pillars.


  I took the command for silence seriously, not daring to open my mouth. My defiance had fled, abandoning me at the first sign of pain and fear. I was supposed to sit on a throne, was supposed to be turning toward home this very week and going back to ascend to the monarchy. I had planned to lead an army of loyal men back.


  Instead, I’d seen hatred in the eyes of my men as one of them beat me. I’d watched my precious sword, which I’d trained with until I felt an expert with it, destroyed by a blue man in armor with the barest effort. I’d realized that I was fat and lazy as I gasped in line from the minimal effort of walking from the wagon and standing there for an hour in a slow-moving line.


  All around me I saw power, more power in a single suit of that armor than in my father’s entire army. It was all around me, surrounding me, threatening me, and it felt like a boot on my neck that I might never pry myself out from under.


  Fear had settled in like a suffocating blanket, reminding me of the time I’d failed at learning to swim under an instructor’s tutelage and angrily told him I wouldn’t need to know this because I was a prince, to be a king, and what need have kings to swim across the water when perfectly good boats waited everywhere to be commandeered into my service? That fear when I thought I was going to drown had been a unique feeling in my life to that point, and was something I had not pondered often since, save for the occasional nightmare. In my court life I had been frequently angry, always certain, and occasionally happy, though only dimly.


  Now I knew that drowning fear again as I waited in that line, waited as the feeling settled on me that were I to be chosen for the Coliseum, for fighting, I was most likely going to die.


  The men ahead of me had settled into a similar silence, advancing a few steps here and there as the line moved. I felt lightheaded from standing this long, and realized for the first time that my doublet was as good as destroyed—ripped, torn and dirtied beyond belief—and my breeches were soiled and muddy, with a few dots of blood to add to their unfit state. I looked at the men behind me. Stepan was still relatively well groomed, and none of the soldiers behind me were nearly as dirty as I was. Even Varren in his goatskins was better presented than I. Olivier was whimpering near the back of the line, his shoulders hunched like he was trying to protect himself.


  The line moved slowly, dragging as I gradually pulled to the fore. Finally I caught a glimpse ahead. There was a fence erected in a wide circle around what looked like a village, save that the buildings were far, far nicer than any village I’d ever been to. They were made of what looked like the same flawlessly quarried stone as the other buildings that we’d passed. They were large, too, barn-sized, and I had a feeling they were living accommodations, barracks for our lot. At the entrance to the fenced-in area, I could see one of the blue men with a bored look in his eyes, asking questions and sizing up the prisoners. He had a whole column of my soldiers to sort through, and he was doing so at his leisure, not looking very pleased at the sight of any of them.


  My mind worked desperately for a plan; I was a prince. That had to mean something, even here. Perhaps if they knew, I thought, it would settle things out. My father would gladly pay any ransom asked to receive his heir back, after all. How quickly I spun from utter loathing and disdain of the man, plotting his overthrow, to investing my last hope in him.


  I reached the blue man, the judge of us before him, and held myself up proudly, starting to speak before he even got a word out. “I am Ulric Garrick, prince of Luukessia and—”


  “All-a-ric,” the blue man said, not even looking up at me, jotting something down on what looked like parchment, but slightly smoother. He finished and glanced up, giving me a once over. “Too fat to labor. Coliseum for you.”


  “I’m a prince—” I started, and felt a hard shock as something popped me in the lower back and set it afire. I cried out and lurched forward, my body instinctively retreating from the pain and sending me forward. The pain receded slightly once I’d walked a few steps and I looked back to see one of the blue men in armor, his baton casually extended where he’d jabbed it into my kidney. He wore a bored look and waved a hand to usher me onward, where I could see other blue men patrolling grounds now that I was inside the wire.


  “They don’t care if you’re a prince,” came a soft, accented voice. I spun back around, still nearly bent double from the pain, and saw the oddest sight.


  There was a girl with blue skin staring at me, her hair a dark black, her features soft and her eyes curious, a lighter blue than any human I’d ever seen. I judged her age as roughly my own, and her bearing was straight of back, her head cocked slightly. She wore a jacket and pants, made of a peculiar material with some shine to it. The sight of a woman in pants was truly bizarre to me. The women in Luukessia wore dresses. Only men wore pants or breeches.


  The girl stood with her hands folded in front of her. She did not look particularly happy. Two of the armored blue men stood at her back, looking down at me with plain wariness; I knew by their gaze if I took so much as a step in her direction, they would turn me into the meat for a meal within seconds.


  “What is your name?” she asked. “Al … ar … ic?” She struggled with it, as though it were not a natural sound to her ears or mouth.


  “Ulric,” I said, trying to correct her. “Ulric Garrick.”


  She tried again. “All-arr-ic,” she said, then shook her head. “No Protanian could say that, I’m sorry. And none of these men will care about your surname, as you are houseless.”


  “I am of the House of Garrick,” I said, gradually straightening my back as the pain subsided.


  “That is not a recognized house here,” she said, almost sadly. Shouting suddenly erupted behind her, but she did not turn. I looked past her and her bodyguards to see a blue man, this one dressed differently, unarmored, wearing some of the finest clothing I’d ever seen—deep, rich reds, made of a fabric I couldn’t have identified, something that looked a little like foreign silk but smoother, sleeker. He was yelling loudly enough to be heard in the line behind the fence, and sticking his finger into the face of the blue man he was talking to, also clad in shiny clothes. The shouting man was thin and gaunt, with entirely too much rage for his small figure. The object of his wrath looked slightly nonplussed. He bore an impressive scar down the side of his face from his temple to his throat, where it disappeared beneath his collar. The scar was an even angrier dark blue than his normal skin tone, which appeared to have paled.


  The thin, yelling man spoke in that same language that I’d heard the guards shout in; I could not understand a single word, only that the man yelling was extremely displeased about something. “That’s my father,” said the girl, still not looking back.


  “He seems … charming,” I said, almost standing upright again.


  One of the girl’s bodyguards scowled at me and spoke in their language. “Onsse, eah vechon! Ooron, Sovaren!”


  The girl smiled faintly. “He says you should be more respectful to me.”


  “Does he speak my language?” I asked, giving him a wary eye as he glowered at me.


  “No, but your sarcasm was obvious,” she said. “You should take more care with it. It will hurt if you do not, Al-ar-ic.”


  “That’s not my name,” I said quietly, the life seemingly drained out of me.


  “You have been assigned to fight in the Coliseum, Prince of Loo-kessia. You are a soldier, yes?”


  I looked down at myself. My skin was visible through the holes in my doublet, but so covered in dirt that it was probably impossible to tell. “I am … not much of a warrior, no. This was my first time … out of the …” I was still having trouble catching my breath. “Please … I can’t fight. I …”


  “No training?” she asked, still watching me with careful interest.


  “I thought I had,” I said. Possibly the drubbings I’d taken in the last few hours had beaten some humility into me. My ego was certainly in tatters. “But it would appear I’m … rather more useless than I thought.”


  She looked me over again, and I felt a strange intensity from her. “Our men … they did not do all this to you, did they?”


  “No,” I said, and my face burned with shame. “Most of it was … my own men.”


  “And you are their prince?” Her voice was gentle, but I could hear the curiosity pushing through.


  “I don’t think they much care about that anymore,” I said, my voice sounding small. “If they ever did.” That was a hard truth to come to after months of traveling with plans in my head, plans that relied on my ability to sway my men to my cause. But I had not swayed them to my cause, had I? I’d failed in that, and now I was in a strange land and one of them had beaten me nearly to death while all the others in my wagon had looked on.


  I was alone in this place, and in this girl I sensed perhaps the only lifeline I had. It was a flimsy line, little more than a thread, but I tried to hang upon it with all my remaining strength. My mind wasn’t moving fast enough to calculate my chances of swaying her, or of what help she might even be able to provide; at least part of me was talking to her simply because she was talking to me, and I was bleeding out my fears and sense of betrayal. If any Luukessian soldier had asked me the same question as her at the moment, I probably would have responded the same way—only with even less hope than I had with the strange girl standing in a slave prison yard.


  “I am sorry for you, Alar-ic,” she said, seeming to settle on her preferred pronunciation of my name. Hearing it said that way was still a pebble in my shoe, but the least of my worries at that moment. “I fear your days will not grow easier. It might have been kinder for them to kill you and be done with it, but alas …” She looked down. “Now you will feel the bite of death over and over.”


  “How … do your people do that?” I asked, still dazed from the wonders I’d seen: armor that defied damage; wagons that disappeared and reappeared in some different land; buildings that reached toward the sky in defiance of natural law.


  “It is a branch of our power,” she said simply.


  The yelling man’s voice had quieted, and then he said something sharply behind her that finally stirred her to look at him. “Vann yesh Jena, entaryu mei!”


  “I must go,” she said, bowing her head slightly. “I wish you luck in the battles to come, Alaric.” Now she pronounced my name smoothly, though still incorrectly. I had not the heart to argue, and not only for fear her bodyguards would smash me for impertinence.


  No, at that moment I realized that the girl in front of me, this stranger who I had known for all of two minutes … was possibly the closest thing I had to a friend.


  “Thank you,” I said, feeling the crush of that particular revelation settle on my heart. I didn’t ask for her name and she didn’t offer it, turning and walking away as I stood there watching her go. The yelling man took no notice of me, talking to her in a loud voice, still sounding angry. Her bodyguard, the one who had rebuked me for my rudeness, cast a look back, but the girl herself did not. I watched them disappear behind one of the massive buildings, led by the man with the scar, before I felt a poke at my back.


  “Move,” said one of the blue men guards, pointing toward an open door in one of the structures. I could see others milling around inside. Shadowy things that looked like bunk beds stretched three or four high. He nudged me with a baton, just a light thump to the back, and I started toward the door.


  As I walked across the dusty ground toward my new home, I thought about what she’d said about my next days being difficult.


  As it turned out, she was very, very right.




   


   


   


   


  13.


   


  Cyrus


   


  Cyrus stood on the bridge in the Realm of Life after Vaste’s departure, listening to the croak of distant frogs in the night air. Eventually, perhaps, a sun was going to rise over this place, but it didn’t seem anywhere near the horizon, and the moon was still shining down its glaring silver light.


  The night air chill had long since settled over him. It was not truly cold; more like an autumn day after sundown, but without a hint of breeze. It made his skin ache beneath his armor.


  “That sounded like it went marvelously,” Terian said from the end of the bridge. He had someone else with him, and it took Cyrus a moment to realize it was Quinneria, hanging slightly back as though she were still in the persona of Larana, always hiding herself from sight.


  “He’s done,” Cyrus said simply, unconsciously glancing toward the space Vaste had been standing in. “Doesn’t want to see me die, I guess.”


  “None of us does,” Quinneria said, more assertively than Larana ever would have.


  “I might have once,” Terian said, a little glibly, “but those days are past.” He advanced over the bridge at an amble, Quinneria following close behind him. “Where to, Cyrus?”


  “I was considering going back to Reikonos,” Cyrus said, feeling instinctively drawn back to the old barn.


  “Well, that’s dumb,” Terian said. “Don’t go live in a barn. Come stay in a dank and gloomy underground palace. We don’t have the light of the sun, but the food is better, guaranteed.”


  “You sound more like an innkeeper than the Sovereign,” Cyrus said drily.


  “I am many things to many people,” Terian said. “Right now, I’m your friend. And like I said before, I can’t bring my army into this, but I’m with you.”


  “Maybe you shouldn’t be,” Cyrus said, his gauntlet scraping the stone railing as he moved his arm to lean against it. “The Sovereign of Saekaj Sovar has a lot more to lose if the gods turn against him than Vaste did.”


  “I understand where Vaste is coming from,” Terian said, easing closer to Cyrus. “He’s worried you’re going to become reckless with your life and that of anyone you lead in this. He thinks you’re beyond feeling, and thus beyond reason. But we both know that’s not you right now.”


  Cyrus raised an eyebrow, catching a guarded look from Quinneria. “It’s not?”


  “No.” Terian shook his head. “A few hours ago, when the rage was fresh, you might have smeared yourself messily across Bellarum’s gauntlet, but now the general within is taking over, and you’re calculating your best chance for making him a smear on your gauntlet. I heard the talk about odds, and the bellow of angry defiance about how you’d show them … I know what comes after that, and it’s not a suicide charge into the jaws of death. You’re not desperate. You may not care if you live, but you’ll be damned if you’re just going to let Bellarum kill you without extracting payment in return. I can follow that.”


  “To the end?” Cyrus asked.


  “Wouldn’t be my first choice,” Terian said, shrugging. “But … if need be, yes. I want to extract payment from his hide as well. He shouldn’t think he can just wipe out our friends without paying a heavy price.”


  “And you?” Cyrus turned to Quinneria.


  “I told you I was with you,” she said quietly. “But I do not wish to see you dead in this, so I hope Terian is right about your state of mind.”


  Cyrus felt a faint twitch at the corner of his eye. “I’m more interested in killing Bellarum than dying to no purpose,” he said. “A pointless death nets me nothing, so I’m willing to plan, to take care, and … no, I have no interest in seeing anyone else die, save for our enemies.” He scraped his gauntlet against the rail. “Though given what we are up against, my interest hardly seems the overriding factor. If we do this, people will most certainly die.”


  “Will you do what you did in the Dragonshrine?” Terian asked. “Will you run up and try and throw yourself in front of them?”


  “I was supposed to protect Arkaria,” Cyrus said. “And my guild. My people.”


  “I understand that all too well,” Terian said. “But—”


  “Well, it’s done now, isn’t it?” Cyrus asked. “Defending Arkaria? We don’t have enough people left to protect a mile of Reikonos’s wall against the smallest of armies. Sanctuary’s gone …” He shrugged. “There’s nothing left to protect, save for those who come with us in this, wherever that’s going to take us … and I really have no idea where it will.”


  “Good enough for me,” Terian said, and he forced a smile. “Come back to Saekaj. Stay with us. It’ll be safer than living in a barn in the slums.”


  Cyrus shivered, a sudden reaction to the chill coupled with a thought of something left undone. “I will. But I have to make a stop in Reikonos first.”


  “Very well,” Terian said, bowing his head. “We’ll be waiting for you … and I’ll have your bed turned down, like a good innkeeper should. Might even have them build a fire in the chambers, see if we can manage that without turning it into a smokehouse.”


  Cyrus looked to Quinneria. “Can you take me to Reikonos?” He took a slow breath. “I need to go to the Guildhall quarter.”


  She looked at him with curious eyes and a slightly furrowed brow. “Of course, but—”


  “Isabelle,” Cyrus said by way of explanation. “I need to tell her … about her sister.” He choked back the emotion that threatened to bubble out of him.


  Quinneria froze then nodded once. “Certainly. We can—”


  A sharp whinny caused Cyrus to turn his head to find Terrgenden there, ambling toward him atop a pure white horse. He peered into the dark, trying to examine the animal more closely as it started up the bridge. That can’t be …


  Terrgenden brought the horse to a halt and slung a leg over, descending from the saddle with an easy vault. He landed with a spring, brushing himself off as though he’d acquired dust in the ride. “Your horse, sir,” he said, mocking the manner of a common servant.


  “Windrider?” Cyrus ran his hands down the horse’s neck and got bumped in the helm affectionately in return for it. He looked at the God of Mischief. “How did …?”


  “I didn’t,” Terrgenden said with a shrug. “It was your stableboy who freed him and ensured he was taken away with a teleport spell, though I suspect the horse himself contributed to his own rescue by raising some small amount of hell.” He clucked his tongue. “A lovely horse, a beautiful coat, a sharp mind.” The God of Mischief ran a hand down the neck and Windrider seemed to shudder, though whether in pleasure or distaste, Cyrus could not tell. “One should be careful not to leave such a valuable animal in danger.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” Cyrus said, taking hold of the reins. He glanced at Quinneria. “Shall we?”


  She nodded. The light of a teleportation spell began to grow at her fingers, sweeping them away from the Realm of Life and carrying them back to the lands of ordinary men.




   


   


   


   


  14.


   


  Alaric


   


  The next few days of my life in the camp outside the Coliseum were easily the worst of my life.


  We awoke each day at dawn, to the voices of the blue men guards, rattling their batons hard against the walls of our buildings and shouting, “Wake up! Move out!” at us. I learned quickly that going along with whatever they wanted us to do was much easier than not. I saw Olivier get another whacking the first morning, and it convinced me.


  We were fed three times per day. The meals were not terrible. It was essentially a bread substance, but stickier and doughier than what we had in Luukessia. It was heartier fare than our soldiers had subsisted on in the journey north from Enrant Monge, but was much less appealing that the food I was used to. By the third day, the smell of it as we stood in the line for food was making me ill. I ate without complaint anyway, because to do otherwise would have spurred a striking with those pain-inducing batons.


  In those first days, there was no communication about our role in any sort of Coliseum battle. In fact, other than mealtimes and a set bedtime where the guards yelled and corralled us into lying down, there wasn’t any communication from the blue men at all, save for when someone got out of line. There were a few fights, and someone got beaten even worse than I had, which gave me a shameful sense of comfort.


  Most of my barracks was comprised of soldiers from my army, but there were some other men there who had been in the camp before we arrived. Varren had been sorted into the fighting group with us, which he didn’t seem particularly happy about. He hadn’t said much since we’d passed the gates of the camp, at least not on the occasions where I was near enough to hear him. He’d chosen a bunk across the barn-like room, and I had seen little of the man.


  Stepan was close by, in the bunk below mine, but he was even less companionable. He said almost nothing, spending his hours between meals lying sullenly on his thin mattress of some sort of old cloth and straw. He’d given me a rather evil eye when we were choosing our bunks, driving me up the long ladder to the top most bunk, fourth above the ground. The bunking system seemed an obvious hierarchy, at least to me, in that the bottom bunks seemed to be entirely taken up by sullen, angry, threatening men who protected their territory jealously.


  The barracks smelled about as terrible as you would imagine for harboring several hundred men. There were latrines in the rear of the building, but no place to bathe or wash. The weather was unpleasantly warm within a few days of our arrival, and the latrines began to stink enough during the days that I habitually held my nose pinched closed or else kept a finger beneath it to try and stave off the smell. It did little to help, and the stench of ripe, unwashed bodies seemed to grow worse by the day.


  After the noontime meal on the third day came the first deviation from the routine, and it happened in such a way that I garnered the attention of everyone in my bunkhouse, both for better and worse. That, I realized later, was a dangerous thing, to stick out in a place of desperate, angry men.


  It happened this way. I was lying on my bed, the yeasty taste of the lunch bread lingering in my mouth as I dug at a piece stuck between my teeth. The mattress was of pitiable quality, the sort of thing you might find in a barn. I hadn’t yet had a good night of sleep upon it, though worry might have been a contributing factor as well. A hubbub came from the entry, and like groundhogs rising to see what was going on, those of us lying on our bunks rose almost as one, heads popping up at the sound.


  There was a blue man guard weaving his way through the beds. Another was posted at the door; I noticed early on that they didn’t come into our sleeping quarters singly. Presumably, that was a precaution of some sort, though of what kind I couldn’t tell. It wasn’t as though any of us could hurt them in any way I’d seen. Even with weapons, we’d been plainly overmatched, and now none of us were armed.


  The blue man making his way through the beds was staring at faces as he passed through. He went all the way to the center of the room, which was essentially just a crossroads of paths between the bunks, and shouted, “All-aric!”


  I stared at him, not sure I’d him right. He called the name again, and this time it jarred it loose for me. “That’s me,” I said, and the guard craned his neck to pick me out of the crowd in the bunkroom. Was it possible someone had finally realized how important I was? That I did not belong here among these wretches, chosen to fight in some spectacle like dogs?


  “You idiot,” Stepan hissed from beneath me.


  I ignored him, though his words did send a peculiar shudder through me as I started to climb out of my bunk. I could hear guffaws around me, either at my name’s mispronunciation or at the assumption that something terrible was coming to me. My feet hit the floor and I made my way slowly toward the blue man standing in the center of the room. “I’m Ulric.”


  “Al-aric,” he said, staring at me with piercing eyes, clearly trying to decide something. I realized then that his armor was different than the other blue men. It was darker, more angular, like it had been built differently. Under his arm he carried a helm, though I couldn’t see it well in the dimly lit barracks. “Come with me,” he said, and turned to walk out without a word of explanation.


  I cast a look up at Stepan, who was watching me, but did not linger. I didn’t know whether my father’s servant was right, and that I’d gotten myself into some trouble here, but it wasn’t as though I could have simply hid. I doubted my father’s soldiers would have been sanguine about allowing me to keep my head down when the guards started threatening. I had little doubt they would have thrown me to the wolves without remorse.


  I followed the blue man in the different armor out of the barracks door where the guard gave me a look up and down like he was seeking to know what the hell was so special about me. At the time it caused me to puff out my chest a little more, thinking that finally my title and position were to be acknowledged.


  That lasted about halfway across the yard, at which point the blue man in the armor who’d fetched me turned around. He had the fiercest eyes I’d ever seen, with red irises that watched me intently. I strode forward with exaggerated confidence, and when I stopped ten feet away from him, it was with my chin held out.


  I gave him a good look in the light of day. The blue man had a strong chin of his own, and his eyes were alight with amusement. He had dark, but not quite black, hair, short-cropped and parted down the middle, and a wide chin. He regarded me carefully for all of five seconds, his helm held in the crook of his elbow.


  Then he brought the helm up, slid it onto his head, and drew a baton.


  He was on me before I could marshal myself and move, and his first strike deadened my leg, eliminating any possibility of flight. I hit the ground with one knee, and he drove the baton into my kidney. These bastards had clearly learned that was a vulnerable point for us. My back spasmed as I rocked back, snapping my neck hard enough that I hit my head painfully on the ground. The blue man grabbed me around the neck and hauled me over his knee, putting me into a fine position to break me in two. From there he stared at me, still looking quite amused, his expression hidden but his intense eyes still twinkling through the slits in his helm.


  “So,” he said, with the same accent I’d heard from all of them, “you are Al-aric?”


  “Yes,” I managed to get out around the pressure on my throat. I didn’t have had the presence of mind to lie, because once again I’d found myself overwhelmed and in a terrifying situation, helpless.


  “You are sure?” he asked.


  “I’m … Ulric … Garrick … prince of … Luukessia …” I got out, trying to tell him exactly what I knew in hopes that the bastard would stop squeezing me. I didn’t realize at the time that he wasn’t choking me, but just pressing on my neck in a way that hurt like the blazes.


  “Very well, then.” He dropped and I thumped to the ground, landing on my shoulder blades with enough jarring force to knock the breath out of me for a moment. “My name is Rin, and I am your sabushon—your instructor.”


  The blood was rushing in my ears, my face red from his squeezing of my neck, and my back ached because he’d just let me fall to the dusty, pebble-clad empty dirt in the yard. “Beg … pardon?” I asked, defaulting to my courtly manners in spite of the flagrant assault I’d just taken.


  “I’ve been sent to teach you how to fight,” he said, still not removing his helm. I could see faint purple hues streaking through the red in his irises, something that seemed a bit shocking to someone used to dealing with browns, blues, and perhaps the occasional green. The helm was a monstrous thing, with jagged lines that reminded me of horns.


  “Sent?” I asked, turning my head to look back at the entry to the barracks. No one else had come out, and the same bored guard was standing there, dividing his attention between his charges inside and what was going on between this fellow and I out here in the yard. “To train … all of us?”


  “Just you,” he said, and placed a pointed boot right on my sternum. He gave me a slow, pushing nudge that found its place right below my breastbone and hurt quite a bit before he removed his foot and stepped back. “On your feet.” His voice did not suggest that he would brook any disobedience.


  I pulled myself to sitting, and then to one knee, and then, awkwardly, back to my feet, and stood across from the blue man. He’d given me his name, hadn’t he? Rin, he’d called himself, and I’d nearly missed it in my pain. “Rin,” I said experimentally.


  “Yes,” he said simply. “You will obey my orders exactly—”


  “Who sent you?” I asked, and was answered with a baton right betwixt the eyes.


  When I opened my eyes again, my head hurting from where I had landed, once more, upon my back, I found Rin standing in the same place he had been before, very casually clutching his baton at his side, relaxed. “On your feet,” he said again, and I rushed to comply, feeling a new bevy of aches and pains.


  When I was standing again, he spoke, giving no suggestion he’d even heard my question, let alone that he was answering it, even as he proceeded to do so. “As I said before we experienced that moment of presumption on your part, I am your instructor, and I have been sent to see to your training in the art of fighting.” He waited, watching me, plainly wanting to see if I would be foolish enough to ask my question again. When I did not, he said, “I am a guard at the—” here he said words that I could not have easily pronounced, even had my ears not been slightly ringing, “—which is a mining colony south of here.” He smacked his lips together behind the mask. “I believe you met the daughter of the camp’s … commander, you would call it in your filthy language. She felt pity for you, apparently, much as someone might feel for an animal, and so now I will be spending my afternoons teaching you to survive.” He looked unreservedly sour at this turn of events.


  “You … speak my language very well,” I said, waiting to see if that would earn me another strike to the face. My nose was in pain, but there seemed to be no swelling or bleeding, even though he’d leveled me to the ground with his attack.


  “Our labor force at the camp is largely your people,” Rin said. “I’ve had to learn to speak as one of you in order to make my desires known to the slaves.” I could practically feel him smiling beneath the mask, daring me to object.


  I couldn’t. I was at his mercy, after all, that much was plain.


  I was a slave.


  “As I said, I’m here to teach you how to fight,” Rin went on. “I do not believe in doing so gently, either, for when you face your foes, they will not hold in mercy in their hearts, or be gentle. This will not be an easy process for you. You will experience pain.” He sounded pleased about that. “Pain is the fire in which we will turn you from a weak, soft little man,” he made that sound like the greatest insult of all, “into a … well, a less weak, less soft man.” He started to walk around me in a slow circle. “You will not enjoy this. If you are a fool, you will quickly become frustrated and will surrender, which will lead to a never-ending cycle of pain. Not by me,” he parted his hands as he orbited me, “but in the Coliseum, where you will die, and they will bring you back by magic, and you will die again, and again, and again … until there is not enough left of your mind to tell you how to grip a sword. Then, and only then, will you be sent to the camps, where you will mine ore until such time as you die and we will bring you back again, and again and again … because teaching you how to swing a pick over and over again is much simpler than teaching someone how to use a sword effectively once they’ve lost all else.” I could not see his face, but he spoke with an intensity that suggested he felt strongly about this practice.


  He came back around in front of me and stopped, his baton before him. “Now, let us begin.” And he reached behind him and tossed me a baton.


  I caught it after fumbling it a couple times first, barely getting it before it slid out of my grasp on the last bounce out of my hand. Rin laughed at the ridiculous display and drew another baton from somewhere in his back armor. It looked the same, like a length of steel shaped into a cylinder, a walking staff cut in half, forged of metal.


  “In the Coliseum you will use a sword,” Rin said. “Steel, pathetic, the weak craftsmanship you’re used to seeing and using. We like to watch you beasts do things the way you prefer to, after all, and trying to give you our weapons would mostly be like handing a dog a knife and expecting him to cut his food with it, sit at the table, and eat with manners. We don’t expect that of you, so …” He gestured to the baton in my hand. “That is one of our weapons, and before you get any ideas about using it on me … know that if you hit my armor, it will do nothing.” He clanked a hand against the mammoth slab of metal stretched across his chest. “Go ahead. See if you can.” He lowered his guard. I eased in toward him, afraid he was going to spring a trap on me. He narrowed his eyes. “Hurry, fool, I haven’t all day to waste with you.” I jabbed my baton at him and it clanked noisily off his armor.


  Then he brought his up with blazing speed and slapped me under the left armpit hard enough that I dropped instantly like someone had cut my legs from beneath me.


  When I came back to myself again, I found Rin standing over me, humming lightly. “Now that we’ve established that you are as powerless with one of these in your hands as you were without, the training can begin. On your feet.”


  I worked my way back to my feet slowly, standing on my unsteady legs. I knew now for certain what I’d suspected before; that there was something about these batons that inflicted far, far more pain than an ordinary stick.


  “Now you’re wondering how these work.” Rin held up his baton in front of me. “But explaining would be like trying to teach a fish how to walk on land, so don’t dwell on it when you should be devoting your very limited capacity to figuring out how to fight. Because dogs can fight, you see, it’s what they’re good for. Animals fight when provoked, it’s what makes them something other than food, what elevates them from being dinner to being the entertainment we watch over dinner.” He sounded almost delighted to inform me of these facts of the world. “Now, try and defend yourself against this very, very slow attack …”


  He came at me, and while he was slower than he’d come at me before, he still left me once again on my back, moaning in pain.


  “Does it hurt?” he asked, standing over me, as the blackness around my eyes receded and the blue sky overhead filtered back in.


  “Do you not already know the answer?” I asked, clutching at my chest where he’d sent spires of angry flames into me. I hadn’t seen flames, and there was no sign of burns, but my skin felt as if it had been set on fire. He stared down at me expectantly, so I answered him. “Yes, it hurts.”


  “Good,” Rin said mildly. He raised his baton up again, bringing it down and drowning my consciousness in another flood of pain. When I blinked my eyes open again, he was still there, but his helmet was off, and he was staring down at me with those red eyes. “There are two types of animals, you see … the ones who are broken by pain. They are like a hill of sand in a flood, waiting to be washed away, losing all structure when the flow gets heavy enough. The others can be guided by pain. It is their teacher, and they can learn from it.” He brandished his baton over me, looking at it as he ran a finger along its length, studying it as though it held a secret of life. “Let’s see which one you are,” he said, and he hit me with the baton over and over as my screams filled the air until, mercifully, I lost consciousness.




   


   


   


   


  15.


   


  Cyrus


   


  When they appeared in Reikonos Square, Cyrus felt no need to mount Windrider, and so he merely took the reins in hand and started his stroll to the east, walking silently toward the Guildhall Quarter. The night was dark, torches blazing all around to shed light on the square.


  “Did I never teach you manners?” Quinneria asked him crossly as she fell in next to him, her robes ruffling as she hurried to keep pace. The moon hung overhead still, though Cyrus thought he saw the first hints of light on the horizon. The spring was almost over, summer coming soon to settle on the human capital. “To stride off without a word.”


  “Perhaps you were more focused on sneaking in the basics of magic,” he said. “I told you where we were going before we left the Realm of Life.” He cast a tired eye in the direction of the markets. They were still doing a reasonable, though not booming, trade in the nighttime hours.


  She took the chastening in stride. “Cyrus—”


  “I’m sure you have wonderful motherly advice,” he said, “but as I feel I’ve been somewhat hammered already today, perhaps we could just … put it aside for now.”


  “I cannot simply put it aside,” she said, and now she showed herself in the strain of her voice. “I am with you, in all of this. You seek revenge and I understand it, for I remember the thoughts in my own head when your father died. I, however, had a child to anchor me still to this life, and you do not. I can imagine what grief will do to your mind—”


  “Terian was right,” Cyrus said, walking down the quiet street away from the square, leading his tame horse behind him. “I have moved beyond white hot, uncaring grief and the desire for simple vengeance. The task ahead is not an easy one, and throwing myself upon Bellarum’s sword is not my plan.” He sniffed the night air, frowning as he caught a whiff of someone’s chamber pot. “Every superior enemy I’ve brought low has been defeated because of calculation on my part—when to fight, where to fight, and how to fight them. Those are my considerations. If Bellarum has allies, I’ll need to peel them off like meat from a bone.” He gave her a look. “Don’t worry. I won’t rush foolishly into death. I will make sure this is done right.” For her, he didn’t say. Nor did he see fit to mention what might happen afterward.


  “I understand all that,” Quinneria said. “And while I am pleased that you are back to strategizing, as your mother my concerns remain—”


  Cyrus let a hearty sigh. “This was so much easier when I thought you were just a cook who worried about me a little more than was healthy.”


  “I want to see you come out of the other side of this,” she said. “Vara was dear to me as well, and while I obviously did not care for her as you did, I think my detachment might better let me say what she would want at the end of all this.”


  Cyrus blinked, stopping in his tracks. Windrider stopped with him. “What would she want at the end of this, do you think?”


  “She would want you to come out the other side and live a life,” Quinneria said. “Not just get your revenge and depart this land into sweet, comfortable death.”


  Cyrus stared at her, his gaze smoky. “You know I feel that way because—”


  “I’ve been through it,” Quinneria said. “I know the desire to simply have it over with, that urge to give up the fight that is life when you’ve lost so much as you have, Cyrus. I know it well.”


  “As you pointed out,” Cyrus said, “I have no child to keep me moored once this is over. No part of her to make me stay behind, no Sanctuary to be responsible to.”


  “You have me,” she said. “I am still with you.”


  “That may not be enough,” Cyrus whispered, and he started the horse forward again.


  She was silent for the rest of their journey into the Guildhall Quarter. Cyrus listened to his feet shuffle down the dusty street until he reached the four corners where the largest guildhalls sat. With a careful look over the facade of the Endeavor guildhall, reminiscent of Termina before the fall, he eased toward the front entry at the corner, tying off Windrider’s reins at a hitching post, then nodding to the troll guards out front.


  “My name is Cyrus Davidon,” he said, causing the two of them to squint down at him, “and I’m here to see Isabelle.”


  Neither of them spoke, though they traded a look. One of them started to say something, and then he examined Cyrus with a further glance. Apparently deciding his course of action, he turned his head and shouted, “Cyrus Davidon to see Mistress Isabelle!” into the open doors.


  Cyrus waited, feeling like rock as he stood there, his armor creaking as he shifted slightly. It hadn’t always done that; this was new. The mail rattled beneath the plate. He heard movement inside the hall, where firelight flickered against white painted walls, and a shadow started to come toward him.


  Isabelle emerged a moment later, resplendent in her white robes, a perplexed smile sitting atop her lovely, sculpted face with high cheekbones. She stood framed between the trolls for a moment staring at Cyrus, and he stared back at her. Their eyes met, and he could not think of a thing to say. He felt his lips part, and something threaten to leap from between them, some undignified, teary words, and he held them back.


  She stared at him, and he watched the subtle change. She straightened, growing slightly taller as she pulled herself up, her mouth falling open slightly as she stared at him. Her hand came up, and she clasped her breast as though to protect her heart, to ward her from the pain she sensed coming. “Cyrus?” she asked.


  He tried again to speak, and no words came out. He swallowed his pride and his feelings, closing his eyes for just a moment before opening them again to see her staring at him in the full flower of despair. She knew.


  “Vara,” Isabelle said softly, the first tear streaming down her cheek a moment later, after he managed a nod. There was no more need for words between them, for she knew everything he had come to tell her.




   


   


   


   


  16.


   


  Alaric


   


  When I stepped foot in the Coliseum for the first time a few days after my first encounter with Rin, it was with full knowledge of two things: one, that whoever I faced would be intending to do far, far more violent harm to me than Rin had. And second, that I was in no way ready to fend them off. Both of these facts came to me courtesy of Rin after our fourth lesson together, another one in which I spent the vast majority of my time on the ground, in agony.


  They herded us through the gates of the Coliseum and into the open air, a crowd cheering at deafening volume, sun shining overhead, dirt beneath our feet. I had a sword in my hand, which, though plain and basic, still put my old one to shame. It was functional, not beautiful, with long lines of sharpened blade and little else to recommend it. Still, it was my only chance of survival, and I gripped it tightly as such.


  When my line of thirty men with swords met our opponents less than a minute after being herded out, my thoughts about aesthetics were swiftly forgotten.


  What became clear to me, staring across the open dirt floor of the arena, was that our opponents were human and that I had never seen any of them before. They were dressed in something akin to what I’d seen on the mining camp commander who had visited on the day I was sorted to fight. They wore grey, smooth cloth, no armor of any sort, but their bodies were sinewy and tanned, not flabby as we’d started to become in our barracks. For all I knew, these men had been in the next building the entire time. It wasn’t as though we were allowed out to wander when other groups were around. It made the whole camp a very mysterious, isolated place outside of our barracks.


  Our opponents in the grey clothing had a look I didn’t see in any of the faces of the soldiers I was with. These men were hardened, had done this before. Someone was bellowing over the crowd, shouting some sort of announcements as our opponents faced us and stared, looking like they were examining a particularly fine meal. I saw smiles, bared teeth, no fear.


  When I looked at my own men, the contrast could not have been more marked. Olivier looked like he was about to sit in the dirt and let death come to him; his leg had obvious traces of wetness, and the tip of his sword was jumping inches from the shaking he was doing.


  “Stay close to me,” Stepan said from my side, his sword at least steady. Mine was doing better than Olivier’s but worse than his, so I took heed.


  “RA-HGREN!” the announcer’s voice shouted, and our foes broke into a dead run at us, hollering war cries as they came. Their sandaled feet kicked up dust and their legs pounded, exposed by their short breeches.


  I saw no mercy there, and none of my line made to charge them. Whatever bravery the army had when it left Enrant Monge had been beaten out of it by the long march and the brutal, bloodless defeat at the hands of the blue men. When the enemy force slammed into us, only half us managed to raise our swords in any kind of a defense. The rest of our attackers tore into men who turned their backs, who were screaming and trying to run, or who simply stood there and flinched when death came.


  No, I wasn’t ready. It wasn’t even battle in the sense I’d been trained for. It was slaughter, fatted calves marched out for easy dinner.


  I blocked the enemy who came at me, my blade bouncing his off. He looked surprised when I did it; it was a very basic thing I’d learned between Rin’s instruction and my own lessons, and it worked well. My opponent was faster than I was, but I managed to land a glancing blow against his leg as I turned it aside, and I felt a strange satisfaction at this. I brought my sword up again to ready for the next exchange, a faint smile breaking out on my lips.


  Then he yelled in my face, causing me to blanch. He knocked aside my weapon, and punched me in the face.


  As strange as it is for me to relate this now, the humiliation of that moment hurt almost as much as any I’d experienced up to that point. In spite of Rin’s warning, I had thought that maybe, just maybe, I could weather this storm and come out the other side. I’d felt a faint surge of hope as I turned aside the first attack, and having that yanked away was like being dropped after first rising a few feet from the ground. Those feet counted, and I felt them in the landing.


  The punch to my face broke my nose once again, and set my eyes to watering uncontrollably, hot tears of fury arcing down my cheeks as I squinted and tried to see what was happening. The yell had surprised me, but the punch had felt like insult to injury, even though it was really injury added to insult. How peculiar to feel pain at someone merely yelling at you, especially given all I’d already been through.


  My foe drove his blade into my chest quickly, and when I looked up at him, I saw cold, uncaring eyes staring back at me for the space of time it took him to pull his sword from my chest. It made a sucking noise and blood burbled out, a lancing pain piercing straight through me. I screamed, and my opponent stared at me for a brief second with pitiless eyes. A dog might have spared more compassion for my plight. Then, without so much as a backward glance, the man who murdered me was off and away, doubtless to kill his next opponent.


  The searing fire in my chest and back made me curl up in the dirt, trying to staunch the flow of my life’s blood from the hole my enemy had made. It hurt as if someone had taken an old length of wood and driven it through me. It felt like agony, and it felt wrong, and as I clawed at my chest, I only wished for some way my fingers could fix it, could make the pain stop.


  No relief came, though, until the light finally faded, the clamor of battle around me fading, and I slipped into death with all the ease of a man drifting off to dream—but without any hope of waking, or seeing anything in the darkness other than a nightmare.




   


   


   


   


  17.


   


  Cyrus


   


  “Are you ready to go home?” Vara asked, her blond hair flashing in the warm, noonday sun, a coy, languid smile pressed against her red lips. She sat atop her horse, in control, hoofbeats slow and steady with every step her animal took—


  “Cyrus!”


  Cyrus awoke out of a sleep he did not know he’d fallen into to find someone hammering at his door. A lamp burned at his bedside, casting the dark room in pale orange light. Cyrus sat up in the bed, recalling that he’d come back to Saekaj Sovar after his meeting with Isabelle. Apparently he’d fallen asleep at some point, and now he had no idea what hour it was, whether it was day or night, nor—


  “Lord Davidon!” The hammering at the door came again, and now Cyrus reached for the scabbards by his bed. He’d taken off his armor before bathing himself with a bowl of warm water and a cloth, but now he found himself wishing he’d slept in his armor, weapons at the ready. The cave air was cold. Though winter was long past, Cyrus could not shake its chill. It was in the night air, lingering when he’d been in the Realm of Life, and he wondered if summer would ever grace his skin with its warmth again.


  Have they found me here? he wondered, mind snapping to alertness. Have they come for me?


  Does it matter if they have? he thought with dark amusement a moment later.


  “What is it?” he called, hoping his voice, scratchy as it was, would carry through the door.


  “It’s Longwell, sir,” came Samwen’s voice through the door. “I—I have news. It’s urgent.”


  Cyrus rubbed at his eyes, debating on his course. He shook his head at the thought process. He’d trusted Samwen Longwell with his life on more occasions than he could count, and now he was hesitant to open the door to the man. This is Erith’s fault. Erith’s and Menlos’s. Perhaps Vaste’s as well, though he only left …


  Cyrus heaved himself off the stiff mattress and padded across the floor to the door. “I’m not dressed, Samwen. Just speak your news through the door.”


  “Aye … sir,” Longwell said, and by his hesitance Cyrus knew the dragoon had sifted out at least part of the reason for his failure to open the door. “It’s Pharesia, sir.”


  Cyrus blinked. “The elven capital?”


  “Yes—” Longwell said breathlessly. “It’s under attack. If the rumors are to be believed, by Lexirea, Goddess of Justice, Nessalima, Goddess of Light, and Levembre, Goddess of Love—”


  “I know who they are, Samwen,” Cyrus said crossly, and he stopped himself from saying something harsher still. “Is … is anyone …?”


  “The Elven army is trying to defend the city, yes, sir, but …” Longwell stopped. “I think we all know they don’t stand a bloody chance.”


  Cyrus stood in the darkness, in the silence, and stared at the lamp, the wick burning low into the oil within its depths. This could easily be a trap laid by Bellarum. But if it is, he’s baited it poorly. Only an idiot would rush into a fight with three goddesses, even if they’re attacking …


  … her homeland.


  The chill fled, and Cyrus felt his face burning. Perhaps this trap is not so poorly baited after all. “Longwell!” he called, wondering if the dragoon was still standing outside, waiting for him.


  “Yes, sir?”


  “I need you to find my mother and tell her I’ll need someone to take me to Pharesia’s portal,” Cyrus said, snatching up his chain mail and slid into it, anchoring the pants into place once he’d fastened the shirt properly.


  “Aye, sir,” he said, and Cyrus heard his booted footfalls receded down the hallway with some urgency.


  Cyrus scrambled to get his armor on as quickly as possible, fastening the plate straps more swiftly than he could ever recall doing it in the past. Once he was done, he snugged the belt tight around his waist, adjusting the twin scabbards for Rodanthar and Praelior to be sure they were both with him, ready for what was to come. Three goddesses, he thought, taking his helm and putting it tightly upon his head. To go into this on my own will be … well, suicidal. Exactly what I promised Terian I wasn’t going to do.


  He flung his door open and stared out at the stone corridor, trying to remember which direction it was to the main chambers of the Grand Palace. He hurried over to a pair of guards in the hall, and they pointed him in the proper direction.


  Cyrus emerged out of the stone hallways a few minutes later to find a small circle of people waiting for him in the richly appointed foyer. He saw Terian and Quinneria first, his mother whispering something to the Sovereign of Saekaj as the paladin nodded. Next to them, J’anda, Scuddar, and Calene were engaged in a conversation of their own. Aisling stood slightly off to the side, the first to see him. Terian’s triad of Grinnd, Bowe, and Dahveed all waited with Mendicant, the goblin seeming to be the central focus of the conversation, and Longwell came jogging up a moment later to stand next to them.


  Aisling cleared her throat to get the attention of the others, but her gaze never wavered off him. She stood nonchalantly, her leather armor looking particularly weathered against her deep blue skin, which was shaded by the torches hanging in sconces on the wood-paneled walls. The whole room of smelled of varnish. One by one, the eyes of the waiting assembled fell to Cyrus as they came to silence.


  “I’m going to do my level best to protect the elves and gut these … ladies,” he said, keeping an even tone the whole time. “If anyone wants to join me, you’re more than welcome, but—”


  “I’m in,” Aisling said casually.


  “Definitely coming,” J’anda said.


  “Fight with the goddesses? Wouldn’t miss it,” Calene said.


  “I have new spells I’d like to try,” Mendicant said, tapping the tips of his claws together.


  “You know I stand with you,” Quinneria said.


  “I think Justice, Light, and Love need an axe in the back,” Terian said, brandishing Noctus.


  “I’ve had about enough of your deities and their bothersome natures,” Longwell said, spear over his shoulder.


  “We are with you—and the Sovereign—in this,” Dahveed Thalless said.


  Scuddar gave a nod then said, “It seems the gods have decided to widen their war beyond you and Sanctuary.”


  “Well, let’s narrow it back down, then,” Cyrus said. The glow of the spell-light was already rising around them, Quinneria’s fingers radiant, poised to take them off to war once more.




   


   


   


   


  18.


   


  Alaric


   


  “At some point you will learn to keep your guard up and your eyes focused on the nearest threat,” Rin said, bringing his baton hard in at me once more. I met his attack and there was a ringing of our weapons against one another, the shock rolling down the bones in my arms, causing a numbness at the tips of my fingers.


  The sky was raining sporadically above us. There were puddles in the dirt yard, rippling with the falling precipitation. It smelled like rain, too, rain and blood, but the latter was entirely mine. Rin had hit me in the nose early in our practice and had healed me only enough for me to stay functional. As a result, the sting, a pain behind the eyes that was gradually dragging more and more of my attention away from my fight with him. I had learned by now that Rin was fully capable of healing whatever wound he caused me, so this failure to complete the job seemed likely intentional. Whether it was his plan or just a matter of convenience, I couldn’t say, but he had certainly said enough about pain being a fire to purge weakness to leave me with little doubt that my pain bothered him not at all.


  Rin tried to come sideways at me, dragging his baton against my own in an attempt to rap my knuckles. He’d done this to me six times before I got wise to it, thinking that blocking him was good enough. Well, a blow to the knuckles with one of these sticks the way the blue men did it was enough to lay me out on my back, mouth open to catch the rain. It had only happened once this practice session, fortunately, because my shredded, bloodstained-doublet needed more mud to decorate it like I needed another sword through my chest.


  “Hm!” he grunted in some rough concession to my improvement. He came low and I stepped sideways, and he missed me by inches. He was out of position for further attack, so I winged him across the back, causing his armor to clang loudly through the entire yard and forcing his eyebrows to rise.


  “Stop,” he said, stepping past me and drawing back to a ready stance. I matched him, not quite dropping my guard yet. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth when he saw me failing to drop my guard, though all he said was a gruff, “We will take a moment’s break and then return to practice.”


  “Very well,” I said, struggling to catch my breath. In the last several practice sessions he’d allowed at least some concession to my inability to catch my breath after exerting myself. He’d warned me to start running in circles around the exercise yard in the morning, and I’d done so with the amused leave of the barracks guards, fearing the threat of the baton-ing that would follow if I didn’t heed his advice. In the two weeks since I’d begun my routine, I’d noticed a dramatic improvement in my ability to keep from falling exhausted mid-practice. I was still exhausted, but it was not as terrible as it had been before.


  “It is good that you have taken my advice to heart,” he said, watching me cannily all the while. “Perhaps it will help save you from another humiliating death in battle.”


  His jab at me caused a twinge of pain across my neck. I had stepped into the Coliseum for a second round of combat only the day before, and it had not gone well. I had done considerably better, becoming almost the last person in my army to fall to death. But fall to death I had, overwhelmed by the implacable number of foes coming at me toward the end of the battle. It seemed to me that when facing an army, a single man was inevitably going to be outmatched. And yet in my barracks, “my” army had proven themselves to be anything other than mine. Other than Stepan, no one had spoken to me. Olivier was steadfastly refusing to speak at all, perpetually quaking with fear.


  “I don’t see how I can stave off death in the Coliseum until I learn how to best an entire army on my own,” I said, keeping my gaze fixed on Rin. He’d disabused me of the notion of collapsing to my knees because he always ended the break with an unannounced attack. It hadn’t taken long to break me of resting anywhere other than on my feet, weapon in hand and eyes anchored on him save for when I closed one at a time to mop the sweat off my brow and eyelids. I kept one eye on him at all times.


  “I can teach you to best an entire army of humans,” he scoffed, and then his voice fell. “But what will come after them … that, I fear, is beyond my capacity to prepare you for.”


  That caught my attention. Rin was almost always loud, aggressive, and authoritarian. When he got quiet, he was by turns malicious, gleeful, and threatening. But now he seemed almost downhearted. “What comes after them?”


  He looked up at me, as though surprised I’d asked. “What comes after the endless armies of humans?” He smiled, but his expression faltered. “The Butcher. That’s what comes next after the barnyard animals fight each other.”


  The idea of Rin, merciless Rin, failing to relish the thought of something horrible caused me a pang of worry. “Who is this … Butcher?”


  “Win enough—or too little—and you’ll find out,” Rin said, looking out over the fences. “You will eventually encounter him, one way or another. When that day comes, I’m afraid your hope will have to be that he is either in a merciful mood or that he’s just slaughtered a whole army of humans. If not, you’ll be suffering the kind of death that even our magic can’t bring you back from.”


  “There are deaths you can’t bring us back from?” This was the first limit I’d heard on the magics of the blue men, and it caused me to speak out of turn. I realized it as soon as I said it, and I waited for Rin to charge without warning, snag my legs from beneath me and send me to the ground in pain.


  He did none of those things, to my surprise, instead cocking a dark eyebrow and regarding me with something between amusement and … regret? “You are a dog and no more, and so you see what we do as miraculous. But something you would learn if you lived long enough is that even though our magic is beyond your understanding, little dog, it has limits. And one of those limits is what the Butcher will do to you if he comes to the Coliseum with his belly full of anger, as he often does.” Rin made a faint hissing sound. “Take you as an example, Alaric,” he said. “You learn well enough for an animal. You listen, fear the pain, take instruction with some intelligence and alacrity. You would be a good mining slave. A suitable beast of burden.” He smiled at the impotent fury in my eyes. “I don’t hate your kind. You make our empire possible. But the Butcher …” He shook his head.


  “He doesn’t like humans?” I asked, finding myself drawn to Rin in this rare moment of apparent amenability.


  Rin’s eyebrow tilted further toward the grey heavens. “He doesn’t just dislike humans. He hates them worse than any guard or slaver does, certainly. It’s probably down to his breeding, you know. His kind isn’t much better than yours. They can use magic, but …” He shook his head in disdain. “Like you, they dig in the dirt for their food or chase it through the fields and woods, like savages. I expect it’s a strain of self-loathing that makes him so angry with your kind.”


  “He’s not … one of you?” I asked. I remembered as soon as I asked that this was the sort of question that tended to set Rin off.


  Rin just laughed, lifting his face to the sky and letting out a hearty laugh. “No, he’s not Protanian.” He said the name of his people with pride. “They call themselves elves, these things. Eternal, timeless … they should be wise and knowing, and yet they are a deeply stupid, backward people.”


  It was the first time I’d heard of an elf. “This Butcher … what can I expect from him?”


  Rin looked at me pityingly. “Death, of course. To try and fight against that … it’s almost like going against our own army.”


  My mouth went dry. “Surely there must be some way to beat him.”


  “Not for you,” Rin said, and he straightened, preparing himself to attack. It was a measure of how much I’d improved that I noticed the minute changes in his stance and took heed.


  “Wait,” I said, holding out a hand, and, apparently surprised that I noticed he was about to attack, he stopped. “Your people—they have us fight in the Coliseum for their entertainment, yes? For show?”


  Rin looked at me blankly. “Yes.”


  “How entertaining is it to watch my people rolled over by this Butcher?” I asked.


  “Middling, I would say,” Rin answered frankly. “It’s losing its appeal, even to the masses. Bloodthirsty though they are, there’s little entertainment in slaughter.”


  “I suspect it would be more interesting if someone beat him once, wouldn’t it?”


  Rin cackled as though I’d said the absolute funniest thing he’d ever heard. It lasted almost a minute, his laughter, then died down to chuckles. “If it could be done, certainly. The upheaval alone would be considerable. But you stand no chance.”


  “Why not?” I asked.


  I watched a jaded look fall over Rin’s face, and he raised a hand to me from ten feet away. He didn’t move anything other than the hand, didn’t smile, didn’t telegraph what was coming.


  A second later, I was hit in the chest by what felt like a horse hoof kicking me. The impact was so hard that I flew back and landed on the nape of my neck, rolling with a crack of bones to end up face down in the mud.


  I hurt all across my body, but I knew the damage was in the back of my neck and my shoulders, where I’d taken the brunt of the impact. My nose and mouth were buried in mud, and it started to seep into my sinuses and down my throat. I was powerless to stop it because suddenly I couldn’t move my arms other than to flail.


  Someone grabbed me by the back of the neck and lifted me up like I’d seen done to an old cat that haunted the stables in Enrant Monge. Rin picked me up out of the mud and lifted me up to look in his red eyes. “That’s why,” he said as his fingers twinkled white and the pain in my neck faded. I suddenly realized I hadn’t been able to move my feet, though I hadn’t realized it under all the pain. Rin set me down and I staggered as I regained my balance, bloody mud oozing out of my nostrils and mouth as I tried to get it all out. “You can’t beat that,” Rin finished.


  “But you could,” I said after a minute of recovery in which he stood there, apparently pitying me too much to beat me senseless.


  “Of course I could,” Rin said, as though it were obvious. “I am not an animal. I use magic. I have plate mail.” He waved at his armor. “And I fight better than you.” He leaned in, explaining his thoughts to an idiot. “One man alone, in torn cloth, with a sword that we would give our children to play with … you stand no chance against an elf with magic at his fingertips and skill of his own with a weapon that could shatter yours—if he doesn’t simply bowl you over as I just did and smash your head into a fine-ground paste. Which he has done many times before.” Rin looked me over again. “We are done for today,” he announced, and then walked off without another word. That was how he ended his lessons, always.


  I watched him go back toward the gate of the camp. The guards saluted him as he passed, and I stood there in the rain, soaked and dirtier than ever, caked in more mud. If what he’d said was true about this Butcher, this elf, then what was the point of even teaching me? Just a hope that I’d somehow survive by this beast’s good graces?


  Then I remembered: Rin hadn’t come to teach me to fight of his own volition. It had been the blue girl, Jena, who had commanded him to do it. Perhaps she didn’t realize what would be coming as Rin did. Perhaps she was naïve enough to think that this small mercy was enough to make a difference.


  Either way, it did not seem like it was going to be nearly enough.


  I made my way with awkward, lurching steps back toward the open entrance to the barrack. I ached in my nose, in my body, but it was a ghostly sort of pain, clinging to me after Rin’s healing spell as a phantom of the damage I’d suffered. He had healed me this time, and fortunately, because now that he was gone it would be unlikely that any of the guards would bother were I to complain about injury.


  The guard at the barracks door nodded to me and grunted, shutting it behind me after I made it inside. They always did that, too, presumably to let some other set of poor bastards out now that I was finished with the yard. I heard the door lock, loudly. Some of the soldiers had attempted to force it the first few nights, but they hadn’t so much as budged it.


  “You look like you were dragged through a Sylorean pig pen,” came a voice from beside the door. I glanced over and saw Varren standing leaning casually against the wall, arms folded and looking bored. “I say Sylorean pig pen, because our pigs are bigger and better than any you’d find in Galbadien or Actaluere.” He puffed a little with pride, and I saw one of my soldiers, a man from Galbadien, behind him shoot daggers at him.


  “Naturally,” I said, not really wanting to debate the girth and superiority of Sylorean pigs. I started toward my bunk but Varren came off the wall, losing his casual look in the process.


  “Wait,” Varren said, now suddenly urgent, and I stopped, surprised that someone other than Stepan was talking to me. “These lessons you’ve been getting—they’re making you better.”


  “That’s fortunate,” I said, still feeling the pain, “because otherwise, all this hurting I’m doing right now would be to little purpose.”


  I looked past him and saw others watching from their bunks, peeking over the tops, looking at me from behind the frames, listening in on our conversation. “I heard you almost lasted to the end in the Coliseum last time,” he said, a little eagerly for him.


  “But I didn’t quite make it,” I said, wondering what this was about. I had a foreboding feeling, like I was about to get another back-of-the-wagon beating, and I straightened my back and cast a look behind me, anticipating an attack. No one was lurking back there in a particularly hostile way, but everyone was listening and paying attention.


  “Except the time before you were one of the first to die,” Varren said, gradually circling around to his point. “You got better. He taught you some things.”


  “He did,” I said cautiously, waiting to see what came of it.


  Varren twitched. “Things that even your trained soldiers don’t know.”


  I cocked an eyebrow at him. My “trained soldiers” were mostly teenagers conscripted from the farms of our kingdom. They’d had some basic training with a sword, but it wasn’t as though they had a fraction of the skill of someone like Rin, who seemed to have been born to weaponry and fighting. “He's taught me some of their methods, yes.”


  Varren swallowed and dropped any pretense of disinterest. “Could you teach me? What he taught you?” His hand sprang up to his chest, right below his heart, and I had the impression that he’d been stabbed there in our most recent battle. “I don’t—I could use some help.”


  I felt again like I’d been kicked by a horse—but a bit more lightly this time. “Certainly,” I said, nodding. “I’d be glad to.”


  “Could you teach me?” The earnest face of one of my soldiers, a man covered in so much grime I couldn’t tell the color of his hair, looked down at me from the nearest bunk.


  “And me?” asked another, staring at me from two rows away.


  There was a chorus of questions now, coming from all directions, an attack of a very different kind than I’d expected, and it caused my skin to tingle. I had left my home months ago with the desire to turn my father’s army into my own, and as I stood there in that barracks, listening to the shouts, the pleas, of men frightened to die and certain I held some power to spare them from it, I knew that now I finally had them … though it had come in a way I would never have expected when I’d left home.




   


   


   


   


  19.


   


  Cyrus


   


  The portal in Termina was a site of slaughter, the bloodied, mutilated remains of elven soldiers strewn about in front of the ovoid rock structure. Cyrus could smell the blood in the wind—blood and death, and all that came with it.


  “I guess they came this way,” Terian deadpanned as they stood there in the bright sunshine. His battered armor reflected the light perfectly as the Sovereign of Saekaj and Sovar stood staring at the scene of gore before them.


  These elves had not died well, Cyrus reckoned. They were all of them dead, too, which was another disconcerting thing. As the portal guard, they would have been on watch for anyone coming through, and yet still they were laid out here like suckling pigs at a feast. “The goddesses took a little more time here than was necessary,” Cyrus said, looking the scene over with a jaundiced eye. “They wanted to make sure everyone died, that there were no wounded to survive.”


  “But why?” Aisling asked. She seemed stiff and uncomfortable, which he had never seen from her in places of death before. She was usually the first to wade in among the dead and lift their coin, but here she held back, suddenly seeming worried, perhaps even horrified.


  “Maybe they’re angry,” Longwell said, hefting his spear. “But whatever the case, they’re moving forward now.” He pointed into the distance, where Pharesia waited on the horizon, its massive walls barely visible. “Should we—”


  “We should,” Cyrus said. He waved a hand in the air, spreading the Falcon’s Essence spell among his entire army. “There are three of them and eleven of us—”


  “Until Mendicant comes back from his errand,” Calene said.


  “If Mendicant comes back from his errand in time,” Cyrus said, not bothering to honey-coat it. “In any case, only five of us have godly weapons, and that hardly makes us the equals of deities.”


  “So you’re saying we should divide up into smaller war parties and engage them one-on-one where possible?” Terian asked with some sarcasm.


  “Just the opposite, as I think you know,” Cyrus said. “We need to divide them from each other and pile on quickly. The longer a fight goes with one of these bastards, the more it favors them killing at least some of us.” He felt a sudden, scraping tightness in his throat. “We lose no else to these curs. No one.” His skin rippled in a long wave of gooseflesh, and a heavy feeling settled on his heart. “Come on.”


  He sprang into a run, charging up into the air, his steps carrying him above the knots of trees that gave cover and shade to this part of the elven countryside. In the distance he could see the massive, towering boughs of the Iliarad’ouran woods, their tops hundreds of feet in the air. Once he rose high enough, he could see the palace of Pharesia to the south, its four massive trees standing like guardposts at each corner.


  “I’ve never seen Pharesia from this angle before,” J’anda said, keeping up easily with the others. The staff in his hand gave his aging body excess strength and speed, and he used it to good effect here. “It’s quite … well …” He gestured into the distance, and for the first time Cyrus noticed what had changed since last he’d been here.


  Pharesia was ringed by walls hundreds of feet high, walls that must have taken centuries to construct. Just to the side of the gate, Cyrus could see an immense hole in the wall, as though something—or someone, rather—had plowed through it, bringing down a hundred-foot-wide segment into wreckage and ruin.


  “Are there spells to prevent passage into the city from overhead?” Cyrus asked, throwing that back over his shoulder. “Like Sanctuary has?”


  “No,” Quinneria replied, her voice fighting hard against the wind rushing in their faces. “We’ll be able to cross without difficulty.”


  Cyrus kept them at a run, but took care not to outpace his small army. The only army I’ve got left.


  They’re all I’ve got left.


  The closer he drew to the city walls, the clearer the picture became. It wasn’t just a segment of wall that lay in ruin; three distinct trails fanned out from the broken wall, reminding Cyrus of the slime paths left by slugs as they oozed over rock. “That’s convenient,” he muttered.


  “Very convenient,” Terian said. “It’ll lead us right to our deaths.”


  “I thought I was supposed to be the dour one,” Cyrus said, keeping his gaze fixed on what lay ahead as he veered off toward the left-most trail, which followed the wall. Houses lay in rubble along the path, and he watched a white stone building collapse in upon itself ahead. Screams carried on the wind, and Cyrus could smell the fear in the air.


  What the hell are they doing here?


  “I imagine you’re about to be preoccupied for the next bit, so I thought I’d take up your mantle. You know, while you’re busy,” Terian said. “After all, we are presently charging into the capital of one of my country’s staunchest enemies, about to try and save them from … whatever the hell is happening here.”


  “Madness,” J’anda said. “I feel confident calling it madness.”


  “Can’t imagine this is going to make Vidara any happier with the other deities,” Calene said. “Isn’t this nominally her … kingdom or whatever government they have now?”


  Cyrus kept his eyes on the collapsing building. Pieces of the stone went sloughing off into the streets, cascading like water. He could see the small figures of elves below, dodging around and trying to run. A mighty hand snaked out and splattered a small group of people fleeing, bowling them over like wooden figurines beneath the fingers of a snatching child. A low, guttural laugh rose up in the chaos and Cyrus got his first good look at what they were to be facing.


  “Aw, shit,” Aisling said.


  “Good gods,” Terian said, almost breathless. “Or … not so good, rather.”


  “Do you believe in deities now?” Quinneria tossed at Longwell, who shook his head and clutched his spear tight in front of him like he was ready to give it a solid thrust into something. “Good,” she said. “Because that? That’s magic, distorting their forms.”


  “Like Malpravus used,” Cyrus said, narrowing his gaze as he stared down at … whatever the hell it was supposed to be.


  Cyrus was fairly certain he was looking at what used to be Lexirea, the Goddess of Justice. It was hard to be certain, given the bizarre change in form, but he could see a ringed tiara with a point atop it that looked like every statue he’d ever seen of her. That, however, was where the comparison ended. What lay beneath the tiara was entirely different.


  If she’d ever been as beautiful as her statues, Cyrus could not see it now. The head upon which the tiara was perched lacked any hair, and instead of smooth, fair skin, she was covered with grey, toad-like flesh that looked as hard as stone. Her head looked like a pile of slime, squat and near-liquid. She stood on stubby legs, with fat hands and feet and a low center of gravity. As he watched, she plowed through the wall of a workshop, causing the building to collapse behind her. Unimpeded by the crashing mortar and wood, she burst out the other side and lashed a massive fist back to knock what was left of the building down. A triumphant bellow like laughter rang through the air, and she waddled across the street toward the next building.


  “She’s just smashing her way through buildings barehanded,” Aisling said. “What are the odds sword and steel are going to hurt her?”


  “I bet mystical steel will punch through where stone fails,” Longwell said, voice shaking with quiet rage.


  “I bet spellcraft will flay and burn its way through,” J’anda said with a resolve of his own.


  “I bet quartal will put a pike in her ass and piss her off before she turns around to rip us all into pieces,” Terian said, and when everyone looked at him, he shrugged. “Vaste’s not here, someone had to say it.”


  “I know this is going to sound strange,” Cyrus said, “but we need to keep this quiet as possible. I don’t want Nessalima or Levembre to know we’re coming for them.”


  “So it’s assassination, then,” Aisling said, and she pulled her dagger, disappearing under a veil of shadow as its effect took hold of her. “I think we’re all familiar with that now.”


  “It’s in defense of a city,” Cyrus said, and he clutched Rodanthar and Praelior high above his head. “They came here to kill the innocent, and thus anything goes in stopping them.”


  “Yeah, let’s go be heroes again,” Calene said, but Cyrus was already charging down, spiraling hard through the skies toward the place where Lexirea was set to burst out of the next building. He heard the others fall in behind him, and once more slowed his pace to what felt like a crawl so as not to charge into battle utterly alone.


  I thought you wanted to be alone. I thought you wanted to—


  Not now.


  Not yet. His jaw tightened.


  There’s work to be done first.


  The rooftop of the building Lexirea was crashing through rippled as she damaged the beams holding it up. The front facade started to fall first, dust and plaster clouding the street as it broke free. Cyrus could hear the screams below, and he hardened his heart to the pity he felt for those folk. There was work to be done—the work Sanctuary was meant to do.


  He saw Lexirea burst free of the building’s far side with another laugh, her glee tinged with maddened fury. She swiped down at some poor soul trying to run and Cyrus watched them roll across the street by force, dissolving in blood and bone from the force of the blow and the friction against the cobblestones.


  A rage of his own ran through his veins, and it had little to do with Vara. Lexirea guffawed at her handiwork, chortling to herself at the death of another innocent—a death she’d caused. Even absent his grudge, Cyrus knew he would have felt the same bitterness and fury at the sight of power turned loose on the powerless. He couldn’t contain himself anymore, couldn’t keep it in. He let out a roar of anger as he came racing down at Lexirea’s squat grey head—


  She swung up at the last and threw a hand in his path. Cyrus slammed into it with all speed, briefly remembering the time when Mortus had tossed a hand at him and he’d met it with sword—


  Cyrus’s armor rattled from the force of his collision against Lexirea’s hard skin. Rodanthar and Praelior carved their way through grey flesh, cracked against bone, and cut free as Cyrus lost his balance. He came flying out of her hand in a spin, rolling through the air, clacking and rattling against imaginary ground as the Falcon’s Essence spell caught him. He jerked and spun, coming back to his feet some ten feet above her head as she let out a cry to the heavens that sounded like the howl of a wounded animal.


  Because that’s what she is, Cyrus realized. Nothing more than a wounded animal.


  And wounded animals … are incredibly dangerous.


  Cyrus stood there, frozen, the sound of distant thunder echoing through the city as the other two goddesses took up Lexirea’s cry … He listened, and knew they were coming.


  “Well, hell,” Terian said, “what was that plan again?”




   


   


   


   


  20.


   


  Alaric


   


  I swept my sword through the next enemy in front of me, drawing forth nary a scream as I disemboweled him. The sword I held in my hand was “not the finest,” according to Rin, yet it was the finest weapon I’d ever been presented with, I’d come to realize after four times in the Coliseum. It drew blood easily, no dull edge to it. I had realized that they collected the weapons from the slaves and fallen after each battle and simply redistributed them, because the leather grip of my sword was stained a deep crimson, and I had a feeling it was not the original color.


  “We’ve got them on the run!” Varren shouted, driving his blade through one of the frightened men on the other side. The man let out a pitiful cry that I ignored as I slashed at my next foe. Varren was right, I could see from my place in the midst of all the chaos. I was at the leading fore, and we were matched against another army with some level of skill and success in the Coliseum contests. I could tell they knew what they were doing, that they fought as something of a unit, albeit sloppily. I doubted they were undefeated, but then, our little army couldn’t have handled the best of the best.


  At least, not yet.


  I’d been instructing these men in what I’d learned for only a week. Only two days after I’d agreed to train them, we’d gone into our third Coliseum battle and lost, though only just. I’d been the last survivor in that fight, and had died at the hands of the final three of the other team as they overwhelmed me. It had been bittersweet, that death. Painful, naturally, but bittersweet, because I knew—I knew—that with a little more effort, a little more time, we’d see a moment like this.


  And here we were, only a few days later, the crowd roaring its approval over us, and we stood almost evenly matched, perhaps with a slight advantage in numbers, over our foes. We were fighting as a unit, Varren at my one side, Stepan at the other, grudging but there, and we were driving our way through the center of the line of our foes.


  Someone made a terrible gurk-ing noise and I glanced down the line to see poor Olivier, hiding behind one of our soldiers who died as our right flank began to collapse under pressure. Olivier had been the saddest story in this entire endeavor. He still hadn’t come out of his shell, was hesitant to speak, and I watched him fold under the blades of two men, catching one to the neck and another to the gut, his mouth opening to let out the flow of blood down his red, sunburned chin. He fell and curled up like a baby, jerking a few times as he died.


  “The flank!” I called, with no time or inclination to worry about Olivier. He truly was as a baby in this, and he’d done well to hide behind the line until the line could no longer hold. Stepan and Varren stepped closer together as I peeled off from my foe and ran behind our line toward the place where Olivier had fallen and where our soldiers were beginning to fold under the withering assault of two men working in tandem to tear us apart. The problem with a good flanking attack was that it overmatched whomever was on the end, pitting two of theirs against our one. And once our one had fallen, it became like a snowball rolling down the hill, freeing up more and more of their men as our line contracted, until two-on-one became three-on-one, then four-on-one, then allowing others to concentrate overwhelming force in other spots on the line until we fell apart, too many blades to block and not enough skill to halt them.


  I hit the end of the line just as our man there died, three of the enemy on him, piercing him with a bevy of blades, stabbing him a half dozen times as he took it all helplessly, his own weapon locked up against the third man while the other two gutted him and slit his throat. He took a blade straight to the face as a coup de grace in the moment before I arrived to render assistance, and then pitched over onto his back, hopefully already dead and out of his misery.


  I let out a cry of fury that caused all three of my foes to jerk in surprise. That was another thing Rin had taught me; I didn’t exactly have the element of surprise, because I was crossing right in front of their line of sight, so filling the air with a shout so loud and filled with anger was just another way for me to startle them. Against a hardened, jaded foe like Rin, it probably wouldn’t work.


  Against these three, it caused them to hesitate, which was all I needed.


  I slammed my blade into the throat of the nearest man and then jerked it free in time to block the second as he recovered from his surprise and threw a hasty riposte at me. Our swords clanged against each other messily, the shock of the blow rattling down my arm. I could smell blood and sweat, the hot sun overhead beating down on us. My opponent was momentarily stunned, cringing in pain from the force of the blow, his grasp weakened. I jabbed at him and caught him in the throat; a fatal blow.


  I spun right to the next man, slashing at him and forcing him to defend. He did so sloppily, and I pulled out another of Rin’s sneakier techniques and brought my boot down on the man’s foot with great force. I didn’t break anything but he cringed in pain and let out a little cry. I used his distraction to plunge my blade into his neck, catching him through the throat and tearing it out swiftly.


  I kicked him down and out of the way, far enough from me so he could not to stab me with some parting blow, and I looked down the line.


  We were winning. My men had the fight under their control, and now that our flank was holding, they were butchering our foes one on one, the enemy folding.


  Blood ran into the sands, clumping it together. For the first time in the midst of a battle, I raised my eyes to the stands. Above us stood crowds on their feet, tumultuous, screaming their approval for the slaughter they were witnessing. I didn’t know if it was the hard fought contest, or the sight of my troops so improved, but something we had done seemed to galvanize them more than ever they’d been in the past.


  The stands were almost universally filled with the blue men. Well, and women. I’d heard their name a few times by that point—Protanians, they called themselves—but I would forever think of them as the blue men.


  Stepan killed the last of our foes, and a great cheer rose up in the crowd. I stood there in the middle of the arena on that warm day, sweat and blood coursing down my doublet, which had reached the end of its useful days, and listened to the fierce approval of the crowd.


  “GONGH-ETE! GONGH-ETE! GONGH-ETE!” they cried, chanting as one.


  My gaze swept the Coliseum stands, and found a box separated from the bench seating farther above; this was on the lowest tier, and at least half the people in it were plainly guards of some stripe. A blue man in bright clothing man sat in the center of it all, hands crossed in front of his face. I couldn’t be sure at this distance, but I felt quite confident he was watching me. Something told me that he was the man in charge of all this.


  I looked around at my men; fewer than ten had survived, but enough that we had won this fight. One of the soldiers thrust his hands in the air, sword over his head in an obvious celebration of victory. My gaze fell on Stepan, who looked at the fallen with a sort of disgust, perhaps contemplating his own recent defeats. I looked on, and then saw Varren, who looked pale and anxious.


  I worked my way down the loose line toward Varren, my attention entirely upon him. He wasn’t bleeding, as near as I could tell, but he seemed to be listening to whatever the crowd was saying … and he was clearly terrified.


  “What is it?” I asked as I drew near. It snapped him out of his trance, and he looked right at me. He looked no less fearful now that I was standing before him, and it took him a minute to formulate his answer.


  “It’s …” He licked his lips nervously. “I’ve heard the word before, this … ‘gongh-ete.’ It’s what they called the guard when he killed a goat one night for dinner instead of using magic to conjure something.” Varren looked like he wanted to faint. “Near as I can tell, it means ‘butcher.’”


  A piece of a puzzle slid together for me. “The elf,” I said, almost to myself, causing Varren to look at me quizzically. “They call him ‘The Butcher.’” And I looked up again at the screaming crowd, caught up in their bloodlust, and knew the next challenge we were going to face was almost certainly going to be our hardest … and if Rin was right, one we might not survive.




   


   


   


   


  21.


   


  Cyrus


   


  “You …” Lexirea said, staring up at him with hateful anger in her eyes. Her grimace was wide, brick-like teeth standing out of a long slit in the grey, sludgy head. She gazed at him with full fury, and then the mouth broke into a smile. “You’re here.”


  “You don’t get to destroy Pharesia while I sit idly by, no,” Cyrus said, looking down at the Goddess of Justice—what a mockery of a title, he thought, for there is no justice in this—standing in the middle of a shattered street. “Lexirea … it’s time to die.”


  “I agree,” she said, her voice a laughing hiss, and Cyrus realized dimly that there was a sound of thunder in the distance, something faint but growing louder over the screams. “For there is a cost to every action, and justice is balance, is it not? Tit for tat, every action carrying its own reaction …”


  “I couldn’t agree more,” Cyrus said, “and this atrocity …” He swept a hand around Pharesia. “You’re going to get a hell of a reaction for this.”


  “Justice is for mortals,” she said, looking at him with cold amusement. “We are beyond it. We are better than—”


  “No,” Cyrus cut her off, “you’re so much worse.”


  The building behind him exploded, the thunder now near as Nessalima, her form turned from beautiful woman to a golem of stone, shattered through a pub and came to a stop next to Lexirea. Cyrus cringed; not for her arrival, but because of the gaping trail of wreckage she had left in her path. How many people just died so that she could get here?


  Too many.


  “Uh, Cyrus,” Calene said with rising alarm, just behind him now with the others, “we seem to have lost that element of surprise we were aiming for.”


  “You don’t surprise us,” Lexirea said, leering up at him. A building down the street exploded and Levembre, Goddess of Love, now white-skinned and smooth-formed, alien and bizarre, came striding out at a jog to join her sister goddesses, her entire body like something carved out of marble, a human body bereft of any normal curvature. She appeared to be all long straight lines, and her head was a perfect, hairless ovoid with a thin mouth and eyes shaped like upside-down teardrops. “You can’t surprise us, Cyrus Davidon,” Lexirea went on. “We called you here with this.” She swept her slimy hands around, indicating the destruction. “And you answered—as we knew you would.”


  How many people died just so they could draw me here? Cyrus wondered, his blood cold, his stomach churning with disgust. His gaze flitted down the street to where Levembre had just burst through. She was now churning down the avenue, pausing to casually stomp a retreating elf. It made a splattering noise when she did it, and Cyrus blanched at the casual disregard for life; even in his grieving state, he felt disgust and mournful loss at an even deeper level, something he would not have thought possible.


  “Here I am,” he said. “But I’m not alone.”


  A high-pitched giggle went up from the Goddess of Love. She reminded Cyrus of the Citadel in Reikonos, like a towering, vaguely human figure build of seamless bricks. “You will be alone by the end, Cyrus Davidon. You will die alone, after watching all you care about ripped away from you.”


  “She’s such a fine example of Love,” Terian remarked from behind Cyrus. “I’m really feeling it here.”


  “You can’t take anything else from me,” Cyrus said, staring down at them.


  “You think you have lost everything, Cyrus Davidon,” Nessalima spoke at last, her voice rumbling out of her blocky form like rocks ground out in a mill, “but there is a little yet to take.”


  “I don’t mean I’ve lost everything,” Cyrus said, staring down at the three of them, like sharks swimming below him, ready to spring up and attack, “I mean … I won’t let you have any more.” He shot his mother a meaningful look, sweeping around to encompass Pharesia as he did so, hoping she would take it. She nodded once, subtly, and as he turned his attention back to the goddesses below, he realized that there were banners of black hung on every street in the city, draped and hanging from all the buildings like funeral shrouds, and he felt as though he’d been punched hard in an already queasy stomach.


  So … they already know about Vara …


  “You think you can dictate to us?” Nessalima waved a hand over herself and she sprang into the air, her stony feet like great quarried blocks, rising from the ground. “We tell you what to do, mortals, and your defiance is what has cost you all of this.” She, too, swept a hand to indicate Pharesia. “Your insolence will mean your destruction. All who do not serve will die.”


  “I’ve heard that before,” Cyrus said, clutching his swords tight as he watched Lexirea rise up off the ground with a spell of her own and Levembre join her a moment later. This isn’t the fight that I wanted …


  But it’s the one I’ve got.


  “Of course, the last time I heard it, it was coming from the jackass who apparently owns all three of you,” Cyrus said. “Tell me, are you Bellarum’s personal whores, or—”


  The three of them sprang at him, clearly enraged. Cyrus barely saw it coming in time, but he knew their move and broke into a dead run. He missed Lexirea’s grasping hand by mere inches, and sprinted upward, running away.


  “COWARD!” Lexirea screamed as he pelted upward and toward the wall. Cyrus shot a look at the rest of his people, who had all scattered, running in different directions like birds scared out of a bush. But all of them were headed over the wall, away from Pharesia. “You run from us, warrior? You disgrace yourself!”


  They’re well trained, Cyrus thought, ignoring the jibe that might once have sent him over the edge as he crossed several hundred feet over the walls of Pharesia. At this height, a fall would not only kill him but most likely splatter him all over the green countryside. He was higher up now than the top of the Citadel, and for now he meant to keep it that way. Below, he started to pass the thick canopy of the Iliarad’ouran woods, with its giant trees. He wasn’t running full out, just fast enough to give the others time enough to follow.


  Levembre burst through the walls of Pharesia at half height, lagging behind the other two goddesses but catching up fast. She was the quickest of the three; Lexirea and Nessalima had chosen forms that seemed to be slower than even Dahveed was running, and he was the least hasty of them all.


  “Great, we’re running from pissed-off goddesses!” Terian shouted. “What now, Davidon?”


  “Just a little farther,” Cyrus said, and he stopped in midair. By his estimation, Levembre would catch up to them at roughly the same moment as the other two, and so he knew he had to time this perfectly.


  “This is going to be tight,” Quinneria said, running past him. “Are you sure you want to—”


  “This is the spot.” He threw out an arm, waving Terian away. “Keep running, you idiots!”


  “And leave a warrior to do all the fighting?” Terian asked, standing entirely too close to him.


  “Leave the warrior to do all the falling,” Cyrus said, looking back dangerously at Terian. The Sovereign got it at once and sprinted away as Dahveed passed Cyrus by, running flat out with the nearest goddess just behind him.


  This is not my best idea ever, Cyrus thought as he braced himself. Levembre and Lexirea were neck and neck now, charging right at him with looks of lustful, angry hunger. They reminded him of elephants in their mindless rush to crush him underfoot. He was just standing there, swords out in a battle stance, braced for their attack—


  The goddesses were only ten feet away when Quinneria’s cessation spell hit them all. Cyrus felt it in the lurch as the feeling of solid ground beneath him was stripped away. Suddenly he was falling, and only his knowledge that it was coming and the knowledge of what he needed to do next kept him calm as he began to plummet toward the trees below.


  “AIEEEE!” Lexirea screamed as they dropped. Cyrus saw her in her slime form plummeting with him only five feet away, her arm whipping through the air, her hand still cloven in half from where he’d carved into her with his sword. Levembre was right there with her, panicking slightly less. Just behind and a little above the two of them, Cyrus could see Nessalima in her quarried stone body, arms pinwheeling as she fell toward the earth.


  “None of you are nearly as pretty as the last woman who fell for me,” Cyrus said, plunging Rodanthar into its scabbard and keeping Praelior in hand. Lexirea’s hand—this time the unwounded one—came whipping by in panic again and he slashed deep into her palm and cut loose her smallest finger. He hacked at it again but she jerked away, her mouth open and her block-like teeth bared.


  Cyrus looked down; the forest was coming up quickly, the individual branches starting to take shape the closer he got. All three of the goddesses were whipping and twisting around in alarm. Cyrus, for his part, kept his feet pointed down as best he could and kept his left hand free. No matter whether I pull this off or not, it’s going to hurt.


  The only question left is whether it’ll kill me or not …


  As he fell, Praelior slowed the passage of time for him, letting the seconds stretch as they always did when he was under the weapon’s influence. He fell like he was drifting down through water, the trees of the Iliarad’ouran woods snapping into focus. He could see where he was headed, straight into the canopy, where there were a plethora of branches for him to choose from …


  Cyrus reached out with his Praelior-enhanced reflexes and snatched hold of one as he plunged through the top of the canopy. The branch snapped at the force of his fall, wood breaking like he’d pushed a troll through a twig. He grasped for another and it broke, and another, and another.


  Starting to look like death.


  He slammed into a bough the size of his chest and his armor rang out, pounding through his ears and echoing through his whole body like he’d been kicked by a titan. “Oof!” he said as all the air rushed out of his body, but he came to a stop. Wood cracked, but held, and Cyrus found himself dangling hundreds of feet in the air, opening his eyes just in time to see Lexirea, Levembre and Nessalima smash into the earth below, a flurry of leaves and broken branches trailing down behind them in the fall.


  Cyrus coughed and spit out a little blood. He could feel the pain where he’d bit his lip, and with another spit he tried to clear the coppery flavor. “Okay. Maybe not my worst idea ever.”


  “Your plan was to drop the goddesses and yourself out of the sky in hopes you could break your fall on a tree?” Terian asked, drifting down in a spiraling run, clearly out of the range of the cessation spell. “I’ve got to say … no, I think this might be the dumbest one yet, beating out riding the Dragonlord into the earth at high speed and several other worthy contenders.”


  “My dumb plans do seem to work, though,” Cyrus said, casting Falcon’s Essence again and feeling the sensation of ground beneath his feet. “I mean, look at them.” He extracted himself from the branch and waved down at the ground below, where the three goddesses were stirring feebly.


  “The cessation spell is confined to about twenty feet above the earth and encircles them by about the same radius,” Quinneria called as she, too, descended from above. “I suggest we get down there quickly and—”


  “Yeah,” Cyrus said, cutting her off, “let’s finish the job.” He broke into a run and circled around the tree that had caught him, riding the path down the earth and coming in toward the fallen goddesses in a sweeping run. He hit the edge of the cessation spell when he was about a foot off the ground, making his next step a little rough, but he caught himself and kept running.


  These three have killed dozens, maybe hundreds. Maybe more.


  No mercy.


  Cyrus leapt into the air with a war cry, bringing out Rodanthar as he swept toward the back of Nessalima’s neck. Putting a blade in her spine ought to put an end to her, he thought as he arced down. She was on all fours, grunting, turning her head to look at him.


  Nessalima twisted at the last second and Cyrus plunged his blades into her shoulder instead, missing the spine by several feet. He landed hard, feet smashing into her ribs, but the Goddess of Light bucked in pain as he came down, upsetting his balance. She threw back an arm and grazed him, rattling his armor furiously, as though someone had hammered it.


  Cyrus shredded through meat and rocky skin, rough as quarried stone, then used Nessalima as a springboard to jump away. He knew staying longer would mean almost certain death, and he had no interest in that … yet. He landed in a roll, coming off his back and to his feet in a surprisingly fluid motion that was only possible through the time-slowing effects of Praelior and Rodanthar working in concert.


  He looked sideways and saw that he’d landed next to Lexirea’s face. Red eyes peered at him through grey, slimy lids. “You’re hideous,” he said, not bothering to slow down his speech, and he watched her squint become even angrier. He lashed out with his left hand, raking her across the face with Rodanthar, splitting her nostril and cleaving a several-inch slice through the top of her right eyelid.


  Lexirea roared, a bellow loud enough to have knocked Cyrus off his feet if he hadn’t already been moving. He sprinted away from her, having already decided his game plan was to include much running, as much of it as his legs could possibly handle. Slow down and die, he thought. That’s what this is.


  So … keep moving. That’s the key to this game.


  He leapt over Lexirea’s hand as she moved to strike out at him, tucking his legs up toward his chest, armor creaking and chain mail rattling. He landed and resumed his run, never missing a step. He streaked toward Levembre, who was on one knee, and leapt into the air, dragging his swords along in his wake. He aimed to sail past her and did, causing her to jerk her head around in surprise as she saw him go by. His blades slashed her a moment later, ripping two solid, triangular troughs through her smooth, cloud-white skin. Black ichor oozed forth, marring her perfect flesh, and her nearly expressionless face flinched in pain, drawing away from him without even an attempt to strike back.


  Movement is life, stasis is death. Cyrus came down in a landing and kept running, dodging behind a tree and doubling back, coming around the way he’d come. He heard motion on the other side of the tree and knew that one of them—almost certainly Levembre—was stalking him, and as he came around the enormous trunk, circling it like a mighty maypole, he saw her perched, waiting for him, looking in the wrong direction.


  Little cuts. He ran past her without stopping, raking his blades across the small of her back and then dodging to his left as her back contracted in pain and she came to her feet with a scream.


  Cyrus saw Terian come leaping over, slashing Noctus against Nessalima’s face, coring rock in a rough channel from her cheekbone, skin ripping loose like pebbles kicked from the ground. She shut her eye and tried to turn her face away to minimize the impact, but Terian’s blow sunk deep, ripping below her cheekbone as black, oily liquid oozed down her stony facade and covered her rocky chest.


  Scuddar flashed past in a speedy run of his own, though not nearly as fast as Cyrus’s, tearing into Nessalima’s knee when she turned to deal with Terian. Her breath caught in surprise, clearly in pain. Two arrows spanged off the back of her head in quick succession and Cyrus caught a glimpse of Calene running through the underbrush before pausing long enough to loose another arrow toward the Goddess of Light’s eyes. Nessalima, for her part, was looking around so rapidly that she missed Cyrus as he ran up and drove the point of Praelior lightly into the back of the leg behind her knee. He didn’t bury it nearly as deeply as he could have; he struck and whirled away, not daring to give her a chance to strike back at him—at least, not yet.


  The howls of the angry goddesses filled the forest, the attacks coming fast and frenzied from the damage Cyrus’s little war party was visiting upon them. He saw Aisling flit out from behind a root, run her blade across the tendon at the back of Lexirea’s slimy leg, then disappear again under a fallen branch, before the Goddess of Justice could even see what had struck her. Grinnd came out from behind one of the trees and drove both his blades into Levembre’s back and then ran off, disappearing behind another enormous trunk.


  This won’t last, Cyrus thought, looking up to find his mother up there, waiting, with J’anda, her face in concentration as she maintained the cessation spell around them. Sooner or later, one of them is bound to get lucky and strike down one of ours …


  And I can’t let that happen.


  No more small moves.


  Cyrus dodged behind another tree, taking stock of the scene of battle around him as he did so. Lexirea was on the ground, bleeding from a half dozen different injuries, that black ichor that seemed to be their blood staining the ferns on the forest floor. All three goddesses had started to shrink in size from where they’d begun the battle.


  Just like Mortus. Just like Yartraak.


  Just like Bellarum will, whenever I get my day with him.


  Lexirea was now twice the size of a rock giant, and her eye was bleeding profusely. She wore a grimace of fury and pain, the uncertainty clouding her and filling her with obvious rage. She was looking around in a circle around her, trying to spy the next attack before it came.


  She’ll not see this coming, then.


  Cyrus ran at the nearest tree, using the speed granted him by both his blades. He reached the trunk and ran up it, feeling the push of gravity against him—but not nearly hard enough to dislodge him, not yet. He ran up a solid fifteen feet, straight up the trunk, and just when he’d started to feel his footing fail him, feel the earth start to pull him back to its bosom, he pushed as hard as he could on the next step and leapt backward in a great diving flip.


  He stared up at the canopy above as he began to turn in the air. The world spun and he saw trees, so numerous that they filled the horizon. The ground appeared in his view, and then a great, grey back. Lexirea was below him, only a few feet, still staring at the ground, expecting the attack from below—


  Cyrus landed and plunged his blades in Lexirea’s back, not holding back, not raking her, but throwing his strength into piercing her skin as deeply as he could. The effect was immediate; she twisted her shoulders just as he came down, her shoulder blades coming back in a hard jerk that threatened to dislodge him. She bucked beneath his feet, and even with the speed granted by his swords, Cyrus felt his sure footing disappear as Lexirea pulled upright, trying to rid herself of the menace on her back.


  Cyrus clung tight to his swords; Praelior tore loose from her grey back. It wasn’t actually slimy, he realized at last, but it did glisten like lizard skin, smooth without the scales. Rodanthar clung stubbornly where he’d stuck it, and as Cyrus fell, he jerked the blade with him down her back and tore the skin wide.


  Lexirea screamed and threw her head back. She hit him with the back of her skull, causing him to experience a flash of light and pain from the impact. Rodanthar broke loose and Cyrus was left with nothing to cling to. The ground came rushing up to him and he landed poorly, unable to manage anything other than a flush landing against a hard tree root that rang his armor from his boots to his ears.


  Cyrus lay there for less than a second before the stunned feeling departed, but that was entirely too long. He was just springing to his feet when Levembre came rushing in, slamming a palm down on him, hard, pinning him to the earth. The strike hit him when he was almost a foot off the ground, arresting his momentum and driving him back into the root with godly force. Cyrus’s armor rattled again, and when his eyes sprang open he found himself looking into red ones, the Goddess of Love staring down at him with loathing, her expressionless face locked on him, and he knew that he was done.




   


   


   


   


  22.


   


  Alaric


   


  “I came to congratulate you on your victory,” the blue girl, Jena, said, staring at me across the small room the two of us inhabited alone. I had been rousted from my bed in the middle of the night by a surly guardsman I didn’t recognize. With the sleepy eyes of my increasingly loyal men watching the guard with suspicion, I was marched from the barracks before I even had time to grab anything to drape over myself. Shirtless, I was led to a small, empty building on the back side of the camp that I’d never noticed before. When I’d come inside, I’d found her here, alone, waiting, wearing silken clothing that was … well, it showed quite a lot of flesh.


  “Thank you,” I said, feeling somewhat anchored in place. My eyes flew around the room as the door clicked closed behind me. There was something truly strange about the setting, and I realized what it was when I found the empty bed, the candles burning low on either side of it. The mattress looked thick and full, and well made, such a contrast to the beds in the barracks. Or even those in Enrant Monge, for that matter. My gaze flitted back to her, suspicion of my own dawning about my purpose here.


  “This is a room where the combatants service women, yes,” she said, looking warily around the place. “The women pay quite a price for it, too.” If she had misgivings about that particular type of exchange, why the hell was she here, I wondered. “I haven’t come to be serviced by you, though, so put that thought aside.” She held herself stiffly. “It was the only way I could speak to you alone.”


  I stared hard at her. She had paid to see me, putatively under the guise of … my face reddened uncontrollably and I looked away from her. She laughed, a crystalline sound that tinkled in the air. “Ah, I’ve embarrassed the prince of Luukessia. This was worth the price in itself.”


  “I hope you didn’t pay too much, since you’ve already admitted you’re not seeking service,” I said, honestly so randy after weeks of confinement that I was marginally disappointed that she hadn’t come for that reason. As the prince of Luukessia, I had had more than my fair share of dalliances, and quite a few considerably less fair than the blue-skinned lady before me. The skin tone was a bit strange, but I was growing more accustomed to the Protanians as the weeks went by.


  “I found myself needing to speak with you,” she said, sounding a bit shy for a girl who had apparently taken the initiative to arrange a meeting under the guise of bedding me.


  “I expect we could speak for at least a few minutes before they’ll assume we’re done?” I asked.


  “You’re mine for the night, in fact,” she said, now brusque. “As you know, I arranged the lessons to save your life—”


  “Thank you for that, by the way,” I said. “I owe you a bounty of gold, or jewels, or … whatever, really, when I return to my kingdom—”


  “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” she said, and I caught a hint of worry. “Did Rin tell you … what is coming?”


  “The Butcher,” I said. “An elven warrior. He says … there’s no hope.”


  “Your little group fought so much better than anyone expected,” Jena said, looking a little haunted. “Normally with a group like yours, the losing start you experienced … you would have been fodder for losses for months, perhaps even a year or two, winning once or twice if you were lucky. Then you would have been retired to the mines to harvest minerals for the rest of your days—but you would have lived.”


  “As a slave,” I said, and any gratitude I felt toward her for taking up my hopeless cause evaporated as quickly as that hint of lust from earlier. I’d pondered this in the last few weeks as I’d driven on, learning from Rin. While my immediate goal had been to fight and fight hard, I’d started to ponder the future as I built my army. Too exhausted to do much of anything else at the end of the days, I’d had dreams about finding a way to free us, my little barracks of men, and march us home. They were nothing more than dreams, but … they were also all I had.


  “Yes,” she said. “Because a slave is what you are. And a slave is what you will be until you die.”


  “At the hands of this Butcher,” I said.


  “That’s not carved in stone yet,” she said. “He doesn’t kill everyone, but … it has been a while since his last slaughter, and I hear he is in a foul temper.”


  “Is he a slave, too?” I asked, feeling a foul temper of my own.


  “No,” she said. “He fights because he enjoys it. He likes the kill.”


  “I’ve never met an elf before, but I can’t say I like the sound of them.”


  “They’re a bitter and cloistered race, a squabbling collective of nation-states always at each other’s throats,” Jena said, looking away from me. “This elf, though, is the ambassador to us from their largest city.”


  “They have cities?” I asked, still blithely ignorant of this new land and its geography and politics.


  “Quite a few,” she said, “but their largest is a quaint little outpost in the middle of a forest of trees so grand that they stretch hundreds of feet into the air. Their trunks are nearly as wide around as the towers in the middle of Sennshann.”


  I thought back to the night I’d come to this land, to those immense towers in the city proper. I knew they were easily wider than the tower in Enrant Monge, which was the largest of its kind I’d seen. “Impressive trees,” I said. “I wouldn’t mind seeing those at some point.”


  She smiled sadly. “But you won’t. Because—”


  “I’m a slave, yes,” I said, heading her off. I didn’t mention that I had grander designs in mind. “And I’m about to die to this elf, possibly.”


  “He will use magic against you,” she said, and I read some hesitation in her that I could not quite place.


  “So Rin said.” I straightened up, brushing hands against my bare chest, the warm air of the small building we were standing in a notable contrast to the night chill outside. Why didn’t the barracks have this peculiar warm air?


  “And he told you what to expect?” Here she was more hesitant still, and I was left without doubt she was holding something back.


  “He knocked me to my back with but a wave of the hand,” I said, peering at her. Her clothing was … well, it was cut more properly for seduction, and she did not blink away when she saw me looking. “So I suppose you could say he showed me.”


  “But nothing more?” She dangled bait in front of me. “He didn’t … instruct you at all?”


  “He told me I was an animal,” I said, “unable to counter or deal with magic. He seemed fairly certain that mine was a hopeless cause should I be put in front of this Butcher.”


  “I see,” she said, and I caught a flicker in her eyes.


  “Why are you helping me?” I asked, and at this she blinked, looking slightly startled.


  “I suppose …” she said, pondering it, “… I feel sorry for you.”


  “So do I,” I said, and my old irritable confidence flooded back from my days as an arrogant prince. The march, the defeat, and the early arena battles hadn’t erased the more arrogant portions of my personality, but they had certainly humbled me, at least temporarily. “Especially since I seem bound to die, according to you and Rin.”


  “What if you didn’t have to?” she asked, suddenly a little more alive. Her eyes gleamed, but her mouth lay in a flat line. “What if … there was a way to fight back?”


  “I would embrace it happily,” I said.


  “Wherever it led you?” she asked.


  “As my alternatives are slavery or death … yes.”


  She stared at me, hard, right in the eyes, trying to peer into my soul. I let her, raising my chin, not too defiantly, but enough to show I was still a thinking, fighting human being with a will of my own. “There is—or might be—a way,” she said softly. “But it will not be easy. And it will require all your nights between now and the next battle.”


  “The guards don’t care whether I sleep during the day or not,” I said, shrugging. “I have nothing else to be doing.”


  She nodded once, and I could see the decision made in her eyes. It settled on her like a weighted shawl upon her shoulders, pressing them down unnaturally, bringing her head slightly lower in the process, determination infusing her blue features. “Very well, then.”


  “Very well what?” I asked. “What are we going to be spending our nights on, since apparently you’re not looking for, uhm …”


  She looked at me, smiling ever so faintly. “We’re going to see if my people are wrong about you. We’re going to see if you, a human, can learn … magic.”




   


   


   


   


  23.


   


  Cyrus


   


  Levembre held him to the ground, her crushing weight upon Cyrus’s chest plate. He squirmed against her, but though the quartal mail held, there was no resisting her strength, not even with Praelior still in hand. The sword was pinned with his wrist, immovable and useless.


  He could see the others moving about the perimeter of the battle, trying to follow-up on his attack on Lexirea but failing. Even with her back laid open, the goddess was still fighting, swiping at Aisling, Grinnd, and Terian, and keeping them at bay. Behind them, Nessalima was embroiled in a fight with Scuddar, Calene, and Longwell, and the other spellcasters were somewhere beyond, useless with the cessation in place.


  She’s got me, Cyrus thought, looking up into Levembre’s red eyes as she raised a hand. Unless Mother drops the cessation, in which case we’re all finished, not just me—


  A high-pitched roar caused Levembre’s head to snap around. The red eyes widened as she gleaned a threat coming at her. Cyrus could not see it until the last, when something sprang and hit her, something large and furious, something impossible—


  Something like a rock giant riding a savanna cat.


  A massive paw fitted with metallic claws slashed across Levembre’s chest, tearing her open. The egg-white skin was ripped wide and Levembre let out a fierce shriek that echoed over the savanna cat’s roar. Those must be quartal claws … he’s fitted his damned cat with quartal claws … how did he even afford …?


  Levembre’s grasp on Cyrus loosened and he squirmed out from between her fingers as she twitched and moaned, black blood staining her front. He took a few steps back and raised Rodanthar, trying to get his wits back about him as the Goddess of Love reeled from the rock giant’s attack.


  Fortin rode his cat to the ground and brought it around in an elegant, hundred-and-eighty-degree turn that readied him for another charge. Levembre raised her baleful eyes and stared at him, flat line of a mouth open in a perfect circle. “Who—?”


  “I am the Grand Knight of Sanctuary,” Fortin said, on the back of his beast, his own eyes as narrow as Cyrus had ever seen them. “I stand as the shield between you and the lands of mortals.” With a slap of reins, he charged his cat forward at her again.


  Levembre blanched; she was still twice as tall as Fortin, though she appeared to have shrunk, and the dirt and ichor was staining her once-perfect white skin. Her mouth returned to its thin line and she came back to her feet as Fortin and his mount streaked in—


  The Goddess of Love struck, ripping the Grand Knight of Sanctuary from his cat and sending the animal rolling away with a swift, perfectly timed kick. She clutched Fortin tightly around his chest. “Sanctuary is dead,” she said simply.


  “Legends never die,” Fortin said, his voice tight with pain.


  “Which is why I will live forever,” Levembre said, her voice as flat as if she were placing an order at the market, “and you will not.”


  With her squeeze, Cyrus heard something crack, like rock splitting in a mine, and his voice broke as he screamed out, “NOOO!”


  But it was too late. The goddess crushed Fortin’s chest within her fingers in a mere second, shattering him, splitting his arms and legs and head from his body with sheer force, breaking him into dusty pieces. They slipped through her fingers and fell to the ground, nothing but fragments far, far too small to resurrect.




   


   


   


   


  24.


   


  Alaric


   


  “This is …” I closed my eyes. It was night five of trying to learn the things that Jena had been trying to teach me for all these evenings. We always began shortly after sunset and ended just before sunrise. The first few days, I had found it easy to ignore the lack of sleep, but the fatigue was slowly grinding me down. Even during the days I was finding sleep in the noisy barracks elusive. All I wanted to do was throw all of the complicated notions she was trying to force into my mind away, and ease myself into the bed in the corner of the small room so that I could set sail into blissful sleep like a boat on the Elmoreth river back home. “… This is impossible,” I finished, opening my eyes once more.


  “It is impossible for a child to walk upon the first attempt,” Jena said, her eye opening just a crack to look at me. She had striking blue irises, impressive in their coloration. Humans, of course, had blue eyes, but I’d never seen anyone with eyes like hers. Of course, in most of my arrogant, princely pursuits of women, I hadn’t cared much about the color of their eyes.


  “It may be that your people consider us an inferior form of life for good reason,” I conceded, wondering after almost a week’s solid effort with nothing to show for it that perhaps everything Rin said about me was true. Maybe I was an animal compared to the Protanians. Maybe I was only a step or two up the ladder from a sheep, or a mule, or any other beast of food or burden that humans raised for consumption and work. “Perhaps I am simply not capable of it.”


  “This is something that our people go through as well,” Jena said, closing that eye again. She looked calm, sitting there in the middle of the room, her cloak barely covering the thin, silken undergarment she wore beneath it. Five nights and she’d worn five different … I wouldn’t have known how to describe them at the time, but now I can say negligee and know what it means. We didn’t waste time or cloth on fancy nightclothes in Luukessia, not even in the rich halls of Enrant Monge.


  But after five days of staring at Jena’s body through thin cloth, I had vowed that if I ever made it back to Enrant Monge, there would be a seamstress assigned entirely to negligees.


  “Perhaps your mind is on other things,” she said, not opening her eyes.


  That accusation stung for some reason I couldn’t put a finger on. It might have had something to do with working in close proximity to such a—well, I hesitate to say indecent, because in Protanian society it certainly wasn’t, though I wouldn’t learn that until later—scantily dressed woman who had more than caught my eye. “I’m tired,” I said, and that was, honestly, at least part of it.


  “There will be plenty of time to rest once you’ve been killed by the Butcher,” she said, and I closed my eyes once more. There was something about her teaching method I found somehow more infuriating than Rin’s.


  “Yes, Sabushon,” I said with some sarcasm.


  “You needn’t be so harsh as to call me that,” she said, one eye springing open.


  “I thought it was a mark of respect?” I asked.


  She frowned. “Who told you that?”


  “Rin did. He said it was something akin to ‘teacher.’”


  “It something akin to … unspeakable. It is our gravest insult, a challenge to one’s honor and decency.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “I … I didn’t know.”


  She stared back at me, thinking it over. “Why would Rin ask you to call him that?” She seemed to be speaking mostly to herself. “Ahh … to get you to say it to a guard, perhaps, while trying to curry favor.”


  “That makes sense,” I said, reaching a new level of wariness for Rin. It seemed he’d wanted to throw a little more difficulty into my life. More pain to purge my weakness, I supposed.


  “Put aside thoughts of Rin,” Jena went on, closing her eyes again and drawing breath. “These things I have taught you these last few nights … they are the fundamentals of what we call magic. The mental exercises, the disciplines that allow you to access the power and shape it to your will. Will is the force, the inner strength used to exercise it; the power itself reshapes reality, but it is best used along certain pre-defined paths.”


  “Why?” I asked.


  “Because our ability is life itself; interchangeable with life, with some inner reserve and strength that we all possess.” Her eyelids remained firmly shut, with only the occasional twitch as she seemed to consider her explanation. “At the most basic level, a child could learn to manipulate small fires, to summon and invoke out of air itself. But as your mastery, your confidence grows, so too grows what you can access.”


  “You make it sound like a matter of faith.”


  “It is a matter of faith.” One of her eyes sprang open again. “You cannot use this energy if you cannot believe in it. Ritual is the entry point. Faith is the key to the door. Once inside, the saying of certain words, tied to your thoughts repetitiously, allows you to access this power at will. As I said,” she closed her eye again, “even a child can use the basic levels. And they do.”


  I let out a slow, painful breath that I’d been holding. “Well, I’m not a child.”


  “No, you’re most assuredly not.” She kept her eyes tightly closed. “But try to clear your mind anyway.”


  I closed my eyes as she’d suggested, and focused on seeming nothingness. I listened to my breaths coming in and out as she’d told me to, tried to focus on the darkness beyond my eyes, tried to lose myself in it. The taste of the conjured bread they fed us in the camp was lingering on my tongue after the last meal, and the smell of the small room was slightly stale, with an underlying hint of sweat and other, baser scents. I saw Jena spring before my mind’s eye again, soft, sensual, her blue skin grafted in my vision over the face of a lover I’d had in Luukessia. In my mind, her blue flesh swayed before me as that chambermaid had when she’d come to me, eager and excited to be with a prince—


  I snapped myself mentally, like a slap across the wrist to jar me out of my fantasy. I drew a sharp breath, trying to pull my thoughts back to a center place. I had almost been there for a second, Enrant Monge and my tower room bleeding in around the edges of my fantasy with Jena. I took a deep breath, then another.


  I could picture myself in the middle of the throne room that last day, my father before me. He had to know by now that our army had been lost in the north. Had he sent others after us, I wondered?


  Or had this been part of his plan all along?


  “What are you thinking about right now?” Jena asked, and my eyes opened to find her staring at me, much more relaxed than I was.


  “Home,” I said, my breaths coming a little quicker, like I’d just been on a jog around the yard. “I was thinking of … of my last day at home.”


  “By your reaction, it does not sound like a pleasant memory.”


  “It wasn’t.” I paused. “But … it’s hardly relevant to what we’re doing here—”


  “You can’t seem to keep your mind on what you need to learn,” she said softly. “So it is relevant. What happened?”


  “Among my people,” I said, “among the princes of Luukessia, on our eighteenth birthday, we choose words to represent our house, ourselves … our vision for the future. When I announced mine to my father, he … was displeased, and ordered me sent away with the army to investigate the disturbance your people were causing in the north.”


  “Hm,” she said, staring deep into my eyes with her nearly glowing blue ones. “What were the words you chose?”


  I actually considered lying, because saying them out loud in front of her felt somehow shameful. But I didn’t. “Order, to rid ourselves of chaos. Faithful, as both friend and enemy. Strength, to forge our order. Unyielding, in pursuit of our goals. Merciless.” I held my chin up as I said each one.


  “I think you would find yourself in good company here among our leaders,” Jena said quietly, almost a whisper.


  “You don’t agree with them.” I didn’t need to ask; her tone told me everything.


  “I suppose I have seen enough mercilessness, unyielding, faithfulness in pursuit of order … and of course strength, towering over the weak. I have seen enough of these things, these virtues you would call them, to doubt the wisdom of them as core values.” She closed her eyes again.


  “What would your words be?” I asked, genuinely curious.


  “I can think of only one,” she said. “Decency.” She opened her eyes. “I would simply have each of us be decent to others. No slaves, no masters trying to tread on others, to whip them into line, to batter them into doing what is wanted … just decency, and cooperation. The helping hand instead of the striking fist.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said, feeling a steely resolve come over me, “but that’s simply naïve. It would be impossible to run your empire in that fashion.” There I was, the statesman, the prince, so sure.


  “I wouldn’t want to run our empire,” she said, eyes coming open again, this time glistening. “I have seen the part of it my father runs, deeply, intimately, and I would not care to be involved, not in any capacity.”


  “What is your path, then?” I asked. “Your people’s? Do you have to follow him—”


  “No,” she said, “and yes. I won’t be taking over the mines, but there are certain expectations I’ll need to live up to. Certain paths available to me that I’ll have to follow.”


  “And they’re not … decent paths?”


  “They’re better than running a mining camp of slaves,” she said, her voice cracking. “We should—we should try to clear your mind some more. The sun will be up soon, and …” She brushed at her eyes with the back of her hand. “We don’t have much time … or many days left.”


  “I think I might be a hopeless cause.” I came to my feet and looked down at her, still sitting with her legs crossed. I didn’t even notice the negligee now.


  The corner of her lips twisted upward. “I don’t believe that.”


  “Of me or in general?” I looked at her, wondering. There was so much in my question—did she find me special in some way, worthy of this attention when the others were not? Or was I just an emblem of her resentment against the land she lived in the way I was of my father’s governance?


  “Both, perhaps,” she said.


  I didn’t know quite how to reply to that, so I sat back down and took three long breaths, in and out. I looked at her as I did it, and then closed my eyes. I tried to imagine the darkness in the room before the arena gates, the sight of sun-drenched sand lurking behind the bars, the crowd waiting for me to come out and fight.


  It was so unlike the days spent in similar sand with a practice sword in my hand, beating instructors too cowardly to strike a prince. I had played childish games, was a child—and now I was not anymore. I had gone from prince to slave, from leader of an army in title and in my mind to leader of nothing but a few dozen slaves who were as good as sentenced to death.


  And there, sitting across from me, was a gorgeous blue-skinned girl with her bosoms nearly bare, and all I wanted to do was to touch her, hold her, caress her, wipe the tears from her eyes and lay her down on the bed in the corner … and yet here, for the first time in my life, a woman I wanted was beyond reach. She was master here, and I was slave.


  It was all so damned unfair.


  Somewhere, in the moment beyond dwelling on all that, my mind emptied, and there was naught but darkness and quiet and the sound of my own breathing. I had almost reached this point before, but my mind always raced ahead at the moment of freedom, like a horse running after being turned loose from the harness.


  Not this time, though. This time I kept myself under control, calm and thoughtless, only a creeping thing working its way through my mind, three words that Jena had taught me for just this occasion.


  “Vadradei, Urushidei, Oronadei.”


  The darkness disappeared, a light flaring before my eyes. I snapped them open and found my hand glowing white, a pure effervescence like staring into the sun on a cloudless day. I gaped at it in astonishment, a sudden tightness in my chest, a soaring feeling of accomplishment, of victory like I had felt in the arena, a realization that—


  I looked up at Jena and she met my gaze, her own just a little more guarded now. “It would appear …” she said slowly, something between fear and relish layered thick on her words, “… you and your kin are not the animals they have believed you to be.”


  I stared at my glowing hand, and lifted it up, pure white light illuminating every corner of the room. “Apparently not,” I said, my astonishment now giving way to … possibilities.


  “Soon, they all will know,” she said, still calm, her eyes fixed on mine, only the hint of a smile for her part in this triumph. “And then … nothing will ever be the same again.”




   


   


   


   


  25.


   


  Cyrus


   


  He watched Fortin die. With no time for sorrow, Cyrus sprang into action, driven forward by a hot-burning rage.


  Levembre, the Goddess of Love, looked up at him as he came at her, charging hard, his face quivering with fury that threatened to explode. There was heat in his cheeks and in his forehead, and as he ran he could feel the tension coiled in his muscles. He desired nothing but an opportunity to stab the goddess in the face with his blades until there was nothing left of the flawless white flesh, until her flat and formless chest was split open and all the black of her guts and innards was spilled out like a barrel of oil he’d seen upturned in the Reikonos market, covering the dirt in inky ebony.


  Levembre flung a hand to meet his attack, but Cyrus whipped Rodanthar out to slash her. She pulled back her hand, her face already showing the pain, and he took advantage of the opening to stab her deep in the chest, hitting her with a knee once the blade had sunk in all the way up to the guard.


  “You evil, worthless, cowardly shit-stains!” Cyrus screamed in her face, ramming Rodanthar into her shoulder as she shook and withered under his assault. He was close enough to see her mouth, and he brought his head forward and slammed his helm into her jaw. It didn’t even faze him, the rattling sense of shock that ran through his body on impact. On the contrary, it was satisfying, beyond pain in a way he remembered feeling in some of those first fights in the Society. He brought his head back and slammed it into her jaw again, knocking her head back. She staggered, and started to fall, but Cyrus didn’t care; he would ride her to the ground, beating and stabbing her to death until there was nothing left but a stain on the forest floor. “You—you vile, cruel, pernicious—”


  A cat’s howl cut him off, and a bellowing fury hit Levembre from behind, halting her fall. Cyrus kept stabbing, undistracted, even as he saw quartal-covered cat claws ripping and shredding the goddess’s shoulder. Her flat line of a mouth was black with her own blood and open in pain. He brought a sword up and slammed it into her neck. She was getting smaller by the moment; now the savanna cat was as tall as she, standing up on its back paws. For a moment he thought it was merely avenging its master, but then he heard the bellow again, and her head moved slightly to reveal a green face, demonic with rage and grief of a sort Cyrus was all too familiar with.


  “Zarnn!” Cyrus shouted, and the troll’s gaze snapped at him. Zarnn was taller than even Cyrus, but his reach was such that he was flailing ineffectually at Levembre with a pitiful sword, strikes doing little to nothing. The troll looked at him, paused for just a second in the midst of vengeful bloodlust, and Cyrus raised Rodanthar where Zarnn could see it—


  And he tossed his father’s sword to a troll, who caught it one-handed.


  Zarnn let out a bellow loud enough to wake all the dead that had ever lived in Arkaria, surely loud enough that the scourge could hear it across the Sea of Carmas, and he raised up Rodanthar, Saber of the Righteous, and planted it firmly in the back of Levembre’s head.


  The Goddess of Love jerked as all her muscles tensed, and then went slack, topping over under the weight of a cat and a troll on her back. Cyrus let her fall, kicking out from beneath her before she could trap him under her falling carcass. He rolled out just as her chest hit the ground beneath the troll and the cat. Zarnn buried the sword in her head a few more times as she continued to shrink to normal size.


  Cyrus watched the desecration of the corpse without emotion. He felt a soul-deep weariness as the cat clawed and scratched. An arm came loose and was snatched up by hungry jaws. Zarnn watched the creature do its work with a cold detachment, still clenching the sword in his hand.


  “Zarnn,” Cyrus said, and the troll looked up, a dangerous anger on his face until he saw Cyrus, at which it subsided and grief replaced it.


  “Master Fortin,” Zarnn said, his lower teeth sticking out and somehow making his sad expression more poignant, “… is dead?”


  “He’s dead,” Cyrus said solemnly, and turned his gaze back to where Calene was dodging an attack from Nessalima. “But the others aren’t and they need our—”


  “Help on way!” Zarnn said, and he had the cat turned around in an eye blink, roaring into battle once more with Rodanthar held high. Cyrus watched the bizarre spectacle of a troll warrior carrying his father’s sword, and then locked his gaze on Lexirea, who was striking at Terian, oozing and chasing him, her slimy form now only twice the size of the dark elf.


  Cyrus held tight to Praelior, surging back toward the battle. Terian was overmatched, that much was plain; Lexirea swung at the dark knight and he caught her blow, but below his blade, on the haft of Noctus, where it did no damage. He strained as she pushed at him, her arm against his axe’s pole. Terian stood there, face hidden save for the parts of Alaric’s old helm that revealed teeth gritted in strain.


  Terian was starting to flag; there was no mistaking it. With the strength of a god matched against a dark elven man with a godly weapon, the contest was decided easily. A fragment of power against the power itself is a poor match, Cyrus thought, but his legs could carry him no faster, and he was still considerable distance away.


  Cyrus watched Terian’s slow collapse; Grinnd was attacking Lexirea’s hindquarters to no effect, his mystical weapons chipping away at her skin, hewing fragments out the size of fistfuls as she screamed in Terian’s face. He can’t hold out, Cyrus realized, he’s going to—


  Terian’s arm buckled and Lexirea howled triumph, knocking Noctus out of his grasp and thumping Terian into the ground. Cyrus saw blood spurt from Terian’s lips, a blue cloud in the air and a subtle moan escape his lips as the Goddess of Justice lifted her hand high to strike the killing blow—and Cyrus was still twenty feet away—


  Something flashed in the air above, something Cyrus caught only a glimpse of as it sailed past. It was too small to be a person, too dark to be a spell, even if they hadn’t been under cessation. It flew straight and clean, right toward its intended target—


  And buried itself in Lexirea’s eye.


  The goddess spasmed in pain, pulling her hand, poised to strike at Terian, away and fumbling for her red, glowing eye socket. Cyrus could see the obstruction, like a shadow across a red sun, thin and long like—


  Like an arrow.


  He turned his head, expecting to see Calene—but hadn’t she been fighting Nessalima only a moment earlier? Instead his eyes caught a green-cloaked archer with dark, flowing hair, her face showing all the signs of fury and rage and all her years of experience—


  And Martaina Proelius let fly another volley, expertly aimed, as all her arrows were, and she struck Lexirea’s other eye as Cyrus reached the goddess at last. Distracted, Lexirea had forgotten him and was plunging her fat, slimy-looking fingers into her glowing eye sockets.


  Cyrus jumped and hit her in the chest, a full-body slam following his sword thrust, driving the point into her. She let out a muted scream that cut off. This time there was no avoiding the collapse; Lexirea dropped upon him like an avalanche down a mountain, covering him as she fell. Cyrus worked Praelior’s blade around inside her like he was carving a roast loin, jerking the tip as much as he could, crushed beneath her weight.


  “You won’t … win … Davidon,” she said, shrunken now to the point where her head was only twice the size of his own, her eyes obstructed by the arrow shafts sticking out of them. Black ooze slopped down into his face, splattering along his mouth and nose as he ripped and tore at her innards with his sword.


  “I don’t care about winning,” Cyrus said, spitting through her blood, staring up at those eyes with hate to match that which he saw there. “If I can kill you and your kind first, then you can take my life at the last, I don’t give a damn.”


  “Damned …” Her lips worked like the intestines of a beast, writhing and pulsing as she fought to get words out. “You will be … damned … for this …”


  “You first,” came a voice from above, and Noctus descended, striking Lexirea’s head from her shoulders, carefully halting before the blade carried through to hit Cyrus. Terian stood above him, lips bleeding, and carelessly kicked the corpse of the Goddess of Justice off Cyrus. Praelior pulled free with a great sucking sound, and disgusting, writhing entrails slopped down Cyrus’s front and to the dirt.


  He cast a look at Martaina. “You’re back,” he said weakly.


  She still had an arrow nocked, watching him through a mask of thinly contained anger. “I’m an elf. They attacked my people’s capital. I could not stand by and let that happen—and neither could our fellows.” She nodded, and Cyrus turned to see others in the fight, dragging down Nessalima, shaving great pieces of rock from her. He saw rangers of the southern lands, elves in full armor and wearing the battle colors of Termina and Pharesia and other cities. There were armies coming over the horizon now, quick-marching toward the fight, bleeding out of the trees.


  And there, in front of them all, was Zarnn, slashing and carving at the Goddess of Light, pinning her to the ground without mercy, and striking her to pieces with cat claw and sword. Calene was firing arrow after arrow straight down into the goddess’s eyes, with less skill than Martaina, but still too good to miss at that distance. Longwell had his spear buried in the side of the goddess, who was on her back. Aisling struck, carving a hand free at the elbow and leaving the goddess with one hand, one quivering hand thrust into the air as though she were reaching for the sun and falling short.


  While he watched, the hand sagged, and the arm lost its vigor. Black blood splashed freely as a hundred elves and the last of the Army of Sanctuary fell upon the shrinking Goddess of Light, and Cyrus watched without pity or any desire for mercy as they stole the last of the life from her.




   


   


   


   


  26.


   


  Alaric


   


  I stood in that last holding area before the sands of the Coliseum. I stood and waited at the head of my little army of dozens, peering through a gate at the crowds beyond, shouting to the heavens in their anticipation for what was coming. I looked out as I’d envisioned, but there was none of the orange cast to the sands today; when we had come in it had been a grey and drizzly iron sky above, impermeable, impenetrable by the sun.


  I stood, my knees threatening to shake, my mind working its quickest to undermine me. I had learned from Jena at least a little. Enough to possibly save me if the moment came, but she had been firm: “The Butcher is more practiced at spellcraft than you. If you make this your opening gambit, if you try to start the battle in this way, he will destroy you utterly.”


  And so it had been decided that I would hold it back, keep this my little secret. With practice, I could now do a few things, but none of them particularly well. Even as pitiful a strategist as I was, I held no illusions—this advantage was not an advantage at all, merely a small attempt to level the scales. Very small indeed, and useless if I used it wrong.


  I waited in front of my little army, and at last I realized that none of them knew what I knew. I hadn’t shared my new ability for fear that word might get around, spoiling my surprise. I could hear their hard, nervous breaths, could hear someone in the back appealing to his ancestors. The fear at that moment was practically tangible, something I could reach out and stroke, or that could come at me from behind and kill me the moment the gate opened and we all flooded out into battle.


  “Listen,” I said, remembering the generals I’d met in court and interviewed, thinking that I could learn to lead simply by asking the right questions. Some of them recommended inspiring speeches on a regular basis, others more sparingly, but they all spoke as if encouraging oratory were a vital military tactic. I felt I could be no different, not in this moment of trial. “I know what you have heard regarding this … elf. This Butcher. The tales that have circulated would have him as some sort of … mad beast, unkillable. Well, I don’t believe that—”


  “The guards are unkillable,” Olivier said, his quivering voice coming out of the dark, loud enough that I heard him for the first time in what felt like a decade. “Why should this creature be any different?”


  “Because he’s not one of them,” I said, tightly. Olivier was ruining my chance to inspire the men, and I could feel my teeth ache to grind together at what I perceived to be his insolence. Couldn’t he have just stayed silent for a few more minutes, damn him?


  “But he’s got their magic,” Olivier said as the gate started to crank, rising before us, opening our path to the wetted sands of the Coliseum floor. “He’s as good as one of them.”


  “He is not one of the blue men,” I said. “He’s not a Protanian—”


  “When he burns us to death like one of them, you tell me the difference,” Olivier said, his voice breaking at the last.


  The cheers of the crowd interrupted any reply I might have made. This was the moment we had to enter, there was nothing else for it. I started forward, outpacing the men easily, save for one. Varren followed along at my heels, hectoring the others behind me to, “Hurry up, damn you!” and “Get in line, you idiots!” He was followed by a surly Stepan, who did as he was told but said nothing in the process.


  Standing there, in the middle of the Coliseum, the crowd chanting with anticipation, I could feel a wall between myself and my men. It was a wall that I had foolishly thought I’d dissolved through my efforts, through my newfound leadership, but as I cast a look back at the faces behind me—frightened, twisted with fear—I knew that I was leading Varren and few others. Fear was leading the rest of them—fear of the Butcher ahead of us and fear of the blue men guards and what they would do if my army didn’t march out to meet our fate.


  The crowd cheered, assailing my ears with its boisterous glee. They were louder than I ever recalled them being as I looked up, past the stands to the grey sky, covered with clouds like a storm was brewing. I looked down at the shredded, hanging front of my doublet, my dirty chest buried under sand and muck from my fights and my practices with Rin. I had learned so much in my time here, a brutal education that had just seemed like it might be paying off as I was marched into this fight.


  And of course, I worried like the rest of them that this fight would be my last.


  I didn’t try to shout over the crowd, didn’t try to stir the passions of my men to stay by my side. I had nothing but a secret with which to motivate them, and I felt resentful, still, that they did not accord me the respect I felt was my due. Part of me hoped they’d all die, that I’d be on my own, because I could handle that better than having to lead these ingrates who wanted me to teach them but didn’t give a damn for following. I could feel the sting of the beating I’d suffered in the wagon ride to the camp, like it was fresh, could almost taste the blood in my mouth again as it dripped down into the back of my throat. It was vile and it made me angrier yet.


  My eyes looked over the indistinguishable crowd and fell again on the box at the far end of the Coliseum. There they were again, guards surrounding the tented-over seating area, with one man at the middle of it all. Once again, I knew he was watching me, but all I could see was his blue skin, and that of a woman next to him, their dark hair shadowed under the canopy.


  The shouts faded, and the voice of the announcer picked up again, screaming to the heavens that same damned word the crowd had chanted last time: “Gongh-ete!” He said something else along with it, but I didn’t understand anything other than the word, the word that told me my foe was coming.


  The gate at the opposite end of the Coliseum, the one right under the king or emperor’s box, opened, and darkness was all that lay beyond. I stared, hoping I would see nothing, nothing for the next hour. I felt that twisting sensation in my stomach, the one that told me that my fear was overmatching any anticipation I had for this bout. Fighting still wasn’t my thing, but at least I’d gotten better at it.


  At last, I saw movement in the dark, carefully sculpted armor on a figure that was marching out with a purpose. He wore a helm on top of his head, and I could see pale skin where his face was, though his features were so distant that they were indistinguishable from anyone. He could have been my father, for all I knew. As I watched, he flipped down a metal visor to cover his face, and raised his weapons in a salute that drew cheers from the crowd.


  “He looks … small,” Varren said behind me. I looked back, and he shrugged. “After all I heard, I was expecting a beast ten feet tall.”


  “He’s just a man,” I said, but my words were hollow. I didn’t believe the Butcher’s reputation was unearned or undeserved. He’d killed many of our kind, I was sure of that. Just as sure as I was that the unassuming blue men who had attacked us in the north of Syloreas were as near to invincible as any Luukessian had ever known.


  The Butcher walked his way out to the center of the Coliseum, his gait steady and his shoulders back. He had weapons in his hands; one looked like a long, nasty blade with an ugly curve to it, and the other was a metal ball atop a haft the length of a short sword. I’d seen some similar weapons in Luukessia, morning stars and the like, but generally they weren’t as simple as what he was carrying. Also, they usually had spikes.


  The announcer went into a long string of Protanian, and the crowd roared with their anticipation. It felt like it was reaching a fever pitch, with feet stomping and chants breaking down the sides of the stands. “Gongh-ete! Gongh-ete! Gongh-ete!”


  “They know we’re doomed,” Olivier said, too far out of my reach for me to backhand him into silence. And I would have, too.


  “Won’t they be surprised,” I muttered. I had a plan. It was predicated on all the things that Jena had told me about how the Butcher approached battle, but it was still flimsy at best.


  The Butcher turned and saluted to the man in the canopy-covered box. The man saluted him back, never rising, just offering a wave of the hand, and the Butcher turned back to us, entirely too quickly for me to have mounted a silent assault across the hundred feet of ground between us.


  The Butcher flipped down a mask to cover his face, and he began to advance on us. “Hold your ground!” I said, holding up a hand to stay my army. “When he gets closer, encircle him!”


  The Butcher spoke, loud and yet melodic, in a language very different from that of the Protanians. He advanced with his weapons still at his sides, plainly unconcerned about us or any tactic we might employ. Though I didn’t realize it at the time, I found out later that he’d said, “Do all you can, and I will still take from you your last hope.”


  He said it every time he battled humans in the Coliseum.


  I advanced to meet him, though not with nearly the eagerness he did. Varren moved to my right and Stepan to my left, the only two to advance with me. They carried their swords before them in a guard, ready for the attack as the Butcher walked the last ten feet to us and swung his weapons.


  Varren caught the metal ball and barely turned it aside with his sword. Stepan struck the elf’s sword, and his buckled under the strength of the weapon. The elf shoved the blade back and it lodged in Stepan’s head, splitting his face down the middle. Stepan wobbled, then fell, his jawbone cloven in two.


  The crowd roared with approval at the drawing of first blood as I moved in to strike. I came low and my sword bounced harmlessly off the Butcher’s armor. He grunted as I struck. My weapon rebounded, and I barely brought it around in time to strike a glancing blow against his sword, enough to deflect it from taking my arm.


  The elf laughed, then twisted the mounted metal ball, jabbing it into Varren’s face. I heard bones break, saw teeth fly out of his mouth, and then, at the apex of the attack, the elf flicked a switch in the haft of his weapon, and I noticed little holes in the metal ball. I had only a quarter-second to ponder their purpose before I found out.


  Spikes burst from the ball, shredding what was left of Varren’s face. He staggered backward and the elf pulled the weapon back, rolling it in an underhanded motion, and then brought it up as Varren was starting to slump.


  The spiked ball caught Varren beneath the chin and smashed his lower face. Eight to ten bloody welts opened in his throat and beneath his jaw as he was knocked from his feet like someone with a rug ripped out from beneath them. He landed on his back, his head hit the dirt, and Varren, my only steadfast supporter left, died right there, eyes open and facing the grey heavens.


  “You bastard!” I said, continuing my attack. The Butcher laughed and shoved me back, cackling with dire fury.


  “To hell with this!” shouted a man at the back of my army. I heard swords being thrown down and sandaled feet running across the Coliseum floor as someone beat a hasty retreat. They did not get far, however, and there was a flash as someone cast magic out of the stands. I turned my head enough to see three men covered in flames, screaming and pirouetting, on fire in the middle of the sandy ground behind us.


  The Butcher laughed even louder.


  I came at him again and he parried, though a little slower this time, his sword against my sword, holding back his spiked mace in reserve. I could see his eyes dancing behind the mask, his lips split in a grin. He blocked my attacks, though he had to put some effort into it. I could see him straining with each assault; although he had seemed faster than me at first, I couldn’t tell whether he was tiring, or merely obliging me.


  “You have spirit,” he said, finally, in my own language. “You’re a fool and an animal, but you have spirit. And here I had thought your people entirely geldings.”


  I didn’t answer, instead redoubling my attack against him. In response, he laughed even harder. I came at him high and he turned it aside with a thrust of his own. I came at him at the middle and he struck my sword away. I came at him low …


  And as he made to block my attack in the exact same manner he’d blocked the last two, I swept my weapon up and caught him underneath the mask, running my blade across the skin of his neck.


  His eyes widened beneath the mask, red blood fountained up as he dropped his sword and stumbled back. He slapped up the mask and it sprang to a ninety-degree angle from his forehead, the hinge opened. He looked shocked. And now that I was close to him, I realized he looked nothing like my father. His nose was average, his cheekbones were a little pointed, and he had a weak chin that was now smudged with his own blood.


  I kicked his sword away and raised my own to pursue, but he brought up his empty hand and it twinkled white light. He pulled his hand away from his neck and it fountained blood no more. The stunned look on his face vanished in an instant, replaced with white-hot rage.


  The crowd noise had died in an instant, stunned silence as though someone had drowned the entire Coliseum around me.


  “You … struck me,” he said, staring at me, mouth still agape.


  “That is the point, is it not … Butcher?”


  His defenses were back up, his mace at the ready.


  Rage crackled across his features, his pale face turning red as a field worker’s. He threw a hand up and it gleamed with black light for just a flash, enough to distract me. “My name—is Curatio!”


  Before I could respond, he brought the spiked mace up from a low swing, aimed right at my chin like he had when he’d killed Varren.


  I dodged back, but not quite in time. One of the spikes skipped lightly over my cheek and he lunged forward, planting it into my eye socket. He kicked me backward to the ground, and pain screamed in my face.


  I looked down at my hands, the left one covered in my own blood, still dribbling out of my eye. I could not see anything, could barely think, but I caught his movement and looked up. He was striding toward me with furious self-assurance. “You are animals,” he said, neck caked with his own blood—blood I’d shed. “Nothing more. I can see I was wrong about you. You have no spirit at all,” he reached down and seized me by the neck, lifting me up and raising the mace back, ready to strike the final blow. “You have nothing.”


  “I have one thing,” I said, and closed my remaining eye for just a second. In spite of the pain, in spite of the fear, my mind went clear for just a second, and I breathed three little words.


  My eye sprung open in time to see his flared wide as the spell burst forth from my hand. He flew backward as though launched from a catapult, sailing twenty feet into the air and landing in the dirt with a crunch, rolling as he came to a rest.


  I fell to my knees, the pain overwhelming me. The crowd was silent once more, or else I simply couldn’t hear them. The smell of blood was thick in my nose, threatening to drown me, sliding down my nasal passages, drenching my cheek. I stared at my foe with my good eye, his own closed, and I knew that this fight was over. I slumped, fell to my back, my blood running down my face in warm streaks, and stared up at the grey sky until it faded into darkness.




   


   


   


   


  27.


   


  Cyrus


   


  “What now?”


  The words yanked Cyrus out of a quiet place in his own mind and back into a scene of thriving chaos. The army of the elves was filling the forest around him, milling about the corpses of the three goddesses, the officers seemingly unsure what they should do now, but watching the troll on the savanna cat prowling around the bodies with predatory grace in wary alarm.


  Cyrus turned to look at the speaker, and was briefly stunned when he realized it was Martaina Proelius staring back at him. She was like something out of a long-ago vision, as though she’d just stepped across the last year and more to stand before him, utterly unchanged. Her hair was windblown, her face as tanned as ever, and her bow was back over her shoulder.


  “I thought you came to save your homeland.” Cyrus threw a glance in the direction of Pharesia. The city walls were barely visible in the distance through the tightly woven trees, but he could see the great hole rent by the goddesses. “Why are you asking me what’s next?”


  “Because you’re the general here,” she said, giving a bare wave of the hand to indicate the leaderless elves in armor still coming into the forest around them like seeping liquid. “Look at these men. They’ve never fought gods, and their commanders aren’t even at the fore.”


  Cyrus gave them a once over. Not an officer in sight. Martaina was staring at him, fixed. “What now?” she asked again.


  “Give me just a second,” Cyrus said, turning back to the place where the goddesses had fallen. He didn’t care a whit for them, of course, but there, not far from where Levembre had died, he could see the last broken remains of Fortin.


  Martaina followed his line of sight. “Damn,” she whispered softly.


  “He … found something I lost along the way,” Cyrus said, looking at the rock giant’s remains. “A purpose. He told Levembre that he was a shield for the world of men.” He laughed bitterly. “Fortin said that, can you believe it?” Cyrus raised his mailed hand to his mouth, the grief like ash. “He came to us not giving a damn about anyone but himself, and he just died to save the elves from gods run amok.”


  “He died fighting under your command,” Martaina said.


  “Aye, he did,” Cyrus said. The quiet whispers of the elves speaking low around him tickled his ears. They spoke so quietly, their hearing so keen, that he couldn’t distinguish a word. “You should go home.” And he turned his back on the chaotic scene.


  “Go home to what?” Martaina said, her cloak billowing as she whirled to follow him. “Am I mistaken, or did three goddesses just come to Pharesia with intent to blacken the earth beneath it?”


  Cyrus paused. “I don’t know for certain. It’s possible they just meant to draw me out and kill me.” There was a muttering among the soldiers now; he saw long faces, much vexed, a kind of sadness as they stared at him openly. They probably heard that.


  “Why do I doubt that?”


  “Because in the last year you’ve forgotten how much I irritate people?”


  “It would take longer than that for me to forget,” Martaina said. “There’s something larger going on here.” She stepped up to his shoulder, the place she’d stood in the days when they were in Luukessia, his perpetual right hand. “Are the rumors about Sanctuary true?”


  “Sanctuary’s gone, if that’s what you’ve heard,” Cyrus said, as neutrally as he could make himself sound. “Dead, I guess you could say …” He frowned, something prickling across his forehead and making his brow wrinkle. What was it Fortin said when she grabbed him?


  Legends never die.


  “I can hear you think,” Martaina said.


  “I apologize for the noise.”


  “What’s on your mind?”


  He didn’t answer. The thoughts kept clicking along—purpose, legends—things that seemed naturally to string together, but thoughts he’d never had before, not in his grandest ambitions. Except … maybe right after Mortus died, before Alaric landed on me with all the weight of his wisdom and made me promise … steered me back toward the path …


  “Bellarum,” Cyrus said. “He just made this easier on me.” He looked sideways at the city, its walls gleaming, barely visible, between the trunks of the forest trees.


  “Beg pardon?” Martaina asked, beginning to sound irritated.


  “I could have wallowed in my self-pity for a good long while,” Cyrus said, turning his head to look at her.


  “I’m familiar with what that looks like, and I’d take it as a courtesy if you wouldn’t.”


  “I won’t,” Cyrus said, “because I’ve got something to do, now.” He pointed toward Pharesia. “If the gods are willing to attack Pharesia … if Bellarum is moving them from just coming at me to spreading his terror around …”


  She looked at him through narrowed eyes. “Then what?”


  “Then when I go after him and his … it’s not just about vengeance anymore,” Cyrus said. “Because … I don’t know if I could have kept it going, this rage in me. It would have sputtered out somewhere along the way, and I would have gone running into a sword headfirst just to … be done with it. But he’s making a war against this place, at least. Against mortals, maybe. He’s coming at the innocent, not just the guilty like me—”


  “Not all of us are guilty,” Terian tossed at him as he walked past, his axe slung back over his shoulder.


  “But you damned sure are,” Cyrus threw right back before turning his attention to Martaina. “I want Bellarum dead. And now he’s made a move on the rest of Arkaria, something … dangerous and dramatic, a first step—”


  “You think this is the beginning, then?”


  Cyrus closed his eyes. “‘Those who do not serve will die.’” He opened his eyes again, felt the warmth through the broken canopy above, as the blue gap where three goddesses had plummeted to the earth through the branches allowed sunlight to shine down in a circle of bright light. “Yes … I think he’s just begun.”


  “You are quite correct, of course,” came Terrgenden’s voice as he meandered up, armored elves heaving themselves out of his way as though he would burn them if they got too close. He watched them with amusement, shrugging as he passed Nessalima’s rocky body, now no larger than a human. “In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if he threw a little something toward the gnomes later today. The Gods of Winter and Storms, perhaps.” He walked with his hands clasped behind him.


  “Is that a guess?” Cyrus asked. He could feel the attention in the forest shift to him and Terrgenden. “Or do you know?”


  “I know some things,” Terrgenden said. “Others … are guesses. This is the latter, but … it’s a very good guess.”


  “Why not just send everyone at once?” Terian eased closer, arms folded in front of him. “You have enough gods to mount a solid assault. Why send these three and then another two … and … what, another after that?”


  “I think you know the answer to that,” Terrgenden said, never taking his eyes off Cyrus.


  “Because he doesn’t want the gods to live,” Cyrus said, and he caught a subtle smile from the God of Mischief. “He wants them to die in the attempt.” Cyrus pursed his lips. “I can’t imagine they’d be too pleased if they found out that was what he had in store for them, though.”


  “You should know well the persuasive powers of Bellarum, having followed him most your life,” Terrgenden said with a wan smile. “Only one question remains … what will you do?”


  That hung for just a moment before the answer came from Cyrus, gut-deep: “Kill them all, of course.”


  “I like our chances a lot better knowing that Bellarum is slicing them into manageable portions for us,” Aisling said, slipping into the conversation.


  “Yes, we wouldn’t want to bite off more than we can chew by challenging multiple deities at once,” Martaina said with great sarcasm, tossing a look at the carcasses behind them.


  “Don’t expect that to last,” Terrgenden said. “But for now … thin the herd while you can, yes?”


  “Yes,” Cyrus said with a sharp nod. “All right … Aurous and Tempestus. How do we—”


  “You attack them in their domains,” Quinneria said, descending from above like she was coming down an invisible staircase. “You go to their realms and kill them now, while they’re alone.”


  “I like her plan,” Terrgenden said with that muted smile. “Simple, effective, leaves the job done—for now.”


  “It’s a big job,” Cyrus said. “Seems to be getting bigger all the time. Kill the gods and defend the realm of mortals—not a small task with what I’ve got left.”


  Terrgenden cast a look at the army of elves around them. “It would seem to me … your army is getting larger.”


  “These aren’t my—” Cyrus turned his head away. “You can’t expect me to take these men into battle.”


  “No, you should leave them to their generals, who know nothing of fighting gods,” Terrgenden said, his voice echoing through the woods, and now he was grinning. “Leave them here, let the gods come for their cities again—but this time, without Cyrus Davidon around to lead the fight.”


  Cyrus opened his mouth to reply but a shout stopped him.


  “No!” He turned his head and saw an elven soldier with sword in hand, shaking his head. Damned elven hearing, Cyrus thought.


  “Don’t leave us, Lord Davidon!” called another.


  “We would fight along with you, Husband of the Shelas’akur!” A roar of appreciation came with that last pronouncement.


  “I’d probably fight alongside you, too,” Terian said, shuffling past as a chorus of voices shouted their proclamations of support for Cyrus. “You know, if you asked me to. Really nicely.”


  “Shut up, Sovereign, you’re already with me.”


  “And my army is again, too,” Terian said, “since it looks like Bellarum has designs on wrecking the world of mortals. Doubt he’ll leave the Sovereignty out of his schemes just because we’re superior to the rest of you in looks and scent.”


  “Scent?” Martaina huffed. “As someone with the nose of a tracker, you are not superior to anyone, I assure you.”


  “It seems unlikely he’ll leave you be,” Cyrus said, and then pushed past Terian to address the assembled soldiers still coming into the field of battle. “Warriors of Pharesia! I know you seek to protect your homes, your cities, your nation, your people—and there will come a moment when I will most assuredly need you. But that moment is not now. Go back to your walls, go back to your homes, and be steadfast in your defense.” He licked his lips. “Be ready to heed my call, for the hour when we will battle together against this murderous blight …” He looked with great significance at the corpses in front of him. “It draws near.”


  With that, Cyrus snapped his fingers at Quinneria, and gestured to the bodies. She nodded once and said, “Back away!” Her meaning was plain, and soldiers and remaining Sanctuary members alike moved from the remains.


  With a fiery glow, she lit the bodies, consuming them whole with blazing flames in mere seconds. They burned away to all but ash, and with a twist of her wrist and a clutching of her fingers, she snuffed the fires, leaving nothing behind.


  A rising of voices in the clearing told Cyrus that it was time to leave.


  “We are with you, Husband of the Shelas’akur!”


  “We will follow your command!”


  “Please remember us!”


  Quinneria drifted down to the ground, her robes settling on the fern-covered forest floor around her. Cyrus looked around to see the others easing in around him now. Aisling was slinking once more, as she used to. Longwell stood with black ichor smudged on his cheek, his spear slung over his shoulder.


  “Where to?” Terian asked. Mendicant and J’anda descended out of the sky above to float a few feet off the ground. Cyrus looked them all over, counting them mentally. Calene threw herself at Martaina, squeezing her tightly with an expression of relief.


  “I think we’re going to the Realm of Winter,” Cyrus said, looking around for Terrgenden. He was, of course, gone. “And then … the Realm of Storms.”


  “It’s going to be a long night, then,” J’anda said, as Zarnn eased his cat forward toward the circle, Rodanthar hanging off his belt. He didn’t offer it back to Cyrus, and Cyrus wasn’t inclined to strip one of his allies of their best weapon. Not now.


  “The longest nights are the ones without hope,” Scuddar said, drawing every head to turn to him as though they were all on strings that he’d pulled.


  “We have some of that left, though,” Calene said, pulling herself out of her hug with Martaina. “Right?”


  “We do,” Cyrus said, “But Aurous and Tempestus … they damned sure won’t by the time we’re done.” And the swirl of Quinneria’s spell carried them away.
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  Alaric


   


  I awoke in pain, my left eye dark and aching, as though someone had driven a hot poker into it. It was a sharp pain, a lingering one, and it caused me to grunt as I came to. There was little lighting around me to give me guidance, but I was flat on my back, in a very soft place, considerably softer than the thin mattress I had been sleeping on for the last several weeks.


  I felt nauseous from the pain, and confused by the darkness. I moved and felt disoriented, as though I’d been lying down for too long. Soft cloth played against the bare skin on my chest and legs. I blinked my one good eye and grunted again. My sound echoed through a long room, and as my eye adjusted to the darkness, I realized that the room I was in was larger even than the barracks.


  A shadow moved somewhere ahead of me, the sound of feet padding over hard floor barely audible. I squinted, grimacing from the pain, which seeped from my eye socket into my head like water overflowing the bounds of a cup. The agony rolled over me, and I felt a sudden urge to lie back again.


  “You feel it now,” said a man’s voice, deep and full, accented in the same way Jena’s was, like all the Protanians. Light blossomed at my side as a torch sprang to life. I turned my head away from it as the brightness blinded me. Moments later, I eased it back, trying to see who was speaking.


  I stared up into a blue face; the man was standing over me now, staring down appraisingly. He wore smooth black robes, silken and flawless, and had his hands clasped behind him. His irises were a red color, striking, like the fiery hair of a maiden who worked the kitchen at Enrant Monge, or of a sunset I remembered seeing from the walls one day. His hair was a whitish grey, and he had a goatee that was groomed close to the skin.


  “Do you know who I am?” the man asked. Somewhere in his eyes I saw lightness, but everywhere on his face he was utterly closed off. There were hints of levity somewhere around his eyes, as though holding himself free of expression was a challenge. His face promised that later he would smile again, and it would be warm and friendly.


  “I … barely know who I am,” I said, shifting in my soft, cotton prison of sheets. I wasn’t bound, but my body seemed sluggish. I tried to sit up once more and found myself so lightheaded that I gave up.


  “You should take your time,” he said, staring down at me with careful regard. “My healers tell me that it will be some weeks for you to fully recover.”


  I felt up my left cheek toward my eye socket, and once my fingers reached it, I found something hard, like stone, obstructing me from making further progress. “What … what is this?”


  “It’s designed to keep you from shoving your fingers into the empty socket,” he said. “That causes all manner of illness, I’m told.”


  “What …” I probed at the hard block. “Why … didn’t someone just use one of those magnificent healing spells your people have? To give me my eye back?”


  “Because your foe cursed you before he took it,” the man said, and here I caught a flicker of regret. “No healing spell would work upon you for such a time as to preclude the possibility of healing your wounds. You were fortunate that you caught him by surprise with your own spell, for he meant to kill you.”


  “Yes, I strongly suspected that,” I said, closing my eye in hopes that the headache blossoming through me might subside. “It’s why I used it.”


  He leaned closer to me, his breathing steady. “I’ll ask again … do you know who I am?”


  I stared up at him with my one good eye. I gave him a good, long look, and it dawned on me. “You’re the man surrounded by guards in the far Coliseum box. The … king, perhaps?”


  Now that I was close to him, I could see the deep lines in his blue skin that hinted he was aged. “We Protanians have no kings,” he said.


  “Emperor, then,” I said, letting out a slow breath. I was in a room, helpless, with the man in charge of the empire that had enslaved me. As far as predicaments went, I was certainly finding myself in no shortage of strange ones. Why, I was probably the most misbegotten prince Luukessia had ever had.


  “We don’t have those, either,” he said. “My name is Chavoron, and I am the First Citizen of the Protanian Empire.”


  “I am Ulric Garrick,” I said, through the pain, “and I’m the prince of Luukessia.”


  “I’d heard that about you,” he said, still as a statue. He hadn’t moved since he’d arrived at my bedside. “You’re a hereditary ruler, yes?”


  I cracked my eye open to see him regarding me with interest. “Yes.” I realized something else. “You speak my language.”


  “Scholarship is a virtue among my people,” Chavoron said. “I know several languages.”


  “I only know the one.” I dropped my head back on the pillow. It was light and fluffy and very different from the utter lack of one I’d come to expect over these last weeks. I tried to pierce into the darkness with my gaze again. “Where am I?” I asked finally, after trying long enough to make my headache worse. “Your palace?”


  “I live atop the government building in the center of Sennshann, but no, we’re not there. I have a small compound in the city that I use for … various purposes.”


  “And you’ve come to visit me,” I said, laying on a trace of sarcasm. “I suppose I should feel honored.”


  “Perhaps,” he said. “But not surprised, I would think.”


  “Admittedly, I haven’t had any meetings with heads of state since your empire enslaved me,” I said, “but I was quite used to receiving important visitors before that.”


  Chavoron let out a loud, rumbling laugh. “I suppose you would be … but your title as hereditary prince of a primitive kingdom on the lands to our east is hardly the reason I am visiting you now—and I think you know that.”


  As I listened to him, my mind ran through all that he’d just said and came up with a few very interesting facts. If Luukessia was to the east of his land, then it had to be across the Sea of Carmas, which was our name for the body of water that ran the western coast of my homeland.


  And it meant that my home was out there … somewhere … across that sea. Not to the south, as I’d originally thought, but east.


  “It would be a long swim home for you, I am afraid,” Chavoron said, as though reading my thoughts. “At least, until the bridge is completed.”


  That was another little detail that set me aback. “You’re … building a bridge?”


  “Indeed,” Chavoron said. “There is an appetite among some of my citizens for trade with your people, but no desire to reveal the secrets of our magics or portals to them. Building a bridge is perhaps a less … uncomfortable way of introducing ourselves than revealing we’ve hidden a portal in your northern lands.”


  “And that you’re using it to kidnap our people.” I said it as neutrally as I could; I understood well that I was speaking to a man who ran an empire, whose concerns were different than an ordinary person’s. He needed labor—slave labor, apparently—and also men to fight in his Coliseum. I kept the anger out of my voice out of pure fear. I was at his mercy, after all, and it seemed prudent not to go out of my way to offend him.


  He didn’t seem to take it as an insult, but he did glance away abruptly. “I have questions for you.”


  I felt an icy tingle of fear. “Of course.” Naturally, he wouldn’t have come to visit me in my ailing state if he didn’t have a reason. I had a nasty suspicion torture could come to bear, and I was resolved to avoid the pain if I could. In truth, I couldn’t think of any knowledge I had to offer that would be worth pain or death to me.


  In short, I was a coward, and I knew it, though I would have been extremely reluctant to say so.


  “How did you learn to cast that spell?” Chavoron asked. His quiet, composed manner reminded me, strangely, of my father in his more disappointed moments.


  “I hear your children can learn,” I said, not sure whether I should resist too hard to answer. I suspected that if he resorted to torture, I would fold like a wet doublet. “Surely that doesn’t put it out of reach, even for a Coliseum warrior such as myself.”


  Chavoron chuckled. “You missed the crowd’s reaction to your little stunt, I suppose?”


  “Yes, the pain claimed me. All I heard was a great hush fall.”


  “It didn’t stay hushed for long,” Chavoron said. “It is considered a fact among my people that humans are low creatures, much like the savage greens of the western swamps. The thought of you doing magic was quite unsettling.”


  “I imagine it’s harder to picture someone as an animal once they sit at your table and eat with your utensils,” I said.


  “I think so,” Chavoron said. “I have long warned my people, since the days when I was a—well, a cabinet minister, you would call it—that our humans slaves were not so backward and primitive as we might hope. I have had much contact with your people, have seen your lands in the north, and in the broad scope of history would say that you are on par with our ancestors of a thousand years ago.” He straightened. “Our peoples have roughly the same lifespan, the same shape and anatomy, can breed—as demonstrated by the small houses at the back of the camp where you were staying.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “I believe you visited those rooms with Jena of House Varsonne.”


  I didn’t bother to deny it. “Yes.”


  “Hm,” he said, though whether he had gleaned anything from my acknowledgment, I couldn’t say. “Was she the one who taught you?”


  “Why does anyone have to have taught me?” I asked, my voice shaking just a little. I feared what would happen when he switched from amiable to angry, which I was sure would happen eventually if I proved stubborn. I had already glimpsed the loving charity of the Protanians, after all.


  “Because the mental discipline required to unlock magic is something my people have developed over the last two hundred years.” He stared at me flatly. “From us it made its way to the elves, and at that time, it was quite the scandal. We thought ourselves special and unique, you see, as one of our philosophers discovered this peculiarity of the natural world quite by accident. It is a branch of study, however, that has accelerated our civilization, rocketing us past what our ancestors could have imagined possible. We lived, not unlike you, in our towns and keeps. We fought amongst ourselves and with some of the other races scattered about this land. But after this discovery was made … soon we were ruling from the sea to the river that marks the territory of the elves, and we only stop there because they have magic enough to keep us out of their lands. All the other races—the short primitives on the eastern coast, the goblin cave-dwellers of the southeast mountains, even the bearded dwarves of the north … all of them are subject to us, to our empire. They—along with a growing number of humans we are bringing over from Luukessia—are the labor that tills what fields we still have, that mines the ores we need, that builds our cities. Because of magic. Because we have it and they do not.” He placed a hand on the bed, then another, and leaned over me. “Magic is power. So perhaps you can understand … why my people might be alarmed that a human—a slave—can now cast a spell.”


  “You see in my spell the loss of your ability to dominate us any longer,” I said quietly. I contemplated the idea of the entirety of Luukessia with the power I’d been given, or even more. I had wanted to bring my swordsmanship, and a newly trained army back so that I could rule from Enrant Monge, preferably with a Protanian suit of armor to make me invincible. Now I had even more than that—I had magic of the sort that even our dead ancestors could probably not imagine in their afterlife.


  Then I imagined every single farmer, every cobbler, every tradesman and field worker able to cast the same spells as I. My vision of Luukessia united under my strength, my order, disappeared in nightmares of farm hands hurling spells at soldiers and driving them back. The idea that instead of rising up with plowshares and pitchforks against sword and shield, that they’d have an even greater weapon, fire from the fingertips that could scourge flesh from bone …


  It caused my stomach to churn, my heart to worry. I stared up at Chavoron, and he looked back at me, the corner of his mouth quirked up. “You see my conundrum, yes?”


  “Your empire rests on your advantage,” I said quietly.


  “Yes.”


  “And the thought that others … your servants … could possess that power …”


  “It would be the end of us,” he said, nodding. “The slaves would rise if they had but the power. The politicians who say otherwise are fools. We keep our slaves in line with the strength of our spells. Even the batons our guards use are imbued with a spell magic to cause pain beyond reckoning. If our slaves could suddenly use them—why, they might decide to pursue their own will instead of bending to ours. If I am not much mistaken, you have just envisioned the consequences in your own land to such a … spillage of power.”


  “What are you going to do to me?” I felt sudden dread creep in. I lay very still in the bed, like a field mouse hiding from the hawk soaring overhead, hoping to go unnoticed.


  “I am not going to do anything to you,” he said, as placid as ever. “There have been many calls for your death, to be certain, but I am not disposed to kill a man in his bed, even a human, in spite of what others among my people might say.” He kept his hands clasped behind his back. “But you will tell me—was it Jena Varsonne who taught you the spell? Or was it the guard from House Gronvey?”


  “I’m sorry, I’m not sure who that second person is,” I said. I had a suspicion it was Rin, but I’d never heard him called by his house name before.


  “Your fighting instructor,” he said.


  “What will happen to the person who taught me?” I asked.


  He looked at me shrewdly. “If it was the Gronvey, I imagine the flesh will be peeled from his bones over and over. If it was Jena … likely nothing, since her father is a man of great power in our empire.”


  “You already know who taught me,” I said, looking away. “You know full well that Rin had his teaching sessions in the middle of the yard where the guards could see.”


  “I do,” he said, “but it is good to see that you can be cooperative.” He nodded once. “Did you fear what I would do to you if you tried to resist?”


  “Yes,” I said. “Shouldn’t I?”


  “I never once raised my hand to you, raised my voice or threatened you,” he said. “I merely told you that you would answer, and whatever you inferred from that is your responsibility. I lead an empire, and I hardly have time to be a torturer, even if I did approve of the practice—which I don’t.” He pursed his navy lips. “You responded to my query because … even with your newfound spell ability … you could feel the imbalance of power in this room. Weeks of living as a slave have broken you down, Prince All-aric,” he said, mangling my name but getting closer than Jena had. “Though I expect you were, like many hereditary rulers I’ve met, somewhat soft to begin with.” He gave me a cursory glance. “Yes, I suppose were I you, and in your place, I would fear me, too. But I don’t mean you any harm. If harm comes, it will be from outside these walls, from the clamor of the mob thirsting for the security of your blood, hoping it will put the stopper back in this bottle of wine that seems to have spilled.”


  “But if you killed me …” I said, my heart churning at the possible consequence of an idea that had occurred to me, “if you exhibited that strength … your problem would be over for now.”


  He laughed softly. “But now that you know a spell, and that truth has escaped the Coliseum, it won’t be terribly long before another of your people learns, and another, and another. Jena is hardly the only of our people to have taken advantage of you humans, become attached to or bedded you.” I didn’t bother to correct his perception of her. He raised a hand and clenched it tight. “No, that word has gone forth, and it would have even if we had killed every one of your people in the Coliseum, for mine would have carried it forward to their human bedfellows. This is the truth that tyrants and authoritarians fail to learn—squeeze too tightly and you kill that which you try to cling to, or else breed enough fury in those who survive that you are eventually overthrown. Relentless, merciless strength has its downfall in the enemies it eventually raises up against you.”


  “But then the alternative is … what?” I asked. “Holding loosely? Letting rebels and usurpers and malcontents rise up against you?”


  “There is a middle ground, thin as a knife’s blade, and upon it is where I strive to walk, young All-aric.” He nodded once, apparently satisfied. “It is from there that I sit as First Citizen, the first among equals. My people have to choose to follow me or not … and if they decide not, I am replaced and leave Sennshann to live a quiet life on my estate—my sanctuary. Lately, every day I think it would be easier there, as my life becomes overwhelming trying to deal with an empire’s problems. You understand.” He snorted. “Or you would have, had you taken the throne before we met.”


  “What’s to become of me now?” I asked, a vision of Enrant Monge flashing before my eyes. The possibilities played before me in that instant—if I wasn’t to die, perhaps I’d be sent home.


  Or perhaps I’d be sent back to the slave camp.


  “For now you will remain here, and mend,” Chavoron said. “I will contemplate your fate, and your time here will give the mob churning for your blood some time to settle. I think that best.”


  “Very well,” I said, as though I had any say in the matter at all.


  He chuckled lightly, and then turned to walk away. He stopped at the far end of the room. “You know … you didn’t once ask me about your men from the Coliseum.”


  “How … how are they?” I asked, feeling a measure of shame that I hadn’t even considered them. “Do they yet live?”


  “They yet live,” he said with a nod. “They are in the camp still, but isolated for now. There was a call for them to be culled, but I stopped that—at least for now. Their fate is still tied to yours, it seems.” He bowed his head in salute. “Let us hope for their sake that you come through this, eh?”


  And with that he left, exiting out a door I hadn’t seen in the shadows, and leaving me alone. The torches began to fade around me, snuffing out, as though I was unworthy of their continued light.
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  Cyrus


   


  They appeared before the portal below the Citadel, the flash of the spell fading. Cyrus turned to see the stone ovoid already lit up, twisting and coruscating with energy contained in the hollow space between the rims. It crackled quietly, shedding a golden glow.


  “Where are we going first?” Quinneria asked. Cyrus started to answer, but she cut him off before he could. “Consider your choice carefully; fighting Tempestus before Aurous might be preferable.”


  “Do you know anything about their respective realms?” Cyrus asked, watching her carefully. “Something that might tip my decision one way or another?”


  Quinneria flushed slightly. “I know only what I’ve read of them; I’ve never been to the Realms of Winter or Storms.”


  “I expect one to be very damned cold, the other … rainy?” Terian asked.


  “Ace deduction, boss,” Aisling drawled.


  “You never called me boss,” Cyrus said, and then flushed and looked away, noting a sudden, similar darkness in Aisling’s cheeks as she turned her head, studiously ignoring him. She called me much, much more intimate things than that.


  “I’m afraid I don’t know firsthand what we’re dealing with—” Quinneria said.


  “If only you knew someone who had been to the upper realms,” came a voice out of the shadows near the entrance to the catacombs. Cyrus spun, peering into the dark, and wordlessly cast the Eagle Eye spell upon himself, allowing him to see through the gloomy shadows.


  “Isabelle,” Cyrus said as his sister-in-law came toward him, her white robes swishing behind her. “How did you—”


  “Word reached my ears of the attack on Pharesia and its conclusion,” she said, her eyes narrowed as she stalked up to him. “I assumed you would act in fury, looking to quench your thirst for vengeance, and here I find you, stalking off with—” She looked past him. “Fifteen people? Truly?” She looked quite nonplussed. “Have you any idea how many Endeavor takes into the Realms of Storm and Winter when we go?”


  “More?” Cyrus offered.


  “Thousands,” she said, voice rising. “And we have at our disposal some of the finest—not to mention, the gods themselves are not there when we raid their places of—”


  “Wait, you said fifteen.” Cyrus turned around, looking at the small party behind him, scanning through until he found a blue-cloaked figure hiding between J’anda and Mendicant. “What the hells? Cora?”


  Cora slipped her aqua blue cowl back to reveal her auburn hair. Playful hazel eyes greeted him as she stepped forward, smiling slyly at Quinneria, who smiled back. “You didn’t notice me slip into the group at Pharesia, did you?”


  “I wasn’t paying much attention to the spellcasters, since you weren’t in the battle,” Cyrus said, looking at her with suspicion. “Why are you here?”


  The playfulness faded as the enchanter turned serious. “I came with Martaina. I heard about Sanctuary, and when the gods came for Pharesia, well …” She stood stiffly. “It’s not as though I can just stand aside and let them destroy all the world, especially not two of the places I’ve lived and cared for in my life.”


  “Ahem,” Isabelle said, drawing Cyrus’s attention back to her.


  “You godsdamned elves,” Cyrus said. “Isabelle—”


  “You mean to storm the keeps of gods, Cyrus,” she said. “Their places of power, you understand? And I don’t say that as some sort of idle comment, or poetic description of their homes, I mean it as—”


  “Yes, yes,” he said. “I know. Intersections of magical currents that they squat on, like a fat kinsman who hogs the outhouse at the wrong moment.”


  “It’s a little more serious than that,” she said, her eyes as aflame as he’d ever seen them.


  “Clearly she’s never experienced a shortage of outhouses at a crucial moment,” Terian muttered loud enough for all to hear.


  “Elves have indoor plumbing,” Mendicant said. “It’s one of the things I like best about them.”


  Isabelle ignored the crosstalk, focusing in on Cyrus with blazing anger. In that moment, she reminded him of Vara; it was a side of her he could not recall seeing before. “You may have defeated Levembre, Nessalima, and Lexirea outside Pharesia,” she said, “but it will be a different story if you challenge Tempestus or Aurous in their own realms. Different even than when you struck down Mortus, for as I understand it he had just returned—”


  “All true,” Cyrus said, “and you are right to be concerned.” He nodded to her once. “If there’s anything you’d like to share that might help us before we go …?”


  Isabelle’s cheeks reddened so deeply that he feared they might have started bleeding. “I have told you that we attack these realms with thousands at our command, entire armies, and when the gods are absent, and you think it wise to go now, when they are present … with fifteen?”


  “Either become number sixteen, inform me of the most important things I need to know, or just leave, Isabelle,” Cyrus said. “Because I am walking through that portal to Winter or Storm in less than five minutes, so …” He shrugged. “Decide quickly.”


  Her mouth fell open, her eyes bulging. “I have seen you do ill-advised things before, but this—this is madness.”


  He looked past her, not daring to look her in the eyes for fear they might seem all too familiar. “What can I say? I’m mad. And my rage is looking for a place to spend itself. Couple that with the sudden decision the gods have made to start smiting, and … well, off I go.”


  “I will tell you,” she said, her anger fading suddenly to be replaced with concern. “Not because I want to, but because—damn you, Cyrus Davidon—”


  “That's a shockingly common sentiment from the women of your family.”


  “The Realm of Storms,” she said, “is a ship on a black-skied, lightning-swept sea. It is larger than any ship you have ever seen, like a castle upon the waves. Your very feet will betray you on its deck as it tosses you from side to side, and the minions of Tempestus prowl like shipwrecked, rotting dead. The God of Storms’s chamber is below, at the back of the ship, and it is guarded by more of these turtledilloes—as we call them—than you can properly count.”


  “You know, they taught me how to count in the Society of Arms. Pretty high, actually, at least to ten without taking off my boots—”


  “The Realm of Winter,” she went on, ignoring the interruption, “is a frosty tundra leading up to a tower of ice as large as the Citadel. It is composed of pure frost hewn into mighty blocks, and the minions of Aurous wait inside silently, prepared to ambush anyone who walks through the door. The first time Burnt Offerings entered that realm, after the seal broke on the upper realms, they nearly died to the last. It required the assistance of Amarath’s Raiders and ourselves to rescue their corpses—again, this was when Aurous was not in the realm.” Her burning ire faded slightly. “There are, of course, more than just little minions along the way up the tower. You will fight up every single floor until you are exhausted, you and your fifteen.”


  “Not sixteen, then?” The lightness was spreading over him, and he had a smile on his face now, considering with amusement something she’d said.


  She opened her mouth to say something, probably something unkind judging from her expression, but she stayed herself. “I think you are about to die. That if you wish to go on, to remove yourself from Arkaria now that Vara is … passed … then this is the path for you.” She looked past him. “Though I suspect my sister would be most affronted that you take these poor souls with you.”


  “Why don’t you …” Cyrus reached back into the neck of his chainmail and scratched an itch there, rattling the mail and disturbing the medallion as he did so, “… wait here for about an hour? I think we’ll be back from the Realm of Winter by then.”


  She cocked an eye at him. “You can’t be serious.”


  “Oh, I’m quite serious.” He beckoned Quinneria forward, and she eased up to him. He whispered something in her ear, saw her peer off in concentration, and then she nodded once. He looked back to Isabelle and smirked. “Quite serious indeed.”


  “You are properly out of your mind,” she said, lips parted in quiet awe. “Cyrus, I beg you, in Vara’s name—”


  “This isn’t about her anymore,” Cyrus said, turning away.


  “You are blindly self-deceptive if you think that—”


  “Or it’s not all about her, anyway,” Cyrus turned his head. “Wait an hour, if you don’t mind. I will be back.”


  “No, you won’t,” she whispered.


  “Then I guess you’ll have the exquisite joy of being right to comfort you,” he said, moving his other fourteen forward with a wave of his hand as he walked toward the glowing portal. Quinneria whispered words beneath her breath and the ovoid structure’s light changed to a fierce, glowing blue.


  “Damn you,” Isabelle whispered, staring after him. “You don’t have to do this.”


  “Yes, I do,” Cyrus said, striding past Terian, who already had axe in hand, and Zarnn, who was clutching Rodanthar tight, his cat stalking impatiently around the far end of the room, about to be left behind. “I would have done this even if your sister was still with me.” He didn’t even cast a look back as he led the way into the portal, just tossed off one last rejoinder. “And if you don’t think so, then you never really knew me—or Sanctuary—or your sister at all.”




   


   


   


   


  30.


   


  Alaric


   


  I awoke some time after Chavoron’s departure—an hour, a day, I couldn’t be sure how long it had been. All I knew was that it had been a long while, or at least that it had felt so. I could sense another presence in the dark room with me, soft breath that was familiar to me from long nights of listening to it in the small quarters at the back of the prison camp.


  “Jena,” I said quietly. With a wave of her hand, the torches around the long room lit, revealing her face, which was shrouded with a kind of weariness I hadn’t seen from her yet.


  “Hello, Alaric,” she said, mangling my name once more. “I am pleased to see you.”


  “I am pleased to see you as well,” I said, making a gesture to my remaining eye. “At least, as well as I can.” I might have put a hint of ingratitude in it.


  “It was unfortunate that the Butcher took your eye,” she said, looking down. “The curse he used, it is forbidden magic for the Coliseum. But then … he uses quite a bit of that against humans.”


  “I’d imagine he’s rather upset with me at this point,” I said, moving slightly on the soft mattress. I ached considerably less than the last time I’d been awake, when I’d spoken with Chavoron.


  “He fought again since then,” she said ruefully. “He killed every human with even less mercy than usual.”


  “I wouldn’t care to cross his path right now, then,” I said, finding I was able to sit up. The splitting pain behind my eye was somehow lessened, and I brushed the place where my socket had been covered over to find a much less hearty obstacle that flexed slightly as I pressed against it. It hadn’t been there last time, and the bandages felt different as well. “How long have I been sleeping?”


  “Two weeks,” Jena said. Her lips were a thin-pressed line when she wasn’t speaking. “Two very long weeks.”


  “And I’ve been unconscious all that time?”


  “Spell-induced, but yes,” she said. “The healers did it in hope of giving you time to heal without pain.”


  “It appears to be working,” I muttered, sitting up in bed. I looked at her. “What brings you to my bedside?”


  “I came to tell you,” she said, a bit primly, “that I don’t blame you for telling Chavoron that I taught you the spell.” There was a flash of something as she spoke, some hint that deeper inside, she was more conflicted than she let on.


  For my part, I felt a twinge of relief at her appearance. “I’m pleased you’re not in trouble for your part in this.”


  Her lips twitched. “I have not escaped without consequence. My father is furious. He was never pleased at the idea of me taking a human lover, and certainly not about me traveling to Sennshann for the purpose when there were so many others closer to home, but this …” She bowed her head. “He is not pleased.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said, meaning most of it. I could not have denied my relief at not dying at the hands of the Butcher, though, and indeed, at that point would have happily traded her life for my own.


  “I’m glad I did it,” she said, raising her chin up to look at me. “I wanted to upset the system, the empire … and it has become clear to me in the last two weeks that I am not alone in that desire.”


  “So I’ve heard,” I said, watching her carefully, “but the others … they’re sympathetic because they’ve taken human lovers, aren’t they?”


  “Not only,” she said. “Some have longstanding human servants that they’ve grown attached to. Others have no contact with humans at all; they just see the yoking of your people and the others as a grave injustice, one we should not be party to. And, yes, some have human lovers. Chavoron’s own daughter took a man from your land as her consort. He has a grandson—his only—of mixed human blood.” She looked away. “He was sent to be raised in the mines, of course.”


  “What?” My voice betrayed my shock.


  “Humans are slaves,” she said, staring at the wall and not at me. “Mixing your blood with that of a slave does not elevate theirs; it merely lowers yours.” She looked at me. “Not my words. It is law. Consorting with a slave and producing offspring merely guarantees the offspring a place in servitude.”


  I didn’t know quite how to feel about that, and I was too tied up in my own worries at the moment in any case. “You truly hate your empire, don’t you?”


  She blinked, and a tear ran down her blue cheek. “I didn’t always. I do now.”


  “What changed your mind?” I stared at her, quiet in the darkness, and she stood abruptly, not looking at me.


  “I have to leave,” she said.


  “Why?” I sounded ruder and more blunt than I’d intended.


  She paused, her arm dangling by the edge of my bed, and it looked to me as though she wanted to reach out. “I need to go home. I was to come here for only a short while, and I spent most of my allotted time traveling and passing into this place and waiting for your sleep effect to be reversed.” She turned and started off the same direction I’d seen Chavoron go when he’d made his exit before.


  But this was different somehow. Chavoron had left quietly, calmly, with full confidence.


  When I watched Jena go, her head was slumped, her hand covering her mouth for some reason. She walked with the other hand cradled close to her stomach, her dress hem dragging along the floor behind her. It had all the hallmarks of a retreat—from my questions, from my room, and from me. I watched her go, wondering what it was that had driven her out.




   


   


   


   


  31.


   


  Cyrus


   


  The Realm of Winter hit Cyrus in the face with full force, an icy slap to his cheeks that left them tingling. He felt the absence of a cloak acutely. When he’d fled Sanctuary, there had been no need for any sort of winter garb. Not that I’d have had time to retrieve any before Bellarum destroyed the very walls.


  “Brisk,” Terian observed. The white drifts were piled high, but frozen, and Cyrus’s boots crunched only an inch or so into the field as he stepped. The ground was lit by a dark sky backed with a bright green aurora that writhed among a sea of stars. It stretched overhead from one side of the sky to the other, reminding Cyrus of a time he’d spent with Terian on the bulwarks of Enrant Monge.


  “Gah!” Mendicant let out a shout, and Cyrus looked back to see him buried up to the top of his clawed feet. “This is not—I would prefer not to be here.”


  “Join the guild on that one,” Longwell muttered, the dragoon stamping his way through the snow, clearly feeling the icy chill.


  Cyrus turned his eyes to the horizon. The tower of ice was not difficult to see, nor was it terribly far. It stuck out of the ground like a titan. A strange spiral ran along the outside of its structure, as if someone had run along it with a sword around the outside in a perfectly placed ring that rolled upward around its surface like an apple peel.


  “So, we have to climb that?” Calene asked, a hint of worry breaking through. “Fight our way to the top, the lady said?”


  “No,” Cyrus said.


  “Uh, Cyrus,” Terian said, frowning, “when one of the top leaders of Endeavor tells you how this realm works, you should probably listen. Unless you think she’s wrong, or lying.”


  Cyrus turned to regard Terian with amusement. “I don’t think Isabelle is wrong or a liar.”


  “So we climb, then,” Terian said, and started forward.


  “No,” Cyrus said again.


  “This really is going to be a long night,” Longwell muttered.


  “Full of dramatics and mystery,” Aisling said.


  “Drama fun,” Zarnn said. “Like play you no dress for, and get to kill people during.” He brandished Rodanthar, swinging it experimentally as Mendicant hurried between his legs to escape.


  “Just follow me,” Cyrus said, moving forward, boots crunching down the fresh snowfall.


  He walked for almost ten minutes, the ice tower growing ever closer. He settled into a steady rhythm, shortening his usually long strides to shorten to accommodate Mendicant and the others, making his way closer to the shadow of the tower.


  Points of darkness leered out of the sides of the icy structure, dark holes he could not see through. Cyrus could feel that they were being watched from within, but the only sound was the gust of the icy wind.


  “Should we … worry?” Cora asked, so low she might have been talking to herself.


  “I’ve found that when the General walks with a purpose like this,” J’anda said from somewhere behind him, “that he has a plan, and that he’s waiting to spring it when it will achieve fullest dramatic effect.”


  Aisling snorted. “Like I said, drama.”


  “He is a bit of a drama queen in that regard,” Terian said. “Like he’s showing off for us.”


  “But it certainly l-livens things u-up,” Mendicant said, teeth chattering against the cold.


  “Yeah, I hear there are guilds where the leadership just tells you what’s going to happen before it does,” Calene said. “I imagine that’s somewhat dull, if perhaps a bit more reassuring. Especially given … um … circumstances.”


  Cyrus listened and took it all in. “It’s all right, Calene,” he said. “Whatever you may think, I do have a plan.” He allowed himself a grim smile that none of them could see. “And it’s a doozy.”


  “They always are,” Terian said. “Care to share—”


  “In the fullness of a minute,” Cyrus said, drawing to a halt. He spun, looking at the little party behind him, no formation to them at all. “I need spellcasters over there,” he pointed to his left, “and anyone who wants to brawl with weapons to stand up front with me.”


  Terian made a great show of looking around, scanning the flat, snow-swept tundra around them. Save for the tower looming before them, there was nothing to be seen but snowdrifts as far as the horizon. “Hm.”


  Cyrus eyed him. “Yes?”


  “Oh, nothing,” Terian said, giving him a wary eye. “I was just expecting a bridge or something to fight on, you know. Something to funnel the enemies toward us, reduce their numbers … make this onslaught survivable.”


  “I wouldn’t worry about that,” Cyrus said, feeling a twinge of mirth.


  “Surviving?” Terian asked. “Oh, I worry about that. I have plans for my life, Davidon, and dying in some frigid hellscape is not among them.”


  “I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Cyrus said, but there was no more mirth as he said it. It had been on his mind, edging in and out since he’d seen Fortin die in the earlier battle. Not everyone will survive what is yet to come. Not if Bellarum means to continue to pit us against the gods until we fall.


  Vara and Fortin may be just the first to go.


  “Mother,” Cyrus said, and made a wave of his hand, “if you’d please.”


  She stepped up beside him, quiet as she ever had been when she was Larana, and closed her eyes, her robes wrapped tightly around her and Philos clutched in her hands. She remained still and silent only a few seconds, and then her eyes sprang open and she raised her staff.


  With her shout, a burning flame shot from the tip of Philos. Brighter than any torch, it spurted forth in a ball that grew and expanded, swelling as it flew. It reached an apex, like one of the projectiles launched from Sanctuary’s catapults and trebuchets.


  The blazing ball of flame reached a height and swirled in the sky like a sun. Then it sank, dropping back to the snowy ground, landing at the base of the tower in front of them, and hitting the ice with a sizzle and a flash—


  Cyrus closed his eyes until the blinding brightness passed, and then he opened them once more. The tower still stood, the bottom obscured by a cloud of white steam. A light rain fell from the cloud, melted water turned to vapor and now chilled back to liquid by the realm’s frigid environs. The steam dissipated, and for a brief moment Cyrus saw the tower standing with a gaping hole, a hundred feet high, in its base.


  The cracking sound of ice breaking under the strain turned into a crescendo of destruction. Half its support gone, the top of the tower teetered, then fell, like a tree in a forest brought low by a woodsman’s axe. It landed on its side and shattered, smashing to pieces like an ice sculpture dropped from great height.


  Cyrus stood back and watched as the tower disintegrated, tons of ice falling in and crushing the occupants. Here and there, bodies fell out along with furnishings smashed to splinters. A book went sliding across the snow and came to rest, open, its spine stuck in a drift.


  “Well,” Longwell said as the sound of the tower’s breaking faded, “that was dramatic. Just what I’ve come to expect from Lord Davidon.”


  Aisling stared in quiet awe. “You know, every once in a while, he even impresses me. This is definitely one of those times.”


  “All right, I’ll be the one to ask it,” Terian said. “Isabelle gives you advice on how to storm this realm, about what you’d be facing. How quickly did you come up with this plan? Was it instant? Did you even listen to her for two seconds before rejecting her ideas as—”


  “I listened,” Cyrus said, drawing Praelior with a smooth motion. “I listened for as long as it took me to realize there was a tower of ice, and that I didn’t give a good damn about getting to the top.” He looked sideways at the Sovereign of Saekaj and Sovar. “All I cared about was getting the top of the tower to me.”


  Terian’s grin of response was interrupted by the sound of block shifting and breaking at the top of the tower, fallen some hundred feet away. Something was moving in those depths, and Cyrus could hear it. He tapped his sword against his greaves twice as he listened to the movement in the ruin.


  “If I’m not much mistaken,” he said, “that’ll be Aurous. Probably absent all his followers, since I doubt they could survive that …” he pointed Praelior vaguely to the tower, “whatever you want to call it.”


  “Sanct-uary-ification,” Mendicant offered.


  “All hell?” Longwell asked.


  “Bad choices,” Zarnn said with a quiet rumble, reminiscent of Fortin.


  Cyrus thought it over for a moment as white fingers clawed their way free of the tower and a long, ivory arm encrusted with ice, followed. “I think I’ll call it … justice,” he decided. “They destroy our places of power …” He brought Praelior up as the ruin of the tower was peeled back a little at a time, and the God of Winter slowly began to emerge from the ruin of his home. “We destroy theirs.”




   


   


   


   


  32.


   


  Alaric


   


  I awoke feeling as though there were a nest of bees in my ears, flying around in my head, tickling the inside of my skull and buzzing to and fro. This time, when I opened my eyes, the room was bright, the torches burning high, and Chavoron was standing above me, waiting expectantly, hands once more folded behind his back, his long blue tunic falling to the floor.


  “How long have I been asleep this time?” I asked. Though he looked the same, my mind was so weary and clouded I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d said years.


  “About three months,” Chavoron said. “You are fully healed, and I wish you to take a walk with me.”


  I stirred in the bed, finding my legs feeling a little feeble as I moved them. “I … can try. But I’m not feeling my strongest.”


  “Well, then let us see that you regain your strength,” he said, and his fingers twinkled with light.


  I felt a rush of invigoration, my heart pounding and my weariness subsiding. I rolled my legs to the side of the bed and sat up, all sense of lightheadedness and buzzing gone. “How did you do that?” I asked.


  “There is a spell,” he said, with a shrug, “a simple enough incantation, one that gets the blood moving a little faster. Do you like it?”


  I dropped over the side of the bed and my bare feet met the cool, stone floor. “I like being out of bed.” I felt experimentally for my eye patch. It was still there, along with the darkness in that eye. “It’s been a few months.” I looked down at my body. I’d seen people who had ailed in beds for months before; they always had a terrible look to them, flesh pale as death, limbs emaciated from malnourishment, their muscles atrophied into nothingness.


  But not me. My skin was still tanned from my time in the sun on the march and in the camp yard. My muscles were still firm from my weeks of training with Rin. In fact, with the exception of my missing eye—which felt more or less fine—I seemed to be in the exact same shape I’d been in when I’d stepped into the Coliseum before the battle with the Butcher.


  “Follow me,” Chavoron said, strolling away, hands still clasped behind him. He had a manner about him like a calm, patient teacher. Not like the teachers I’d had, certainly. They’d all been fearful I would get them killed. Nor like Rin, either, who had had little in the way of patience.


  Chavoron was more like Jena, now that I thought about it. She’d exhibited a calm patience when she was teaching me, one that I’d found appealing and annoying at the same time. I had grown used to asserting my will over my instructors early in my time at Enrant Monge. No one wants to piss off a prince, after all.


  “Where are we going?” I asked, trailing behind Chavoron. For the first time I realized that my doublet and all my other clothes, the ones I’d been wearing since Enrant Monge, were gone. I was clad in a cream-white silken tunic not unlike the one Chavoron wore, and wore trousers made of a similar material. They were so smooth against my skin I didn’t even notice them until I got out of bed. The accumulated dirt and blood that had covered my fingernails and hands was gone as well, and my skin was free of scabs and bruises for the first time in months.


  “Outside,” Chavoron said simply, and I followed him past a few guards. He opened a door ahead and sunlight came flooding in.


  I squinted my one eye against it, following him out into the light of day. The city of Sennshann was sprawled before me in all its glory; I had apparently been close to the heart of it all this while, for I could see the tall buildings stretching up just across the street. My gaze followed them up into the sky, obstructing my view of what lay beyond. I turned around and found the building that I’d been in was one of the shorter on this block, with tunnel exits and entries at the corner of the streets. Carriages and wagons rolled up and down in a smooth flow. A crowd buzzed past me: blue men and women in fine clothing, human servants following in their wake with bowed heads


  I saw a man half my height following a green-clad woman. He had a scruffy beard that fell to below his waist, filthy and braided. She paused to say something to him and he nodded; I understood none of the exchange, but he hurried to keep up with her on his shorter legs.


  “What … is that?” I asked, watching him recede into the crowd, lost in an instant behind taller heads.


  “A dwarf,” Chavoron said, standing there waiting for me. He looked over the city with a sweeping view, as though he were taking it all in. “They come from the northern reaches, just south of the mountainous land bridge to your lands.”


  “The … what?”


  “Never mind,” Chavoron said, shaking his head. “Come along.” And with that, he turned to our right and started to cut through the crowd.


  “Where are we going?” I asked, following behind him. He was going against the flow, blue people streaming toward us. They nodded and acknowledged him, some saying a few words as he passed. I trailed behind him by about five feet as we made our way through the masses of people on this side of the street. I’d never quite seen anything like this, not even in the market towns. Not for the first time, I considered what war with the Protanians would look like. This city was enormous; if there were more streets like this, their population would have been enough to wipe us out on sheer numbers alone, even absent magical advantage.


  “There,” he said, raising a long blue finger to point at the tallest building, standing in the distance. It was the one with the round-shaped top, slightly taller than the other mammoth buildings around it.


  “What is that?” I asked, ambling along behind him, keeping pace.


  “That is where the ruling cabinet meet,” he said. “And live, in many cases.”


  I stared at him. “Is that where you live, then?”


  “It is,” he said with a nod. His white-grey hair was turning silver at the temples, I noticed. He had a strong profile, the sort my family tended to put on banners.


  A woman shouted something at him, and Chavoron stopped, looking over at her, arms still clasped behind his back as she came out of the crowd. I knew almost none of their language, but I could understand that she was angry. She shouted in his face, wagging a finger at him while he listened politely. She spoke almost at the top of her lungs; blue people passing by looked scandalized but they didn’t stop, streaming around the two of them as she proceeded to yell at him for a solid five minutes. Her face was a deep, deep navy, and she looked around him to shoot me a look of disgust before pointing at me and yelling still louder.


  I stood there, a little flushed myself, listening to her remonstrate him with all the fury she had. After another minute or two, she ran out of steam and seemed to settle, at which point Chavoron put a gentle hand on her shoulder and spoke quietly to her. As I watched, her cheeks lightened bit by bit, the fury spent and perhaps reason taking over again. She started to nod along with what he was saying, until finally she spoke again, much more conciliatory this time. I wondered what they could be talking about and how powerful this woman must be to accost the ruler of this empire on the street and gain his attention without him ordering her struck down. I looked behind me and saw three men in armor, Chavoron’s guards, waiting within a few steps of us. Chavoron could have had her killed at any time.


  With a look of obvious apology still blushing blue across her face, the woman walked on. I turned back around to find Chavoron standing there, watching my reaction. He beckoned me forward and I stepped into his shadow, a pace behind him as he proceeded through the crowd. “You have a question?” he asked, continuing on his path.


  “Who was that?” I asked.


  “I didn’t catch her name,” he said. “Merely her complaint. I would have to guess she is from the seventh district originally, by her accent—that’s far south of here, in the tropical forests and swamps, just across the sea from your land.”


  “She … lives in the swamps, you think?”


  Chavoron smiled. “No. She’s from that area, originally. Probably Zanbellish, our city in the region. Now, I would think she lives in the northwest of Sennshann, close to the seaport.”


  I followed behind in awe. “But she must be powerful?”


  He arched his eyebrows. “Why would you say that?”


  “Because you didn’t kill her for her insolence.”


  “Insolence is not a crime in the Protanian Empire, Alaric,” Chavoron said with a chuckle. “If it were, we wouldn’t have a single city, let alone an empire.”


  “I don’t understand,” I said.


  “She was a citizen,” Chavoron said, taking on the patient aura of teacher again. “A citizen with deep concerns about matters at hand. Matters relating to you, I assume you noticed.” He glanced back and I nodded. “She felt very passionate about the state of things, and she expressed that passion rather loudly. I listened. I understood her concerns; she’s afraid that her whole world will be turned upside down by this notion that humans can use magic.”


  I blinked furiously. “I …”


  “You’re struggling with this,” Chavoron said. “This concept of people being able to express their ire to their leaders. It’s not what you were raised with, this forbearance.”


  “My father was a patient man,” I said, running a smooth palm against my forehead. My palm had not been smooth since I’d left Enrant Monge; it had begun to callous after handling reins for a few days and had grown even rougher as I’d learned to fight in the Coliseum. “But even he would not likely tolerate a screaming peasant.”


  “This is the danger of power unchecked,” Chavoron said, nodding solemnly. “When you become so focused on your political goals and aims that you stop listening to those you govern, you risk losing all contact with reason.” He cleared his throat. “Some of my fellows, the ministers in my cabinet … they have fallen into this trap. They break along a center line, one side pushing for this progress as they view it, the other side trying to hold back the tide somewhat, to keep things the way they are. They shout at each other at the top of their lungs but don’t generally listen. They each mark a certain faction, and between the split of the extreme, yelling voices, stand the people, most of whom they don’t listen to, either. They’re very good at shouting, though.” He looked back at me and smiled.


  I listened and cocked my head, as though that would help me understand better this absolutely alien concept. “I don’t …” I rubbed my temple. I didn’t have a headache, but I couldn’t see how this worked for the life of me.


  “I know you don’t understand,” he said, still walking. “Listen, this is what you must know … our government is different than yours in that no man is invested with the power or right to rule over others like a god.” He looked back at me seriously. “No kings. No dictators. No governors of force—”


  “Except for over your slaves,” I said, regretting my words immediately.


  Chavoron looked pained. “Exactly,” he said. “You see the hypocrisy, then? We have fairness for those who are our citizens, but …” He gestured at me with one hand. “You, your brethren here …” He nodded to a woman slave passing by, her head low. She had the rough look of a Sylorean, big-boned and bred for the mountains. “Well. That’s part of the push for change as well, a push you’ve just given considerable strength to.” He smiled faintly.


  “Then … you’re in favor of freeing humans?” I asked, my head awhirl, unsure of why I was going to the tallest building in Sennshann, and what I’d be doing when I got there.


  “Of course,” Chavoron said, as though it were obvious. “Our empire has become reliant on slave labor, to the detriment of our individual initiative. The people have become coddled, afraid of the hard work that vaulted us to where we are. The consequences will become obvious soon enough, I expect.”


  Now I felt a headache growing, even as we got closer to the building that was our goal. “Why are you telling me all of this?” I asked, trailing in Chavoron’s wake. He did not look back as I asked.


  “You recall a moment ago I told you that my cabinet—my council—was divided into two factions that are busy screaming at each other and not listening?”


  “Yes.”


  “I have one segment that is dedicated to the idea of freeing all humans immediately, regardless of cost. They want it done, right now, today, with little regard for the fact that over half the people in the empire disagree with them. Never mind the fact that to do so would mean the immediate end of all order. It would also require us to utterly trample that majority in disagreement, break all our own laws as written … it would be difficult. A worthy aim, the collateral damage would be catastrophic. The empire would collapse, people would starve and die, and the ones who would do the most starving and dying would be the newly free slaves, unfortunately. I expect mobs would also have their way, stampeding through the streets, destroying in protest any—”


  “Why are you telling me all this?” I asked, rubbing my head. We were drawing closer to the building in question, only a few hundred feet away and approaching quickly. It loomed there above us, casting its shadow over the street.


  “Because I want you to understand something very important,” Chavoron said, stopping. “There is no act in this world, even the rightest of right acts, that comes without consequence or cost. Even the most absolute good—such as freeing an entire people—has consequences, often unforeseen. When you are pushing for that progress, people are often blind to this trade-off. This is right, they say, damn the cost! Because they are not the ones paying it, or they simply do not see it. It is all trade-offs, however, whether you see it or not, whether you care or not. Some of my people, they argue we are an unjust society, that we deserve to fall if we continue to enslave your people. I can see that argument, but I have a hard time agreeing with it because it would result in the death of more slaves, I expect.” He waved a hand at me. “I am sorry. I have a full head at present, and I am afraid I am emptying it into yours. Come along.” He started back toward the entry to the building.


  “My job is to steer the course,” he said, his voice taking on a slightly fiercer tone. “With half my cabinet against this idea, and half of it aggravated at me for not pushing it through by force and fury right now. Here I stand, trying to convince the unconvinced, so that when we make this change, it does not mean murder in the streets.” He shrugged. “I suppose I am not only telling you this to unburden myself, but perhaps to seek some absolution for the fact I am not acting quickly, making my will the slashing sword against the chains of your people’s oppression.” He looked sideways at me as he beckoned me to cross the street behind him between a break in the ceaseless rows of carriages and wagons going past. I saw one with a barred slave pen in the back, men in tattered Luukessian garb looking out at the street with dull wonderment.


  I didn’t know how to react to Chavoron’s confession. My head was in a spin. He had enslaved my people, making them lower than the peasants who were the backbone of our working lands. There was no slavery in Luukessia, but there was as good as. Wealthy landowners, barons and earls, commonly entrapped peasants into their debt and forced them work for them all their days. It was just a part of the system. I’d heard those high lords laugh about it, the ease with which they could make the peasants their property, or one step above. It was merely a part of the world as I understood it, and as the prince of Luukessia, I didn’t give a damn as long as it kept the order.


  How was what was happening here with Chavoron any different? Save for apparently he wanted to find a way to loose these people—my people—from their bonds?


  But was that good? Walking across the street with him, I struggled to sift through the thoughts in my head. His people had built an empire more powerful than any I’d ever heard of. Stronger than my kingdom, and far stronger than that of any of the squabbling nobles my ancestors had united under the banner of House Garrick.


  Strength. That was the thing I most respected, especially after being dragged by force from my own land and made to see a different, more impressive one. Strength gave order; I was more convinced of that than ever, having been ground under its wheel for a time.


  “I still don’t know what you want of me,” I said as we stepped out of the street and back onto the walkway, and traffic resumed behind us. I listened to the rattle of wagon wheels on the pavement, stared at the smooth perfection of the carpentry here, and then followed Chavoron into the building that he’d led me to.


  We stepped into a sweeping foyer, the walls as smooth as the exterior, all stone, all shedding a silent glow. There were more guards here, who came to attention as we entered. Chavoron saluted and continued past them, working his way over to a staircase that spiraled around the exterior wall of the tower. He took each step with vigor. I followed him, awaiting his reply. He waited until we were some ways up before answering.


  “I am caught between two sides,” he said. “Two sides I see the arguments of, two sides I listen to, two sides, each with some merit that the other does not see. I have my own plans, plans to advance an agenda that guarantees neither will much like me, which means I will garner little support from either.”


  I blinked at that. “And so …?”


  “I need help,” he said mildly, looking back at me. “I need your help, to be specific.”


  “To …” I raised a hand. “To destroy your enemies?”


  He laughed lightly. “If I have to destroy my enemies, I will have truly failed.”


  “Then I don’t know what use I can be to you,” I said.


  “You,” he said, pausing in the middle of our climb to put a hand on my shoulder the way he’d done to that woman on the street. “You will be my greatest help. You see this sort of problem as solved by a war, as a fight to be won, yes?”


  “Yes,” I said. “And—”


  “No ‘and,’” he said, and started up the stairs again. I looked up and wondered how far this went. We were passing doors, and within them were circular rooms with people inside, doing—well, I wasn’t sure what they were doing, I was passing so quickly. Some of them seemed to be writing, others reading, others just moving around. “It is not truly a war, you see. There must be no death, no killing. It is not the way of our people to kill one another. My cause is to convince the people around me that the middle path, the path of compromise, is the shrewdest. The problem is that in their current positions, both sides are poised to hate this. And why would they not? They do not get their way, after all. But my intention is to win their approval, to get them to understand that this is the best way—to change the empire without destroying its foundations and plunging us into utter chaos. To free your people and the others without causing your folk to be despised and slaughtered in the streets in some counter-reaction to our application of violent change. But to do this, I must convince people. I must win their hearts and minds.”


  I stared at him in disbelief for at least two floors as we went upward in silence. I already felt my breath fading, but he pointed a glowing finger at me, filling me with that same sudden sense of reinvigoration that I’d felt in the bed when I’d awoken. I could have climbed twenty more floors then, but instead I just used the breath to express my idiot opinion. “That sounds difficult.”


  “If it were easy, everyone would rule this way,” Chavoron said with a faint smile. “Instead, they want to cram their opinions down the throats of their opposition because it’s right—at least in their view. But ignoring the consequences of that will bring a different sort of peril.” There were windows spaced every so often in the wall, leading outside, and we passed one now which lit Chavoron’s strong features in bright sunshine.


  I was utterly lost now. “What sort of peril?”


  Chavoron’s face darkened as he passed into shadow again. “There are twin perils, of course—order and chaos. Push too hard in either direction, and you find yourself under the auspices of a tyrant, who, starting with good intentions, is given enough power to ‘make right the wrongs.’ But what is ‘wrong’ becomes a creeping, moving thing, alive with the possibility, sliding gradually toward the day when it has become something very different, and far less reasonable, than where it started.


  “Then of course, there is the other peril. A society wrapped in the cloak of injustice, one that seeps from every pore of its being, loses order in its own way because the people and subjects under its tent do not recognize its authority as righteous any longer. That authority must either swell to counter that movement, or else see itself knocked flat, never to rise again. Of course, it could be replaced by something better … but more likely it will be replaced by those seeking … to ‘make right the wrongs’ as they see them, from the opposite side. Ah, here we are.”


  I still followed along in silence, my head squeezed tight trying to catch everything he’d thrown at me in the last few minutes. In retrospect, it was the most heavily philosophical conversation I’d had in my entire short life; I’d come from a kingdom where we ruled on high, and our people listened because we held the power.


  In a mere ten minutes, Chavoron had dumped hundreds of years of Protanian philosophy and theories of governance upon me, my country’s undisputed heir to the throne, whose choice of defining words clearly reflected the makings of a tyrant. I understood the need for order, and little else. I had listened to him because he had power, and it had caused me to take him seriously, but everything he’d said …


  Sadly, little of it made sense at the time, not to the eighteen year-old princeling turned slave turned gladiator.


  Apparently sensing my confusion, Chavoron stopped in front of a door. “It is all right if you didn’t understand all that. My people have studied philosophy for thousands of years and still struggle with the concepts I’ve run through. I didn’t even get around to the idea of the rights of sentients, which is a separate argument—”


  “I don’t …” I closed my eyes, trying to cut through the confusion. “What help do you want from me?”


  “I want your help changing minds,” he said. “I want your help convincing my people that your people are equal in value to our own, and should have the right to pursue their own aspirations rather than being slaves to ours.”


  “How—how am I supposed to do that?” I asked.


  “By being yourself,” he said, and he pushed through the door into a large room. It was empty, and at the far end, I could see another staircase. He passed through and we went up, onward and onward, past another hallway, doors on either side. We passed on, and up another staircase, but smaller this time. It seemed to be leading to a final door.


  “I—I don’t—”


  “I know,” he said, sounding a little disappointed. “I will try to keep explaining it, a little at a time. Sometimes I forget that a lifetime of my thoughts and study are difficult to condense into so short an explanation.” We drew to the top of the stair. “You have been taken unjustly from your home and brought to this land, where you were treated poorly and made to fight. I would like to apologize for that.”


  “All … right,” I said, not sure how to take that.


  “I don’t know if you ever heard at the beginning of all this,” he said, standing before the door, “but when you are brought to these lands, our society takes away your last name. Your house name, I suppose you call it?”


  “Yes,” I said.


  “Yours was Garrick, yes?” he asked, peering at me with those red eyes.


  “Yes.”


  He opened the door behind him, and I saw stairs just past a small landing on the other side. He stepped through. I followed at his invitation, and he shut the door behind me. He beckoned me up, and I climbed the last few stairs to find myself in a tower room with four sweeping balconies that looked over the city. The doors were open and I could see nothing but the tall, stone buildings on all sides, reminding me of a time when I’d lain on my side in the grass and stared over the blades. They looked like that, like a field of grass stretching out before me, but they were massive buildings, tower after tower, and filled with these people with these powers, beyond number …


  “I cannot restore your old name to you,” Chavoron said as I drifted toward the nearest balcony, staring out in wonder over the waist-high railing, apparently designed to keep me from stepping off in a moment of unthinking awe. “Your house is not recognized in our insular empire, you see. Someday, perhaps, but not this day. Change must come first.”


  I looked back at him, frowning. What care did I have for a name? I was standing in the midst of people so powerful they could build towers twenty times the size of anything we in Luukessia could produce. They could stir the four elements in their defense with a few words and the wave of a hand.


  In short, they had power. They had strength.


  “I want you to join me,” Chavoron said. “I want you to join my house, to take up my name, to join my cause—and help me free your people and preserve this empire. Help me guide it into a new day, where your people and mine can walk hand in hand, and receive the blessings of this place, and all the promise my people currently enjoy—together.”


  I stared at him, frowning. Join him? Humans walking aside the blue men? “How … would that happen?” I asked in sincere disbelief.


  “Only with great effort,” he said. “By both of us.”


  I pondered the alternatives, not daring to ask him about them—I could go back to sleep, I could go back to the Coliseum … I doubted he’d let me go back to Luukessia, and I wasn’t ready to go back in any case. To leave now, with only a few basic spells at my command, would mean I was going back with less strength than could be had.


  But if I stayed … if I learned … if I became this symbol he wanted me to be … “I’ll have to learn more magic, won’t I?” I asked, trying to disguise my hunger. “To … change minds? To become whatever example you want me to be of … humanity?”


  I thought he saw through me anyway, but I didn’t know whether he assumed he’d change me given time, or if perhaps he just didn’t care what I did when I returned home, so long as I helped him make his changes first. “You will,” he said, feeding the fire in me.


  “I’ll do it,” I said, nodding once, and then letting my eyes fall back to the horizon, and all those towers before me. I stood in a land of giants, and I was about to learn to grow as tall as them. “I’ll help you.”


  “Very good,” he said. “Then in my capacity of head of my family, I welcome you to the House of Garaunt.”




   


   


   


   


  33.


   


  Cyrus


   


  Cyrus approached the fallen tower of ice and its cracking, creaking pieces as something pried its way out of the depths. It sounded like rubble was shifting under the sound of the howling, frigid wind. A brick of ice the size of a wagon rattled and fell from a pile at the heights of the wreckage as Cyrus advanced slowly.


  “Shouldn’t we charge up there and start decapitating the moment a head pops out?” Terian asked, his words speeding up with his axe in his hand.


  “Hey!” Calene called. “Mind talking a little slower for the benefit of those of us without godly weapons? You sounded like a squirrel chittering.”


  Terian rolled his eyes. “Why aren’t we setting up an ambush?” he said, drawing out every syllable in exaggeration.


  “Oh,” Calene said, now that she’d heard. “That’s a good question.”


  “Because charging up the pieces of a fallen and settling tower carries a danger of its own,” Cyrus said, coming to a stop about twenty feet away from the wreckage. Shattered chips of ice as big as a human were scattered along the snow bank before them. Cyrus stood there, waiting. Zarnn eased up behind him, breathing more quickly than the troll usually did, presumably due to the presence of Rodanthar in his hand.


  Another block was forced aside, and an icy hand extended above them, roughly twice the size of a troll’s. Cyrus watched it wave toward the aurora’s glow above as Aurous, the God of Winter, tried to extricate himself from the frozen rubble. A grunt echoed through the holes in the ruin, strong, but lacking the fury of an angry god … and carrying just a hint of fear, Cyrus thought.


  The icy arm climbed further out of the wreckage, but it was already starting to shrink as it moved aside another block, causing a small avalanche that forced Cyrus to take a step back to avoid the cascade of rubble. He pushed Calene back with him, and she grimaced in surprise, not quite as fast on her feet as he was. “Thanks,” she said as a frosty shard rolled to a stop where she’d been standing, sharp end pointed right where her abdomen had been.


  “Remember what happened to Nyad, people,” Cyrus said quietly. He closed his eyes and remembered the wizard, frozen in the breath of an angry dragon and smashed to slivers, beyond resurrection. “I think we can expect the same here.”


  “We can somewhat counter that, I think,” Quinneria offered. She gestured toward the hand snaking its way further out of the rubble now.


  “How?” Terian asked. Quinneria did not answer with words, but sparked a small fire in the palm of her hand that burned for a moment before she snuffed it out wordlessly. “Oh,” Terian said. “Duh. So … no cessation spell?”


  “It won’t stop his ability to generate ice,” Quinneria said. “That’s part of his transformation.” When everyone stared at her in curiosity, she said, “Like Malpravus with the skeleton form.”


  “And how does that work?” Longwell asked, eyes squinted against the hard, blowing cold. “Beyond magic?”


  “I’m more than willing to explain, but perhaps some other time,” she said as a head appeared in the rubble of the tower. She pointed, drawing all their attention back to what was going on in the ruin.


  Aurous stared down at them. He had a beard and hair of solid ice, jagged and pointed at the tips like icicles had formed in a row beneath his large, lantern jaw. He had a broad chest, what of it Cyrus could see, bare and sticking above the rubble to the bottom of his pectoral muscles. His skin glowed whitely and blue veins spiderwebbed beneath the surface like the legs of an old man Cyrus had known at the Society. Ice-blue blood had frozen on Aurous’s upper lip, crystallized over his icicle beard, and he stared down at the force below with something akin to consternation.


  “Hail, Cyrus Davidon,” Aurous said, sounding almost embarrassed, “any chance I could get a little assistance here?”


  A long silence fell over Cyrus’s party, down below the wreckage on the blustery tundra. “Well,” Aisling said, “that was unexpected.”


  “I know you’re here to kill me,” Aurous said, “and I’m sure you’ll finish me in a wonderful fight as soon as I’m out of this wreck, but …” He shrugged expansively. “Would you mind helping me out so I can die on my feet instead of buried to my neck in the ruin of my home?”


  Cyrus stared at the cold blue eyes of the God of Winter, who looked almost apologetic. “You’re saying you can’t get out, then? On your own? Because we could wait while you free yourself …”


  “I think my foot is stuck in a collapsed archway,” Aurous said, peering down. “Now, I might be able to pull it out, but …” He screwed up his face in concentration, and the sound of something shifting in the tower dislodged some of the wreckage piled on the side, forcing Cyrus and the others to move back once again. Aurous shrugged once more. “You see? I think it might bring down the rest of the wreckage on me, since I’m trapped.”


  “Mmhmm,” Cyrus said, not taking his eyes off the god.


  “So … any chance you’d care to be a good sport and help me out?” Aurous asked, wheedling. “We could have a wonderful, final battle here on the snow-shrouded tundra if you want. I know you’ve got a score you want to settle, and I’m perfectly happy to oblige, seeing as I’m supposed to kill you …” He shrugged.


  “By Bellarum’s order, right?” Cyrus asked, watching Aurous through narrowed eyes.


  “Aye, you’ve got the right of it,” Aurous said. “So if you can just … help me?”


  “Or, alternatively, we could kill him while he’s trapped and be on our merry way …?” Aisling asked, frowning deeply.


  “Well, that smacks of dishonor,” Aurous said with a frown of his own. “That’s not the Sanctuary way at all.”


  “Maybe you could just answer a question before we get to debating whether to let you out or kill you where you are,” Cyrus said, still watching him. “Why are you following Bellarum’s orders?”


  Aurous let out a light laugh. “Do you really not know? He said he came to you when he killed your wife. Said you spoke.”


  “I have suspicions,” Cyrus said. “I want to hear it from you, though.”


  Aurous took a deep breath then let it out slowly so that it fogged the air above him. “Well, I assume you remember the ancients?” He paused, frowning. “Well, I suppose you don’t actually remember them yourself, seeing as you’ve lived for about ten minutes and they were alive ten thousand years ago …”


  “I’m familiar with them,” Cyrus said with a hint of impatience.


  “Right, well, you probably know what happened to them,” Aurous said, then paused. “Sure you won’t let me out before I delve into this?” He waved a hand idly.


  “Pretty sure I’m not going to give up the only leverage I have on you right now, no,” Cyrus said. “Talk, maybe you get out, maybe you die. Don’t talk, maybe you die right now.”


  “Right, then,” Aurous said. “Cheerful choice.” He scratched his forehead with his freed hand. “So … you know what happened to them, then?”


  “You killed them,” Quinneria said before Cyrus could. “Wiped them off the face of Arkaria.”


  “Precisely,” Aurous said. “Do you know why?”


  “Because they killed some of you,” Cyrus said. “And because the Guildmaster of Requiem killed Eruditia.”


  “There was a little more to it than that,” Aurous said, “but that’s a good enough summary. They did kill some of us, indeed. They crossed us, see. And they had the power to do … terrible things.” He shook his frigid beard, which crackled and shed flakes of snow. “So we did, we killed them. Scourged them from the land. Started anew, letting your peoples rise on their old lands under our protection and guidance.”


  “How benevolent,” Terian said.


  “Except now we’ve killed some of you,” Cyrus said, “so all who do not serve—”


  “Oh, we’re past serving now,” Aurous said. A trickle of blue blood ran from the top of his icy hairline down his forehead, dripping over his eye. He reached a hand up and touched it, even as it crystallized all the way up the trail. He stared at his stained fingertips in mild consternation. “Damn.”


  “Past serving?” Cyrus asked, drawing the God of Winter’s attention back to him. “Bellarum told me—”


  “Yes, yes,” Aurous said, suddenly sounding quite bored with the conversation. “But the thing you don’t understand is …” He slid into a weary smile. “All this time you’ve been robbing our realms while we’re away, charging through the Trials of Purgatory and all else—did you think we just ignored you while you were doing that? Do you think it escaped our notice?” He leaned his head forward, and another trail of blood ran out of his nose. “We let you do it. We watched you while you did it, your mighty Big Three. Sanctuary. Goliath.” He coughed, and a mist of blue appeared in front of his mouth and then became solid, flecks of cerulean ice spattering the wreckage in front of him. “We created the Trials of Purgatory so we could monitor your progress. See how powerful you were becoming. We let you come into our realms while we were gone to indulge you, allow you to have your petty acts of defiance, your little spoils, all the while we were deciding what to do now that you’d become strong enough, united enough. And then you went and …” His voice trailed off, his eyes becoming unfocused, “… and … with … the … Mortus … and … the … Yartraak …”


  He opened his mouth, and this time a rush of blue blood came out as Aurous sagged, arm losing its war with gravity and his head pitching sideways. “They’re … going to kill you … Cyrus Davidon …” Aurous looked down on them. “Like you … killed me …”


  “I haven’t killed you yet,” Cyrus said, looking up at him.


  Aurous made a snuffling kind of laugh, blue liquid spattering out of his mouth and clouding once more. “Close enough. But we’ll get the last … laugh. Your kind … will burn … and fade … just like … those before … you …”


  “I’m not the one that’s going to burn,” Cyrus said, and he raised his hand high.


  With a whisper of words, he cast a blast of flame, and it shot forth from his hand. It hit Aurous squarely between the eyes and there was a great hiss. The flame burrowed its way into his face, disintegrating a great swath of it, and then burned its way out the other side and shot into the air, disappearing into the aurora beyond.


  “They mean to exterminate our people,” Calene said into the silence that followed. “Just like they did the ancients. The gods are going to—”


  “Die,” Cyrus said, holding himself tall as he let his hand fall.


  “I realize we’re doing well against them so far,” Dahveed said quietly, “but that’s hardly a foregone conclusion, us triumphing over the entire pantheon.”


  Cyrus didn’t even turn around. “No, it’s a foregone conclusion. Because either they die—” and he whirled. “Or we do. That’s how this plays out, so …” He brushed the snow off his pauldrons, and said to Quinneria. “Take us back to the portal below Reikonos.” His face hardened. “We’ve got a storm to go weather.”




   


   


   


   


  34.


   


  Alaric


   


  “Where do we begin?” I asked after a few moments of silence in which it sunk in to me that I had somehow lost both my first name and my last, since I had arrived in this land. Instead of being Ulric Garrick, the Prince of Luukessia, I was now Alaric Garaunt, upstart and … slave? Was I still a slave?


  I started to open my mouth to ask that question, but Chavoron answered my first before I could. “We begin with you,” he said. “As you said before, you will need to learn more magic. You will also need to learn other things.”


  I looked back toward the hole in the floor where the entry staircase came up. Chavoron’s guards were nowhere in sight. I hadn’t seen them since we’d entered the tower, which made me wonder if they’d stayed on the first floor, or if they were waiting just outside on the stairs. “I’m to be your bodyguard?” I asked.


  “No,” Chavoron said with a chuckle. “I am First Citizen; I have nothing to fear. Protanians do not kill one another. Those bodyguards were for you. You will need to learn to fight for your own protection.”


  I swallowed heavily. “My … own protection?”


  “There is a reason you have been asleep and hidden these last months,” Chavoron said, easing out onto the balcony. The sun was high in the sky overhead, hidden behind clouds, but making its presence known by turning a grey one wispy white. “There are those who would like to solve the problem of you by simply killing you.”


  I felt my mouth dry out rather suddenly. “Who … how many people of this sort will I be facing?”


  “I wouldn’t worry about it just yet,” he said, dismissing me with a wave. “You are safe here for the time being.” He poked a finger at my chest, long and blue, and thrust it right up against the beige cloth that covered my chest. “But that will not last. You cannot stay in this tower forever, and you cannot always count on others to be around you. If you’re going to be of the House of Garaunt, you’ll need to be prepared.”


  I nodded, once, and started to say something when there came a hammering at the door. “Ah,” Chavoron said, “here we go. Come!”


  I heard the door swing open and the sound of someone striding up the stairs. I saw the armor before I saw the face, and it was a familiar, angular style, different than the Protanian soldiers and guards I’d faced in the camp and in the cold northern reaches of Luukessia. As the man ascended the steps into Chavoron’s quarters, my eyes widened in recognition.


  It was Rin.


  “I report as ordered, and in the manner requested, First Citizen,” Rin said, sounding less pleased than I could ever recall hearing him. He was also speaking the human language. He was usually fairly lively as he inflicted pain upon me, but now he seemed sullen, and when he looked my way, I saw thick disdain, bordering on hatred.


  “You have long served House Gronvay, yes?” Chavoron asked, sounding much more cool and detached than he did when questioning me. I wondered if he was treating Rin differently because of the difference in houses between them. My mind ran wild with possibilities; this was an aspect of Protanian culture I hadn’t learned much about, and it was beginning to look important.


  “Nearly all my life,” Rin said stiffly. “My mother was taken in by House Gronvay when I was but a toddling child.”


  “They are a long and storied bunch,” Chavoron said, watching Rin. “Did you know my—” He said something again nearly unpronounceable, switching to his native tongue for a moment, then back, to what sounded like a name, “—Timmas, is of House Gronvay.”


  I saw a subtle twitch in Rin’s expression; I would have bet he was not only aware of this Timmas being of his house and in some sort of position of power, but that it apparently pained him for some reason. “It would be hard to miss,” was all Rin said.


  “And?” Chavoron asked. I watched him; he was enjoying himself, and Rin’s reaction, though he was being very, very subtle about it.


  “We are all so very proud of the honor he has brought us,” Rin said, sounding like he had swallowed swamp grass before speaking.


  “Good, good,” Chavoron breezed on. “You know why I summoned you?”


  “Your message was clear,” Rin said. “You wish me to continue training … this one.” His eyes flitted to me for a moment, then back to Chavoron.


  “You have done such an outstanding job thus far,” Chavoron said, and this time Rin’s face went so steely I couldn’t tell if he took it as a compliment or an insult, or some measure of both. “I want to insure that he is not killed. His survival is a priority for me.”


  And for me, I didn’t add.


  “Then I will work to insure that this is done,” Rin said, giving me a sidelong glance. There was less loathing this time, and he seemed to be returning to himself.


  “Excellent,” Chavoron said. “Then we can—”


  A hammering came at the door, hard and abrupt, like someone was leaning into it with a fist of steel. Rin turned, subtly interposing himself between the stairs and Chavoron even as the First Citizen raised an eyebrow and stared at the entry to the tower. “Yes?” he called.


  “Chavoron!” came a harsh voice, accented and guttural. Whatever language the speaker normally spoke, it was not Protanian. A string of florid noises followed that seemed like words, but I could not tell their origin. They didn’t sound Protanian, at least not based on what I’d heard of the language. I looked to Rin, but he was looking sidelong at me again, his mouth slightly open as he listened intently.


  “I have a guest who can only speak human,” Chavoron called back to the staircase, as though he were speaking to someone who was standing there instead of someone who had just pounded with violence upon his door. “If you’re going to come in, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to speak that language so as not to be rude.”


  I heard the door swing open and slam into the wall, and in stepped a man. His face was red with anger, his eyes narrow as he stared up the steps at the three of us, scanning until he sighted me, and then he flushed a deeper shade. His ears were practically glowing scarlet, and they came to hard points at the tops. I stared down at him; I’d never seen anything like those ears before.


  “I believe you’ve met my guest,” Chavoron said, looking at the new arrival with benign grace.


  “Damn your guest,” the new man said in a rough, familiar voice. “And damn you, too, Chavoron.”


  “Watch your tongue, elf,” Rin said with more ire than I’d seen from him, “or I’ll butcher you and take your name.”


  “You’d enjoy that, wouldn’t you, dog?”


  I recognized him now, the Butcher. I racked my memory for his true name, but came up with nothing but his more colorful appellation.


  “What can I do for you this lovely day, Curatio?” Chavoron asked, reminding me of the Butcher’s name. “Are you here on the business of the elves—or is this a personal account you’ve come to settle?”


  Curatio pointed a finger at me. “Don’t think my personal business with this one is settled yet.”


  “You already took his eye,” Chavoron said mildly, “what did he take from you that warrants a heavier price than that?”


  “My honor,” Curatio said, his furious gaze still on me. “He shamed me in front of—”


  “You would have murdered him like an animal,” Chavoron said, cutting him off and still sounding somehow polite about it. “I suppose you think he should have simply bared his neck to you, presented his head and let you crush it? Because not even the meekest lamb will simply wait for you to slaughter it if it knows that is coming.”


  “Do not speak to me of lambs,” Curatio said, still flushed red. “These humans are lower creatures than even sheep.” He looked me up and down. “In fact, this may be the first time I’ve ever seen one clad in something finer than wool.”


  “A fitting insult from a race of herders and growers,” Rin shot back, causing Curatio to turn his anger toward the guardsman. “If not for your unnaturally long life and the fact that you stole magic from us, you’d be our slaves like them.” He indicated me, and I wasn’t sure whether the insult was aimed more at me or Curatio.


  Curatio’s eyes widened in utter fury and he drove his hand into his robes, clearly reaching for something concealed within. Rin already had his hand on his sword, and the world seemed to slow as they both started to draw their weapons when someone spoke from behind Curatio, and everything stopped around us.


  “Hello, Father,” came a soft voice.


  Curatio immediately ripped his hand out of his tunic and readjusted it so quickly that he made it look like he’d done nothing more untoward than straightened his garment. Rin watched him suspiciously all the while, keeping his hand firmly upon his sword hilt, but Curatio ignored him with a studied disinterest that bordered on suicidal, in my somewhat unstudied opinion. He had been about to clash with the guard a moment earlier, and then, with the sudden arrival of the newest person in the room, he had all but turned his back on him.


  “Caraleen,” Chavoron said warmly, beckoning forward the new arrival. “So good you are here.”


  She came up the stairs slowly, like she was savoring every moment and taking the temperature of the room while she did it. She was darkest blue, darker than any of the others I’d seen thus far. Her skin tone was impressive, like a midnight with just a hint of starlight. Her smile seemed to reach all the way up to her eyes, which had red irises like her father’s.


  She was beautiful, even to me, and I was still getting used to the looks of these Protanians.


  Still, I didn’t find her nearly as attractive as Jena for some reason.


  “Hello, Caraleen,” Curatio said, suddenly looking like an awkward schoolboy as she passed him.


  “Oh, hello,” she said, barely sparing him a glance as she went on to her father. She kissed him on both cheeks, looking at me out of the corner of her eyes all the while. “I see you have guests.”


  “Of course you remember Curatio,” Chavoron said with a grace I doubted even my father would have been able to find in similar circumstances. Then he turned to me, with a smile. “This is the newest member of our house, Alaric.”


  Caraleen looked at me with those sly eyes, and I remembered what Jena had said about her having a human child. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said, trying to stay neutral.


  “The pleasure is all mine,” she said, lingering next to her father, but I could almost feel her eyes boring into me. It was a strange sensation, and made me oddly uncomfortable.


  “Caraleen,” Curatio said stiffly, now that we’d all nearly forgotten him. The redness had faded from his face, and he was standing up straight, his hands behind his back. “I can’t tell you what a joy it brings my eyes to see you again.”


  “Naturally,” she murmured, never looking away from me.


  “Curatio,” Chavoron said mildly, “is there anything else you wish to discuss at the moment? Or could we, perchance, leave it for another time?”


  “Certainly,” Curatio said and nodded his head once. He began to retreat toward the stairs, shooting a lingering glance at Caraleen, who was not looking at him at all.


  The air in the room felt suddenly still, not a breeze to be found in the wind-crossed space between all four balconies. “Goodbye,” Caraleen said lightly, waving in his direction as Rin just stood there, barely concealing a smile as he watched the interplay between the three of us—Curatio, Caraleen, and myself.


  “I shall see you again before too terribly long, I hope,” Curatio said, bowing his way down the stairs, all his effusive rage vanished and replaced by a humble, cloying attempt to get Caraleen’s attentions.


  “Perhaps,” was all she said, her long fingers ceasing in their subtle wave as she dropped them back to her side. She never once took her eyes off me.


  I, on the other, hand, split my attention between her and the man who’d taken my eye. I watched him retreat, watched his face flush with shame as he walked backward, slowly, down the stairs, clearly trying to savor his last look at her. His feelings for her couldn’t have been more obvious, and hers for him just as plain: utter and complete disinterest.


  I caught the last look he gave as he retreated through the door, prepared to shut it behind him. He’d buried his fury well, hiding it when Caraleen came into the room. It resurfaced now, in the second before he shut the door, and I saw him look right at me with that bold anger, his eyes locked into mine. There was a sensation in my belly like the twisting of a knife, and I knew that if Caraleen weren’t around when next we met, there was nothing that would stop him from trying to kill me.




   


   


   


   


  35.


   


  Cyrus


   


  Isabelle was the first thing Cyrus saw when they reappeared in the Reikonos catacombs, the thunder of the wizard teleportation spell fading with a few final flashes against the walls of the cavernous room around them, the green spell-light mingling with the faint blue glow of the stones.


  “Gods, you made it,” Isabelle said, looking pale as death. She sagged as he appeared, bringing up a hand to cover her eyes. “You didn’t … did you …?” She raised her tone on the last word, clearly questioning whether he’d managed the feat he’d set out to or simply cut and run when faced with overwhelming odds.


  “Aurous is dead,” Cyrus said. “Finished him myself with a fire spell to the face.”


  “It was an excellent burn,” Terian said. “Well aimed, kind of merciful, and yet timed perfectly, right after he’d given you the best information he could but not before he set you up with a great line that justified his murder.”


  Cyrus blinked and looked over his shoulder at the Sovereign. “That wasn’t murder.”


  “I said it was kind of merciful.”


  “It’s not murder when you kill someone who’s trying to kill you,” Cyrus said flatly, his tone dull and dragging from weariness and lack of care.


  “What do they call that, then?” Martaina asked. “A warm hug?”


  “Well, what he did to Aurous was certainly warm,” Calene said. “Hot, even.” She paused. “Because of the fire spell, see—”


  “I think we all got that, yes,” Cyrus said, and turned his focus back to Isabelle. “I told you I’d do it.”


  She opened her mouth slightly. “You were gone … minutes. Less than an hour. How did you storm his keep?”


  “It was one of his most impressively done stratagems, if I may say,” Longwell said with a grudging admiration. “And I should be able to say, too, since I’ve seen a fair few of the General’s more unconventional victories.”


  “Yes, but how?” Isabelle asked, frustration rising.


  “Because when you explained to me what you had done,” Cyrus said, “you forgot our objectives were different. You meant to get to the top of the tower to find treasure, whereas I didn’t care if the tower was still standing once I was finished. And so it no longer stands.” He smiled with little feeling.


  Isabelle closed her eyes. “You brought down the tower.”


  “And then he burned Aurous’s brains out,” Aisling said. “It wasn’t pretty, but it did the job.”


  “I appreciated not having to climb all the stairs that the tower must have contained,” Calene said. “It’s been a tiring couple days, you know?”


  “Five minutes,” Cyrus said, calling back over his little force. “Then we’re off to the Realm of Storms.” He looked at Isabelle. “Will you be coming with us?”


  Isabelle let out an exasperated sigh. “I suppose. Why not?”


  “Because you value your life?” Terian asked.


  “I assured you that you would die in the Realm of Winter,” Isabelle said, looking directly at the Sovereign. “Since you didn’t … I assume you’ll come through this as well, and probably with a story about how you sunk Tempestus’s ship to the bottom of his stormy seas.”


  “I probably won’t do that,” Cyrus said, and when she cocked her head at him, he went on. “I assume Tempestus can either swim or, failing that, cast the Falcon’s Essence spell.”


  “Wouldn’t it be hilarious if he couldn’t swim?” Terian mused. “To watch the God of Storms floundering about in the water, casting around for something to grab on to? And it’d make our task that much easier …”


  “I wouldn’t bet my hoard of gold on it,” Cyrus said, “but yeah … that’d be a laugh.” If I felt like laughing, he thought.


  Zarnn brushed against Cyrus with the back of his palm, rustling Cyrus’s vambraces and tinkling the metal against the chain mail beneath. “Lord Davidon?” the troll rumbled.


  Cyrus looked back to see Zarnn with the reins to his savanna cat in hand, stroking its whiskered face as he stared down. “Yes, Zarnn?”


  “Should we bring rest of the Brotherhood with us? Lord Fortin left them to defend Emerald Fields.”


  “No, I think not,” Cyrus said. “The last remainder of Sanctuary is there as well, aren’t they?”


  “Aye,” Zarnn said. “And the portal closed.”


  Cyrus frowned. “How would we even get to …? Oh.” Then he remembered the precautions they’d taken, setting up a regular check-in ring with wizards and druids to several major portals, while keeping their souls bound at Emerald Fields. “The chain.”


  Zarnn nodded. “Would work. Could bring more army with us.”


  “I want them where they are,” Cyrus said. “For the same purpose I left that army at Pharesia—the world of mortals is not safe, and Emerald Fields is especially unsafe should the portal open or they be left undefended. We’ll leave the rest of the Brotherhood in place.”


  “Aye,” Zarnn said, and padded off, leading his cat away, stroking its fur. Cyrus watched with mild amazement. They really did tame those things somehow … He looked down and caught a glimpse of black liquid being left behind with each step, incomplete pawprints made in godly blood.


  “Hello,” Cora’s soft voice came from Cyrus’s elbow, and he turned to see the enchanter standing there, her blue cloak wrapped tightly around her as against the subterranean chill. “How are you faring, Cyrus?”


  Cyrus stared back at her for a long moment. “Oh, are we going to do this now?”


  A hint of uncertainty flashed across the elf’s face. “Are we going to do what now?”


  “This,” Cyrus said, pointing back and forth between the two of them. “This expression of concern from you, the inevitable reply that, ‘Oh, I’m fine,’ from me. That whole thing.”


  She narrowed her eyes at him, surveying him carefully. “You’re not fine, are you?”


  “I’m leading sixteen people into battle against the gods,” Cyrus said. “Why would I not be fine?”


  “You are joking, aren’t you?”


  “Less of a joke, more of a sarcastic understatement,” Cyrus said. “Whatever is happening within me pales in comparison to the events happening around me, so I’m going to ignore my own feelings for a little longer.”


  “That’s not healthy,” she said, standing very still.


  “You know what’s not healthy?” Cyrus asked. “Being lied to.” His gaze flitted to Quinneria, lurking a little ways back next to Mendicant, conversing with the goblin but her eyes firmly upon Cyrus. “You knew my mother was alive.”


  “Of course,” Cora said. “But that wasn’t my secret to tell, and she had very good reasons for not divulging it.” The elven enchantress gestured around them. “As you can see.”


  “As I can see what?” Cyrus snapped.


  “She feared this,” Cora said. “The full anger of the gods awakened against mortal life.”


  Cyrus fixed on Quinneria, who was still looking at him. “She knew this might happen?”


  “She knows more about the pantheon and its workings than anyone other than Curatio or Alaric,” Cora said. “She studied them once she pierced the veil of heresy—after all, once you’ve crossed the line of heresy, why not go all out?”


  “I knew she was aware of things that others weren’t,” Cyrus said, beckoning to Quinneria, “but I didn’t realize she knew that much about these … creatures.”


  Quinneria detached herself from her conversation with Mendicant and made her way over with no haste. When she reached them, she said, “The look on your face suggests that I’m about to feel the wrath of the Lord of Perdamun.”


  Cyrus grimaced in irritation and looked away, fixing his eyes on a point in the distance where the ceiling curved in a circle that ringed the room. “Well, Mother, you would know.”


  “I would,” she said. “So. What is on your mind?” She did not smile, but she looked to Cora and received a supportive stroke on the arm in return.


  “How much do you know about what the gods are doing right now?” Cyrus asked.


  “About their specific plan for the moment and how it will unfold over the next hours? Very little. About their general plan, as relates to their history?” She shook her head. “All too much, but you’ve already heard the gist of it from the lips of Aurous.”


  Cyrus stayed the desire to lash out with cutting words. “What can you tell me?”


  “If history holds, they mean to reduce the population of Arkaria to near zero,” Quinneria said. “To start over again with the land in a purer state. I imagine they won’t stop there, either; they’ll likely carry that wrath at least as far as Amti. They’ll want to make sure that the next time a people rise up, they have a better chance of ensuring that it happens without … extraneous influence, such as Alaric, Curatio, or the book that taught me what I learned about all things heretical. They will wipe out every sign of our passage the way that the ancients were wiped out.” She looked rather resigned. “But again, you already knew that, didn’t you?”


  “Aurous said that they were watching us,” Cyrus said, feeling a twist of emotion in his chest. “As though we provoked them somehow into this action by our mere strength.”


  “I imagine there was a triggering point, yes,” Quinneria said. “They were content to allow us to live under their graces until such time as we became a threat.” She looked sideways, and Cyrus followed her gaze to where Mendicant stood, red spell energies dancing between his fingers as his glassy eyes watched the light dance. “And we are clearly a threat to them now.”


  “Clearly,” Cyrus said, “since we keep killing them.” He thought back to the first moments after they’d killed Mortus. “Was that why Alaric nearly took my head off after the Realm of Death?”


  “Yes,” she said. “It’s also why he tried to keep you from killing any of the other gods. You see, he took the punishment for Mortus upon himself—”


  “The punishment?” Cyrus wheeled round on her.


  “Oh, another secret revealed,” Cora said under her breath.


  “Yes,” Quinneria said after a moment’s hesitation. “He surrendered to them under the Endless Bridge, I imagine, and they carried him away from there.”


  “Where is he now?” Cyrus asked, his eyes afire, leaning forward.


  “I don’t know where they imprisoned him,” she said, shaking her head. “If I knew, I would have told you, especially since there’s no reason now not to free him, if we could. He is most likely in the realm of some god—though which, I have no idea.”


  “If you had to guess—” Cyrus began.


  “I couldn’t,” she said. “Terrgenden or Vidara might know, but I don’t. I had meant to ask them, but events rather spun out of control quickly …”


  “Indeed,” Cora said quietly. “It is hard to believe that only a day has passed since the fall of Sanctuary and the death of …” Her voice trailed off. “Well, so many, I suppose.”


  Cyrus ran a hand over his face. “Yes. So many.” He dug the tips of his gauntlet into his brow, scratching even though there was no itch. His forehead was tight, as though his face had become a mask carved of stone.


  Vara dead. More missing … I don’t even know how many aren’t accounted for.


  And, of course, Vaste left …


  Now the gods are aiming to wipe out every living thing on the soils of Arkaria. “This is all so familiar,” Cyrus muttered, searching his memory. “Heh,” he said once the answer came to him.


  “What was that?” Cora asked.


  “A bitter laugh,” Quinneria said.


  “It only serves to irritate me when you subtly remind me how well you know me,” Cyrus said, taking his hand from his forehead and catching a brief look of contrition from his mother. “I was recalling to mind the Dragonlord, and how he schemed to escape his prison so that he could scorch the lands of Arkaria into a new kingdom for him to rule.”


  “Indeed,” Cora said cautiously. “It was good that you stopped him.” She seemed to be treading lightly, worried that perhaps he was going to lash out at her.


  He took a breath. “I’ll be fine, Cora.” She looked quickly to Quinneria, whose face was a mask of its own. “Or perhaps I won’t, but it doesn’t matter at the moment.” He raised his voice, speaking now to the last sixteen people who followed him. “Time’s up. On your feet.” He pointed toward the portal. “It’s time to go into the storm.”




   


   


   


   


  36.


   


  Alaric


   


  On the day after I was inducted, with little ceremony, into the House of Garaunt, I found myself in a considerably more trying position than I’d experienced since my early days in the Coliseum. Raised an ignorant, weakling prince, I had naturally found myself attracted to strength, at least as I conceived of it. Having that conception of strength ripped away in northern Syloreas, I had now redefined it, and was positioning myself as close to my new definition as I could.


  But if I thought what I had done before was difficult, fighting my fellows and that butcher Curatio in the middle of an arena of cheering Protanians, the task that Chavoron had set before me this day was surely set to exceed those bounds, and not in a small measure.


  “You will come with me to the cabinet meeting this morning,” Chavoron said, lounging on the dual padded chair in the corner of his expansive quarters at the top of the tower that would eventually become the Reikonos Citadel. He did not look up at me as he spoke, his attention on a book in his lap, his eyes scrolling over it carefully. “You will listen and learn.”


  “Will the meeting be conducted in the human language?” I asked, wary.


  “No,” Chavoron said, glancing up from his book with amusement. “This is where you start to make yourself useful. The first step will be learning our language so that you can communicate with the people you’re supposed to help me influence into believing your race is more than a spectacle on the level of a trained goat.”


  I gritted my teeth a little, not so much for the insult to my race but the insult to me personally. “I’ve never learned another language before.”


  “Then this is the perfect time to broaden your horizons,” he said, back to his book. “And you will have help.”


  “Help?” I asked, and as if in answer, a knock sounded at the door.


  “Come!” Chavoron called, and the door at the bottom of the stairs opened soundlessly to reveal Rin, wearing his full armor, but lacking his sword. When he turned after closing the door, I could see the look on his face was one of tight displeasure under a mask of failing neutrality.


  “First Citizen,” Rin said, holding back his disdain with careful intonation. He looked at me and did not try so hard, clearly resentful of his new mission in life. “Alaric Garaunt.” He nodded to me with curt respect, and his irritation faded as I assumed he got himself under control.


  “I am pleased you are here,” Chavoron said, thumping his book closed, a silk strand holding his place in the center. I had never seen anything quite like that before; most of the time, when I saw someone reading, they would simply leave their book open so as not to lose their place, though books were not a widespread thing in Luukessia. In Enrant Monge, the richest keep that ruled the entire land, we had perhaps twenty, though the numbers were gradually increasing. “Now, we can go.”


  “The others are already arriving.” Rin nodded dutifully as he informed Chavoron of this. “The doors to the chambers were open and I could see them piling in around the table.”


  “Very good,” Chavoron said with a thoughtful nod, his eyes fixed on the distance. “Come along, then.” And he was in motion, energetic and alive, down the stairs with his hands clasped behind his back once more.


  Rin nodded to the stairs, indicating I should go first. I did, following a few steps behind Chavoron.


  We descended in a spiral down two floors; the first, I had been informed, was living quarters for the cabinet members who lived here. When we reached the second floor down, I saw double doors opened wide, and a table within an expansive room. It was a long, stone table, with a head seat at the far end, its tall back stretching up higher than my head, and shadowed by the sunlight flooding in through the glass doors behind it.


  No one stood as Chavoron entered the room. I frowned, trying to think of what would happen if my father had entered a council and someone had not stood in respect. I could not recall such a thing ever happening. The insult would have been unthinkable.


  “I see we’re nearly assembled,” Chavoron said, halting at the head of the table. He looked toward the door, clearly anticipating my arrival, and I did not disappoint him by straggling. I joined him at the head of the table, and he pointed to a place at his shoulder. I stood there, just behind him. Rin took up position on the other side of him, just to the left of his shoulder. Chavoron looked at me and then made a gesture to encompass the filled table before him. “This is the cabinet.”


  The table was long, seats pulled up on each side. Almost all of them were filled, and every face in the room was turned to look at us. They were, naturally, all blue. Some—predominantly on the right side of the table—were smiling. Others, mostly on the left, looked furiously angry, their scowls needing no translation.


  “You see the divide,” Chavoron said under his breath. “There was a time when the seats were unallocated, when no one sat in a certain place. But as time has passed, this has happened, and now there is one side of the table against the other.” He looked away, toward the smiling and scowling faces in front of us. “I sometimes think a round table would be better.”


  I saw a familiar face, down and a little to the left, amid the scowling faction, his gaze fixed upon me. It took me a moment to recognize him. His features were thin and filled with resentment. He was tapping his long fingers on the table irritably.


  “Grenaday,” Chavoron said, looking right at him. “Perhaps you’d do the rest of us a favor and refrain.”


  Grenaday glanced down at his fingers and stopped tapping. He did not, however, seem to take the instruction happily; his scowl got worse.


  The woman to Chavoron’s immediate left, looking coldly furious, broke into a few sentences in Protanian. I listened, understanding nothing, but saw the chorus of nods on her side of the table as she drew her statement to a close.


  The Protanian man to Chavoron’s immediate right stood up. He was young and wore armor unlike any I’d seen thus far. To my surprise, he spoke in my language. “I, for one, see no problem with conducting our meeting in such a way as to make our guest feel welcome.” He turned and nodded to me with something like respect. “Blessings be unto you, Alaric of House Garaunt.”


  “Thank you,” I said, meeting his gaze and finding it something just short of electric. He had a square jaw, and dark hair that flowed over his brow into a small whorl. He had classically handsome looks, and the way he stood told me a great deal about how he viewed the world—it was his challenge, but one he was ready to meet head-on. He looked to Chavoron’s right and found Rin, giving him a nod. “It is good to see you as well, kinsman.”


  Rin’s lips puckered before he spoke. “And you as well, Timmas.”


  A man down the table in emerald green robes stood and burst out angrily in Protanian, filling the air with words I did not understand. He did not stop after one statement, but instead seemed to be launching into a tirade in his own language, gesturing floridly, and then pounding the table before seeming to switch tacks.


  “Step back,” Chavoron said under his breath, waving for Rin and I to move away. We did, and he seated himself, listening all the while to the yelling man. When he had finished tucking his chair under the table, Chavoron said quietly, “Mathurin, enlighten Alaric as to what is going on.”


  Rin looked over at me, half our faces hidden from the table by Chavoron’s high-backed chair. Rin was now back to neutral, his apparent anger at the handsome young man under control. “The—” he pronounced a word that seemed rather lovely and flowing, but that I did not know, “—which is akin to the minister of farming, or cultivation, in your language, is on something of a tirade.”


  “I noted that much,” I said.


  The minister of farming came to a halt and sat to the applause of those on his side, the sound of their clapping echoing through the chamber. “Forgive me,” Rin said, clearly not asking for forgiveness, “if I assumed you knew less than you do. It seemed a reasonable conclusion to come to, with you being newly out of the slave camp.” He looked at me with icy regard in those red irises, and a slight smile curving one corner of his mouth.


  “Who was the man who spoke to me?” I asked. “He called you kinsman.”


  Rin barely pursed his lips this time. “He is the—” another Protanian word spat forth, but this one I remembered. “The defense minister. And yes, he is of my House, though kin is a strong word, one I suspect he does not know the full meaning of.” He glanced down the table, which was now listening to another impassioned speech, this one from a woman in full robes on the right side of the table, just a couple seats down from Rin’s house-kin.


  “Will they be arguing this … question of language for some time?” I asked.


  “I don’t know,” Rin said stiffly. “I have never been to a cabinet meeting before.” He surveyed the table. “It’s all somewhat new to me.” He nodded to the man who had just stood up on the right side of the table, a gaunt, insect-like fellow who was moving slowly and speaking slower. “That is the—” this word was sharper, “—the minister of prisoners. You passed through his territory when first you came here from your own land.”


  I remembered that place with the towering scaffolding in the distance where we had left behind at least half my father’s army, the place where the sun hung low and red and angry in the sky. The prison minister was almost croaking in his speech. “What … are they saying?” I asked.


  He stared straight ahead, listening, as the prison minister sat and a woman who was the darkest shade of midnight I’d yet seen, almost ebony, came to her feet, her eyes hawklike as she surveyed the room. “Now the—” another word issued forth, smooth, easier to catch this time, though the meaning was still unclear until he said it, “—the minister of education is speaking about the abomination of slavery in our culture.”


  “What does this—education minister think should be done about it?”


  He looked right at me. “This is where your education begins. Say it in our tongue.”


  I tried, and failed, mangling the second half. “I—”


  “That was not even close,” Rin said under his breath, as the speeches switched to the other side of the table, to Jena’s father, who somehow looked even angrier now than he had a moment ago, his face a still darker shade of midnight blue. He locked eyes on me and started to speak, loudly, which gave me another opportunity to speak to Rin.


  “What is his title?” I asked. “Something to do with mining?”


  “Yes,” Rin said. “All the mining for the empire runs through him.” He pronounced a word, harsh and guttural after a smooth first syllable. “Now you try.”


  I tried and failed. “Was that any—”


  “Better?” Rin shook his head subtly. “No. Try his title.” He raised one finger subtly to point to his kinsman the defense minister.


  “I don’t remember it.”


  He said it again. I tried, and Rin shook his head. “Abominable,” he pronounced.


  “Your kinsman—”


  “His name is Timmas,” Rin said tightly. “Try his title again.”


  I tried, and Rin’s dark eyebrows shifted subtly upward. “Better,” he said, higher praise than he had ever given when teaching me swords. “Now try this one …” And he shifted as a woman stood up to speak next to Timmas. She was straight-backed and serious, without a hint of the welcoming manner I had picked up from the defense minister when he introduced himself. “Her title is—” It was smoother still than the others. “Now try to say it without sounding like your mouth is full of river stones.”


  I said it, and he nodded. “Was that … right?” I asked, watching him for reaction.


  “It was close enough not to cause insult,” Rin said. “Now, try again, the ones we’ve just gone over. List them for me, and point—carefully, not obvious and rude like a pig.”


  I raised my hand and pointed to Rin’s kinsman, Timmas, first. “The Drettanden.” He nodded, and I pointed next across to the left side of the table, to Jena’s father. “The Yartraak.” I moved my hand to the minister of prisons, a thin, ungainly man who was shaped like a weathered branch. “The Mortus.” I pointed to the man clad entirely in green. “The Vidara.” I switched back to the right side of the table, to the straight-backed, serious woman who’d just spoken. “The Lexirea.”


  “Good,” Rin said, staring straight ahead. “Go on.”


  I moved my finger to indicate the woman in full robes. “The Nessalima,” the minister of magic. “And … the Eruditia,” I said, finally getting to the dark-skinned woman with the hawklike eyes.


  “Not bad,” Rin said. “Perhaps you can be taught.” And he settled into a silence to listen.


  I did as well, trying to stare into those faces. I didn’t know at the time who they would become—what they would become. But I felt small in the presence of their power as they talked about me, right in front of me—a gnat being discussed in a room full of gods.




   


   


   


   


  37.


   


  Cyrus


   


  The skies were dark as night, rain hammering down in chilling waves. Cyrus shuddered as the liquid found every chink in his armor and seeped through, soaking his underclothes with a frigid chill.


  “This is just lovely,” Terian said as the wooden deck pitched beneath them. The planks were wider than two men, and up above Cyrus could see a central mast towering into the sky like Aurous’s home, a solid wood pillar of wood, like a tree culled from the forests around Pharesia and sculpted smooth.


  “You don’t expect calm when you cross into the Realm of Storms,” Aisling said. “Unless you’re an idiot.”


  “Insulting the Sovereign is treason, you know,” Terian said, a little crossly. “It’s a law. Made by my predecessor, but still technically in effect.”


  “I guess we’re all traitors, then,” Longwell said. “Even those of us who haven’t sworn their loyalty to you, eh?”


  “Oh, please,” Terian said, “no one has sworn any loyalty to me.”


  “I have,” Grinnd said, the massive dark elf stepping up with his dual swords, clenched like meat cleavers in each hand.


  “No one but Grinnd, then,” Terian said, “which is why I have to take this treason about as seriously as I take gnomish anger over our buildings being too big.”


  “So … is that very seriously, or not seriously at all?” Calene asked, her hair soaked and clinging to the sides of her face, water dripping down her tanned cheeks. “Because I can’t always tell when it comes to you.”


  “I’m seldom serious,” Terian said, shivering as another wave splashed the side of the ship and the deck pitched to the right hard enough that Cyrus thought he might fall over.


  “This is actually a relatively calm night,” Isabelle said, her white robes darkened by the drenching downpour. She stood a few feet from Cyrus, her eyes squinted against the hammering rain. “I have seen the deck go nearly upright, people sliding over the edges and being tossed over by waves.”


  “Well, let’s nullify that threat as best we can,” Cyrus said, and waved his hand. The glow of magic reflected off the thousand drops of rain coming down nearly sideways as his feet left the deck of the ship. “Where are we, anyway? The Torrid Sea?”


  “Certainly seems like it,” J’anda said. “This looks very much like the barrier storms that churn the waters twenty or so miles off the coast.”


  “The Torrid Sea was not always a near-impassable boundary of storms,” Quinneria said, her purple robes soaked to near black. “I have read passages from the ancients referring to it as ‘The Placid Sea.’”


  “I read that!” Mendicant crowed excitedly. “I—”


  Cyrus held up a hand to stay him as he caught motion in front of them. He looked back before turning forward; a portal was mounted on a wooden wall behind them, hanging with a large door right in the middle of it. He looked ahead again and saw that what was moving was small, almost the shape of a ball, but with rougher edges. He saw it in silhouette, waddling across the deck on invisible feet. A subtle rise at the top suggested a head, and it had wing-like protrusions instead of arms. It was a little taller than he, and beyond it he saw another, then another, as a flash of lightning lit the sky and the rumble of thunder cracked across them seconds later, rattling in his helm.


  The pitch of the deck to one side rang against Cyrus’s boots as the wood rose up to meet him where he hovered, stabilized by the Falcon’s Essence spell. He adjusted himself to try to match the swells, still taking stock of everything he saw. He turned his head to the side as he moved with the ship, and cold water sluiced down and back into his helm, washing into his ear.


  “The places you take me, Davidon,” Terian said, blanching, one eye partially closed, water dripping down his exposed chin. “I swear—”


  A loud hiss cut through the night and Cyrus spun. Above them, on the wall with the portal on it, stood one of those ball-like creatures, save it did not look like a sphere at this angle. It looked like a bug crossed with a tortoise, the shell on its back and hanging from its arms creating a three-part defense against attacks. But as it looked down upon them, black as a shadow, Cyrus thought it looked almost as though it had wings.


  “Mystical steel has a hard time with their shells!” Isabelle shouted over a crack of thunder as the hissing cry carried over the deck and was taken up by others. “This will not be an easy fight!”


  “Everyone move back into the shadow of the portal!” Quinneria shouted, brushing against Cyrus as she pushed him lightly toward the wall behind them. He complied, even as he drew Praelior. The others followed along with them, Terian and Longwell next to him keeping a weather eye on the shelled creature that leered down at them while Cyrus stared out at the ones crossing the deck, running through the storm to attack.


  “Backs to the wall?” Longwell asked, pointing his lance at the thing watching them.


  “That only works if they don’t come jumping down from above,” Aisling said.


  Longwell nodded up at the creature peering down at them. “And if that thing lands on us, I expect it’s going to hurt quite a bit.” Cyrus gave it a glance; the creature did not look small or light.


  “Just stay here for a moment,” Quinneria muttered. The wind howled, the mast creaked overhead, and a wash of frigid seawater ran over the side. The ship rocked, the dark clouds in the sky lit by flashes of lightning, illuminating the uneven clouds above. Quinneria had her eyes closed now, concentrating, and then she raised her hands as they glowed with a fervent white—


  The thunder overhead rang like an explosion, and the sky lit bright as day. A hundred, a thousand bolts of lightning swept out of the sky and struck the ship, bright beams coruscating as though the world had slowed to an incredible degree around them. Cyrus squinted against the suddenly bright light, instinctively holding up an arm as though it would defend him from the currents of lightning descending from above.


  The shelled creatures closest to them were leaping and jumping, jerking spasmodically like popping corn in an iron skillet. Cyrus could see others doing the same dance beyond, and when he looked up, the one that had been watching them was caught of the thrall of the lightning as well.


  The flashes stopped, and the ship and sky went dark. The faint afterimage of the lightning faded, turning bright colors in Cyrus’s vision against the blackness of the stormy night. He blinked to clear the sharp colors, and something smashed into the deck next to him, breaking the boards.


  It was the creature that had been staring down at them, smoking as the rain soaked its burnt flesh and glowing shell.


  “Oh, wow,” Calene said as Quinneria slumped against the wall. “That was impressive.”


  “I’m glad you liked it,” Quinneria mumbled, breathless, barely audible over the swelling storm, “because I shan’t be able to do it again for a while, if ever.” The dark wet hair that framed her face now had a white streak down one side, and Cyrus suspected he knew where she’d gotten the raw power she’d used to conjure such magic.


  “That’s a shame,” Isabelle said dryly, “because this is hardly the last of Tempestus’s minions.”


  Cyrus came off the wall, ignoring the water that dripped onto his nose as he stepped out of cover once more. “What else is there?” He looked at Isabelle, who remained in the shadow of the unlit portal.


  “More,” she said simply, with unmistakable dread. “So much more. And … worse.”


  “When you’re describing terrible, life-threatening evil,” Terian said, “I find it’s best to be specific. Like, ‘Out of the winds above shall swoop a beast with terrible claws and awful, gnashing teeth and troll breath.’” He hefted his axe over his shoulder. “For example.”


  “There will come sharks leaping out of the water,” Isabelle said. “From belowdecks will come more of these things,” she indicated the dead, shelled creature, “and creatures like fish with gnashing teeth, to use your words, but also legs wide enough to choke a titan. And once we have fought our way through all that—which required my entire army—then we face Tempestus himself.” She looked right at Cyrus. “Now would be the best time for you to unveil your brilliant strategy.”


  Cyrus stood there, the rain pouring down around him, the ship pitching once more hard to the side. “All right. Let’s sink the ship.”


  “Sink the—” Isabelle’s eyes grew wide. “I thought you said that was a bad idea!”


  “It’s not my best,” Cyrus admitted with a shrug.


  “It’s worthless!” she shouted, and in the distance Cyrus could hear a hissing. “As you said, he probably swims—”


  “Probably,” Cyrus agreed, stepping out further into the storm, and looking up to the ledge above. He broke into a run, stepping up with the aid of the Falcon’s Essence. Above was a deck with a wheel so large Fortin might have strained to work it. Too bad Fortin’s dead, he thought ruefully. “Zarnn, I need you up here.”


  The troll was next to him in a moment, Rodanthar in hand. “What you need me do?”


  “I’ve never steered a ship before,” Cyrus said, a particularly violent wave splashing hard and drenching him again with drowning force as it washed over the side. Once it cleared, he kept speaking as though he hadn’t just been covered in frigid water. “I’m wondering if we can overturn it like a wagon taking a corner too fast.”


  Isabelle was at his elbow, still steaming. “There is no switchback or tight turn here, Cyrus.”


  Cyrus looked over the side, seas visible in the flashes of lightning now that he was high above the wooden railings that had camouflaged it before. “No, there’s not. But the waves …”


  Isabelle stared out over the water. “Gods.”


  A swell lifted the ship at that moment, rolling it from side to side a little more gently than others had before. Cyrus saw the great rise, as though they had just climbed the crest of a valley, and then sluiced their way back down again before the next wave arrived. “If you managed to turn the … rudder, I think? At the crest of one of those waves—”


  “Yarp,” Zarnn said, and leapt forward without waiting. He positioned himself behind the wheel, looking a bit like a child, reaching only halfway up the spoked, wooden monstrosity.


  “Do you hear that?” Isabelle asked, and Cyrus paused. The sounds of something running on wood below was obvious.


  “Cessation spell?” he asked the healer, and she shook her head.


  “No. The minions are not strong with magic, though Tempestus is.”


  “J’anda!” Cyrus called, and the enchanter rose to the top deck. “How do you feel about mesmerizing sea creatures?”


  “The same way I feel about mesmerizing any animal,” J’anda said with a little sniff, drenched to his skin and shivering. “That I will be very, very good at it, and probably save all of your lives. Again.”


  “Right, well, get on that, then,” Cyrus said and rose up higher, running to stand above the wheel as Zarnn began to turn it in earnest. They were still in a valley between waves, and with another flash of lightning Cyrus could see a tall peak of water in the distance, moving toward them. Two minutes away? Maybe one? Either way, it’s coming.


  The others came to the top deck, Longwell stationing himself at one of the stairs to either side, Grinnd beside him. There was another mast in the middle of this deck, but smaller than the one below, as though it weren’t a full-grown tree from the titan lands but rather something larger than a sapling. Terian ran to the opposite side of Longwell, manning the other staircase with Aisling, shaded by her dagger, the rain spattering off her. She crouched in the shade next to a carved wooden railing support, looking most displeased at the soaking she was receiving.


  Martaina and Calene stationed themselves on either side of J’anda, standing near the edge of the deck above the portal. They had their bows drawn back, and Cyrus saw Martaina let fly the first arrow. Calene followed a moment later, and a scream cut the stormy night. The elven ranger weathered the hard rain as though it were nothing; Calene struggled more, her pace of drawing and releasing her shots considerably slowed by shaking fingers, as though she were chilled all the way to the bone. Bowe waited behind them along with Quinneria, as though hanging back in reserve.


  Mendicant scampered to the edge, balancing there, a few inches above the deck, surveying the goings-on below as Cyrus grasped at one of the wheel’s pegs, clutching tight in a hug that let his arms surround it, ready to push at the necessary moment. He watched the fighting begin to unfold, wondering when J’anda would involve himself, as he still stood at the edge, his weapon in hand, glowing faint purple like a lantern in the dark.


  “Let me know how I can help,” Cora said, easing up behind the dark elven enchanter, her cloak saturated and dragging heavily behind her.


  “If you see something get past me,” J’anda said, raising his voice so Cyrus could hear it, “do try and contain it so that poor Longwell and Terian and Aisling and Grinnd don’t have to do too much work.”


  “That’s very kind of you,” Terian called. “You know, for a disloyalist.”


  J’anda did not reply in kind; he began to move his staff, the purple tip glowing brighter before it began to release the first flashes of spell-light. It belched forth flaring pulses that disappeared over the edge to the deck below where Cyrus could not see if they landed. The purple light was flashing quickly now, strobing like the lightning that rolled through the clouds.


  “Here it comes!” Cyrus shouted as the wave ran toward them, the flat sea losing its calm the closer the white-capped wash came to the ship. Zarnn began to turn the wheel and Cyrus felt himself jerked in the direction of the troll’s efforts. He gathered his feet beneath him, Praelior still tight in hand, and started to push in aid. The wheel moved slowly, ratcheting with a squeak of wood.


  The purple light flashed hard and constant, J’anda’s staff bobbing up and down as he cast his spells. He thrust it upward, and half a hundred blasts issued forth at once. Cora gasped so loudly that Cyrus could hear her over the storm, even as the creaking of the wheel’s protests grew louder in his ears.


  “Not … wanting … to … turn!” Zarnn shouted, his eyes closed and all his sharp teeth bared.


  “I don’t give a damn what the wheel wants!” Cyrus shouted back, putting his shoulder into it and digging in against the imaginary ground with all his strength. “Let’s turn this thing over!”


  He glanced back to see the wave approaching hard. They had turned so that they were roughly parallel with it, and it was coming fast, ready to raise them up. When it reaches the crest, that’s the moment we need to—“J’anda!” Cyrus called. “When you feel the ship started to lift, have any of those things under your control run to the right side of the vessel!”


  J’anda did not move, did not stir, but Cyrus saw his mouth move as he turned so that Cyrus could see him in profile. His visible eye was tightly shut, and the lightning illuminated the heavy wrinkles on the his face. More purple flashes flew out and down, out of sight, as Cora stood next to him, letting out a few spells of her own—many, many fewer than J’anda.


  “What is this?!” bellowed a voice from below. Cyrus could not see the speaker, but he had no doubt who it was.


  “Tempestus has arrived at the party,” Cyrus muttered, slamming his shoulder against the wheel over and over, trying to get it to move even a little more.


  The wave was lifting them up now, and Cyrus could see it rising like a wall above them. The ship was tilting to the left, the bottom of the ship threatening to rise above them, to capsize completely before it even crested. “J’anda! Changed my mind! Have your minions run to the left side of the ship!”


  If the enchanter heard Cyrus, he gave no sign. He stood at the edge of the deck, his back turned to Cyrus and his staff held high. He moved it back and forth as the world started to tilt around them, then thrust it to the left. A sound of heavy footsteps moving quickly below could be heard, along with the noise of hard objects shifting and slamming into wood.


  The wave rose and rose above them, and the world turned sideways, Cyrus keeping his footing only through the Falcon’s Essence spell. The wheel started to twist more easily now, then suddenly it spun freely, without resistance—


  “Uh oh,” Cyrus said, and he looked behind him to see the wave rolling over the side now, the sky behind it flashing. “Brace yourselves—” he barely got out before the wave grabbed the ship in its grasp and dragged it down hard, water surrounding them, flooding the deck, and the sound of the world ending in a booming crash filled Cyrus’s ears just before the water flooded his helmet completely.




   


   


   


   


  38.


   


  Alaric


   


  I listened to the arguments as the meeting raged for an hour before it broke. The words started to make a little sense here and there as I heard them over and over again, but by and large it was utter gibberish, thrown across the table like a ball being passed back and forth between the two sides. And there were most definitely two sides; that much was obvious.


  “I think that is enough for today,” Chavoron said, speaking for the first time since he’d gone quiet before the speeches began. My head felt full, dizzyingly full, again, and I was sure that by now nothing else was sticking within it.


  The light of day shone in from behind me as I lurked behind Chavoron’s shoulder, Rin standing tightly at attention at the other; he had taken everything in with a careful focus, watching, listening, a sponge at the edge of the meeting. He’d shared very little with me other than to translate a few words here and there.


  The men and women around the table shifted their chairs back a few at a time. The Vidara, the fellow in green robes, headed for the door immediately, his strange, stooped posture belying his spry movement. Others broke off into small groups—I saw the Eruditia and the Nessalima, the ministers of education and magic, link arms and walk off to the side, where the two women bent their heads close together and spoke quietly.


  “Terribly sorry about how that all happened,” Timmas, the Drettanden, said. I could see the note of genuine apology in the furrowed line down the middle of his brow, broken by his whorl of raven hair. He worked his way around Rin to offer me his hand. “I imagine you felt like an unwelcome intruder in the midst of all that.”


  “I was just trying to learn as much as I could,” I said. He wore armor that was steely grey and smooth, hinting at but not showing if there was muscle beneath it all. He smiled warmly, as I took his hand and he shook mine in a fair imitation of how we did things in Luukessia.


  “Did you get it all?” he asked, plainly jesting.


  “Well, I learned your … titles, I guess,” I said, watching Rin just over the Drettanden’s shoulder, eyeing me.


  “That’s good,” Timmas said. “Title is incredibly important in the Protanian Empire. More important in many cases than name. Your name is given to you by your parents. You get your House either by being raised in one or adopted into one. But your title—even the least among us have one, and that defines who you are.”


  “What would my title be?” I asked.


  Timmas shifted uncomfortably. “Depends on who you ask. I would say—”


  “Pardwan,” Rin threw out, neatly cutting over Timmas before he could speak. A flash of irritation passed over the Drettanden’s face. “He should be ready for it,” Rin said. “You know it will be said.”


  “What does ‘pardwan’ mean?” I asked.


  Timmas pressed his lips together for a moment before answering. “It means ‘slave.’”


  I stared at him, perplexed why he would think that such a terrible thing to my ears. “I was a slave,” I said. “I … perhaps I still am.”


  “You are not,” Chavoron said, standing up, appearing from behind the high back of the chair to join our conversation. “But neither are you a citizen of the empire, either, which makes your title something of a muddy issue.”


  “I’m sure you will find something suitable,” Timmas said warmly. “Something that defines you.”


  “Until then, pardwan will be heard, and heard often, I think,” Rin said, his eyes flitting over the few Protanians remaining on the left side of the table. I followed his gaze and saw the Yartraak, Jena’s father and head of the mines, standing there, looking at us suspiciously while speaking in hushed tones with the Mortus, head of the prisons. I watched them both, with an emphasis on Jena’s father. His head down, that same perpetually angry look on his face, until surprise flashed in his eyes and he raised them to look to the door.


  “Ah, excellent,” Chavoron said. “She is here.”


  I looked to the door, where the Nessalima was leaving, ensconced in conversation with a man whose title I hadn’t caught. He had a full, dark beard and long hair, and he walked with a slight limp. Beyond them, I saw a girl in a simple tunic, her eyes fixed on me, the smallest hint of a smile upon her lips. I was expecting it to be Caraleen, Chavoron’s daughter, and it took me a moment to realize it was not.


  It was Jena.


  The Yartraak stalked away from the Mortus and over to her, and I noticed for the first time that he walked with his head down slightly, as though he were craning his neck and sticking out his face. He walked up to her and whispered something urgently, something which she replied to under her breath, and which caused him to hiss like a snake.


  Jena pointed at Chavoron, and the Yartraak sent a terrible, angry look down the table to where we all stood behind Chavoron before stalking out the door, the Mortus gliding along behind him like a spider.


  “I am pleased to see you, my dear,” Chavoron said to Jena, urging her forward with his warm words. She slid into the room, apparently unaffected by her father’s behavior. “Thank you for coming.”


  “It would have been impolite to refuse the First Citizen without cause,” Jena said. Chavoron took both of her hands in his in greeting, and he bowed his head to her in what looked like a show of respect.


  “But it would have been the easier course for a woman whose father is who yours is,” Chavoron said. “And I appreciate that you were willing to come in spite of all that. You show courage.”


  “She shows some foolishness, Chavoron,” came a somewhat imperious voice, speaking in my language. The Eruditia walked with a certain predatory grace, her gaze sliding across each of us in turn until they came to rest upon me. Somehow I got the feeling, when they lingered on me just a little too long, that I had been her intended target all along. “And you showed more than a little indiscretion yourself this day.”


  “I’m not sure what you’re referring to,” Chavoron said, a little impishly. “I am indiscreet so much of the time, you see.”


  “You brought your new house member here with the full intention of causing discord,” the Eruditia said, speaking slowly and pronouncing every syllable with excess care. “And discord you sowed.”


  “As though there was not already discord waiting,” Timmas said, standing stiffly next to Rin. “Why, we can hardly have a meeting anymore without dissolving into rancor. This one seemed more civil than the last.”


  “Not a particularly high measure, that,” Chavoron said with a glint in his eye. “Are you not one of the most ardent voices for freeing the humans?” He directed his question to the Eruditia.


  She narrowed her hawkish eyes at him. “There is a difference between freeing the slaves, which we have become far too reliant on, and according them a place in our councils.”


  “What would you suggest we do with them?” Timmas asked, taking the lead for himself. “Toss them back to their own land?”


  “I can think of worse ideas,” the Eruditia said coolly. “They did not ask to come here; we should return them to their place of origin. To do otherwise is a sin of its own kind.”


  “We need them,” Timmas said firmly, as though this were obvious fact, but he did not elaborate. “And some of them were born here and know no other life but within the empire.”


  “And what of the small peoples of the north?” Jena asked, her voice shaking slightly at the end, as though she realized who she was talking to when the Eruditia locked that hawkish gaze upon her. “And the goblin people of the southeast mountains? The greenskins of the swamps—”


  “The greenskins would not be our problem if we withdrew to this side of the river,” the Eruditia said, almost icily. “As to the others, we should set up their boundaries and stringently enforce them. I have suggested this over and over again. Our fate should not be tied to them, and theirs should be neither to serve us nor to rely on us. They need to carve out their own destiny, as we did. The last thing we need is for any of them to become like the elves.” At this she looked at me again, and understanding dawned through me. She may have wanted my people free, but it was not out of benevolence, and she clearly took no joy in thinking of any of us with Protanian-derived magic at our fingertips.


  “Once again, we carry our arguments past the end of the meeting,” Chavoron said mildly.


  “Perhaps because they go so much deeper than those of days past,” the Eruditia said. She looked at Jena again, who stood down the table a little bit. “Even a child can see the truth of this matter.” Jena held her peace and did not respond.


  “Often the young see the truth of things better than older, fading eyes,” Chavoron said, his hands crossed in front of him this time. “I expect we will discuss this further next time. And then next time. And … well, you know.”


  The Eruditia’s lips remained pursed in a near-straight line, with only a quiver at one end. “Sooner or later, Chavoron, we will have to come to a decision.”


  “I am sure,” Chavoron said, with his usual, noncommittal calmness. The Eruditia chose not to respond. Instead, she walked away with calm grace, though I saw her look sideways at me as she crossed through the doors on her way up the stairs above. Her glance was subtle, but I caught it.


  Jena seemed to linger at her place along the table, hovering, unsure, until Chavoron addressed her, now that the air was clear. “Come,” he said, expansively, beckoning her forward. It was a mark of his nature that he could do that to a young woman like Jena and it seemed innocent and fatherly, bereft of the implications the gesture would have had in Luukessia. I had seen such things a thousand times, young maidens and old earls, and it always made my stomach uneasy.


  There was none of that here, and Jena came forward without the reticence one might see on a cup-bearer being summoned forth by a baron. Chavoron was a different sort than I’d met before.


  “You two,” Chavoron said, gesturing to me as well, “are to go and learn.”


  I looked at Jena, who was now standing in the small knot with Chavoron, Rin and the Drettanden. “This is why you brought her here?” When he nodded, I looked at Jena. “You’re here to teach me?”


  “I could have gotten you a more traditional instructor, I suppose,” Chavoron said slyly, “but they have all told me the same thing until very recently—humans cannot use magic. So.” He nodded at Jena. “It would seem to me that she is the foremost expert in this arena.” I got the feeling he was jesting, at least a little. “Go forth,” he said, shooing us, “learn. Become more useful.”


  “As you will it,” I said, and caught a pained look from Chavoron. “What?”


  “You have a will of your own,” Chavoron said. “Every man does. I would rather you did this thing out of your own desire to learn—as a man would—rather than simply because I want it.” He stared straight into my eyes. “Do not sublimate your will to that of others unless it fits with your own purpose, for that makes you a slave to their desires. Following another is a fine thing, if you are attuned to their cause. Following them for baser reasons … makes you little more than a beast.”


  “Very well,” I said, not entirely sure what he was talking about. “I … I want to learn for myself, my own reasons.”


  “Good,” he said simply, but a little more coolly, as though he might have guessed at the motives swirling deep inside me. “Go forth, then.”


  “Go well,” the Drettanden said, causing me to look at him in curiosity. He frowned. “That … that’s not the saying, is it?”


  “Not exactly,” I said. “Be well, perhaps?”


  “Be well,” he said, with that air of handsome assurance once more. He nodded at Jena, and called her something in Protanian that I didn’t quite catch. “And you, also.” He nodded to me.


  “You may use my quarters at the top of the tower,” Chavoron called to us as I started to leave with Jena. Now he looked sly once more as I cast a glance back. “Make sure to direct any spells off the balcony … thank you.”


  When we were out of the meeting room, I heard Jena let out a long, slow breath as we headed toward the staircase that circled up. “How are you doing?” I asked, acutely aware that I had not seen her since she’d visited me while I was ailing.


  “I am fine,” she said, looking at me sidelong as we climbed. She took the steps effortlessly, as though climbing were a thing she did daily. “You look better.” She said this with just a note of playfulness, and without looking at me.


  “I feel better,” I said. “Though I imagine standing in a room with all the rulers of your empire has probably diminished me somewhat compared to what I was an hour or so ago.”


  “I can imagine,” she said, keeping her eyes fixed straight ahead as we climbed. “I know I feel smaller after being in a room with just my father for a little while.” Her voice matched her statement, shrinking as she spoke.


  “Rin tried to teach me their titles,” I said, shifting the subject somewhere less awkward.


  “Oh?” she asked as we passed the hallway with a dozen doors that I suspected contained the cabinet members’ quarters. “How did that go?”


  “I learned them well enough to earn something that was almost a compliment from him.”


  “Indeed,” she said. “Title is important in the empire. More important than name.”


  “That’s what the Drettanden said.” I stroked my chin, suddenly aware that I was wearing a very bland tunic compared to the attire of everyone else. I hadn’t cared when I was in the cabinet meeting, but now that I was walking at Jena’s side, it suddenly seemed very important.


  Jena looked at me, just for a second, then away again. “I have a title, too, you know,” she said little impishly.


  “I heard the Drettanden call you something,” I said, trying to marshal my memory. “It was …” I squinted as we approached Chavoron’s door.


  “Don’t strain your mind,” she said. “I want you in top form for this lesson.”


  We paused outside the door as she went to open it. “Ah!” I said, remembering. She pushed it open and then looked at me, her bright blue irises meeting mine. I felt the strangest connection between us, as though a spell had been cast in the space between our eyes, something powerful, churning, coruscating and unfolding in the distance between.


  “Well?” she asked, coolly expectant, with just a little playfulness.


  “Thank you for teaching me,” I said, and bowed my head respectfully, receiving one in turn, “Marei.”




   


   


   


   


  39.


   


  Cyrus


   


  Cyrus was drowning, the water flooding around him. His sense of up and down felt terribly lost as the ship turned upside down, the world following with it. He could not see in the dark, in the water, and even Zarnn had disappeared in the cataclysm of flood and night. The wheel slammed into him, wood smashing against his armor as the wave carried him and the ship over, catching him in its frigid embrace.


  It washed into his helm, through his armor and chainmail, salty and revolting, adding a new layer of freezing chill as it re-saturated his already drenched underclothes. It tingled up and down his flesh until the pain turned to numbness. Something struck him, harder this time than when the wheel hit, knocking his knees, his helm and his chestplate. He could hear the dull ting of something striking metal even over the wash of water that filled his ears.


  Suddenly the world turned upright again, and he emerged from the water as though thrust out by an unseen force. He lay flat on a surface he could not see, that he was dimly aware did not even exist. The night sky flashed above him, puffy, dark clouds lit by flashes of lightning.


  Cyrus sputtered and water came rushing out of his mouth, salty and warm, sliding down his cheeks and running through his hair and down his neck. He gagged and spit again, unsure how long he’d been under but finding it impossible that he’d taken in this much water in that time and still found himself alive.


  “Did we just …” came J’anda’s weak voice. Cyrus turned his head to find the enchanter some ten feet away, on his back, robes soaked, the rain pouring down on him, hovering in midair as though levitating on nothing. Cyrus looked down and saw the thrashing seas beneath, angry and twisting. And then he saw …


  “I think we … might have solved … part of our problem,” Cyrus said.


  The ship was beneath them, broken in two, the bottom of the keel washing on much smaller waves than the one that had burst the hull. Cyrus put a hand down on empty air and found spell magic that gave him something solid to push against. He spit salty water out and rolled to his knees, working his way back to his feet. Beneath him, the sea churned, dragging the back half of the ship into its cold embrace, the last of it slipping into the depths as he watched. The front half was also sinking, but more slowly, the large mast laid out sideways like a stick on the surface of the sea.


  “Is everyone all right?” Terian asked weakly. “Do we … do we have everyone?”


  “Zarnn here,” the troll said, and then he retched. The smell of awful troll bile mixed with salt water reached Cyrus, forcing him to turn away.


  “I made it,” Calene’s soft voice called over the crash of the waves. “I think. Cold as hell, though.”


  “Same,” Quinneria said a little hoarsely, and Cyrus saw her, looking more weathered than ever, some twenty feet away, her cheek pressed to ground that wasn’t there, making no move to stand.


  “Bowe, Dahveed, and I are here,” Grinnd said, striding around as though nothing out of sorts had just happened.


  “I am also here,” Mendicant said, an octave above a squeak.


  “Cora and Longwell are both recovering over there,” Aisling said. Her leather clothing made a squishing noise as she walked. “Oh, and there’s Isabelle.”


  Cyrus ran through his memory. “Martaina? Scuddar? Is that—”


  “Here,” Martaina said, extending a hand to him. He took it and she helped him to his feet. Her sodden green cloak looked heavy enough to drag her back down to the sea below. “And there’s Scuddar.”


  Cyrus turned his head in the direction she’d pointed to find the desert man sitting with his legs crossed, his crimson robes a darker red from the wetness of the seas. He appeared to be waiting for something, his scimitar across his lap. What the hell is he—


  Cyrus did not even get the thought out before the front section of the ship burst below, the belly breaking open like an egg. He steadied himself and saw the others who had been dragging suddenly rush to their feet.


  A dark blue arm emerged from the belly of the breaking ship, coruscating light running down the forearm like lightning surging across the sky. A head came next, youthful and angry, staring up at Cyrus and his company as the God of Storms clawed his way out of his home, rising out of the sea and the ship’s wreckage to walk upon the very air itself.


  “Cyrus Davidon,” he said, his eyes alighting immediately on Cyrus. The lightning flashes seemed to be running down Tempestus’s veins, as though he had them pulsing through him constantly.


  Cyrus met the god’s gaze and gave him a nod, Praelior still clutched tight in his hand. “So … you made it out. I was beginning to wonder if you would.”


  “My domain is the sea and the sky and the land rent asunder by the power of nature,” Tempestus said, rising up slowly. “A storm cannot kill me.”


  “Oh, I think this one is about to,” Cyrus said, ignoring the sound of water tapping at his helm.


  “Then you are even more foolish than I thought,” said Tempestus. The lightning began to coalesce at his right hand, flowing and flashing along his skin until it extended forth in four points, gleaming like long claws, blades like small swords extending from the point of his knuckles. He watched Cyrus with a smile as it flashed and flowed, and then ran his opposite fingers along it. “Do you like it? This is called Fulmenar—the Claws of Lightning.”


  “Very pretty,” Cyrus pronounced. “You know, my little band is accumulating quite the mass of godly weapons.” He held up Praelior, and turned to shout over his shoulder. “Who wants the claws after we kill this bastard?”


  “Do they flash like that even after he takes them off?” Calene asked. “Oh, what am I thinking? They’re way too big for me. Lovely, though—”


  “I will kill you first, girl,” Tempestus said. Anger reflecting in his eyes with the flashes of light, he pointed his weapon at her, the power building within it, starting to shoot forth—


  Cyrus leapt forward with Praelior, jumping in front of the lightning. It arced toward the blade and struck as Cyrus dove toward Tempestus, running on air. The ocean raged beneath them, another enormous wave rolling across the stormy seas. The lightning flashed and played across his blade, unable to pass the crossguard. Though the God of Storms raged his lightning at him, Cyrus ran through it, his sword taking it all up. Tempestus’s eyes widened as Cyrus burst past the raised weapon.


  Cyrus feinted shallow and Tempestus moved to block him. The God of Storms made to raise his other hand, spell-light already crackling as the lightning began once again to coalesce, but Cyrus kicked his wrist down, and the lightning discharged harmlessly into the ocean below, electrifying the surface. Something moved down there, but Cyrus had not the time to pay attention to it. At that moment the others descended through the howl of the storm and the hammering of the rains, coming down to where he was waging his lonely battle against the God of Storms.


  Zarnn came in howling, slashing Rodanthar against Tempestus’s cheek. The God of Storms was still larger than troll-sized, though he was shrinking by the second. His youthful face was wracked with pain, his claws hopelessly tangled up against Praelior. Cyrus was holding him at bay, to his surprise. I expected he’d be stronger, Cyrus thought.


  “I have servants, you know,” Tempestus said through gritted teeth, barely a whisper.


  “Yes, we killed many of them,” Cyrus said, and punched the God of the Storms in the face, knocking his head back.


  Tempestus snapped his attention back to Cyrus, the lightning flashing in his eyes. The anger was obvious now, the fury, the fear. He is feeling fear right now, too … Cyrus thought as he threw himself back. Tempestus’s strength was building, and he slashed the claws after Cyrus’s retreating form.


  “To me, denizens of the Storm!” Tempestus shouted over the wind. Something broke the surface below, a spray of water blasting out of the wave-tossed ocean. Cyrus saw it only out of the corner of his eye, something long and sleek and black as his armor.


  “Shark!” Aisling shouted, and she shot past, diving into a roll as the sea creature flew through the space where she’d been running only a moment earlier, jaws wide and ready to devour anything in its path.


  “That’s not all!” Quinneria shouted. Out of the corer of his eye, Cyrus saw an eight-tentacled creature launch itself out of the water and slam into Grinnd, knocking him over before it splashed back into the deep.


  “You cannot come to our places and destroy them without consequence, Cyrus Davidon,” Tempestus hissed, coming after him now, menacing, claws swiping hard where Cyrus had been only a moment before. “You have roused the storm, and now its fury is upon you.”


  “You’re an overly dramatic sonofabitch,” Cyrus said, knocking the claws away with a defensive parry, “so let me say this in a way you’ll understand—you and your lot came to destroy our places first, to exterminate our people. And if you mean to do that to us, we’re not the sorts that will just lay back and let it happen. We will come to your homes and knock your places down with twice the fury.” He threw Praelior up and turned aside another thrust of the claws. “If you mean to bring us down, we will bring you down with us, Sparkle-face.”


  Tempestus paused, youthful face twisted in confusion, his claws tangled with Praelior. “Sparkle … what?”


  Cyrus seized on his momentary advantage and twisted, ramming his whole arm up through the gap in the claws, feeling their points run down his right vambrace and up to his armpit. “Sparkle-face.” He jabbed the point into Tempestus’s cheek, splitting the skin wide and causing lightning-infused blood to run down his face. “Because of, you know, that.”


  Tempestus fell back a step, clutching at his wound with his free hand, the flashing blood dripping down to the sea below, lighting it with little sparks as it diffused its energy across the surface. “I have magic running through my veins, Cyrus Davidon,” Tempestus said, raising up again, face lit with anger and the flashing of his own blood. “What have you got?”


  Cyrus stared right back at him. “A yearning for vengeance that tells me to cut your head off and show you your own corpse before the light leaves your eyes, so that you can carry the message to any afterlife there is—‘Enrage these mortals at your own peril.’”


  “You are not what we are,” Tempestus said. “You are the least, the puny, the dregs of—”


  “Yet I’m still gonna kill you.” Cyrus flung himself at the God of Storms, who seemed unprepared for the fury of his attack. Cyrus drove him back strike by strike, Tempestus fleeing toward the ocean below step by step, falling before the righteous rage of Cyrus’s blade.


  The storm-swept ocean was only twenty feet below them, then ten. Cyrus could hear the surface of the seas churning as servants of Tempestus leapt out. He could see the others running about, thwarting these constant attempts to interfere in the fight. Zarnn slammed into a shark that leapt out of the water, ramming it down as it came at Cyrus. A fish with a thousand teeth came at him in a flying leap from the surface and Mendicant burned its head off with blue fire, its skinny bones black and smoking as it spiraled back to the deeps and splashed helplessly into nothingness.


  “You cannot beat me!” Tempestus screamed as Cyrus came at him, rage working across the Guildmaster of Sanctuary’s face. He could feel it twist at his insides, tense his brow so that it was as immovable as stone. He struck and struck and struck again, smashing aside Fulmenar, the lightning splashing harmlessly every third stroke or so, running the length of Praelior and giving its blue glow a brighter sheen.


  “Why?” Cyrus asked, voice icy chilled like the sea below. “Are you different than Aurous? Than Lexirea? Levembre? Yartraak? Mortus? Nessalima? Your fellows are dying like flies, and despite what your mother may have told you, you are no more special than any of the others.” He struck at the wrist and caught Tempestus just below the guard of his claws. Tempestus cried out, his blood spilling, this time with only a flash or two, the magic spending quickly. “You are like them!” Cyrus shouted, stabbing the God of Storms in the shoulder. He was now only a little larger than Cyrus, and his face was tight with fear and pain, his mouth open in a cry. “You are nothing!”


  And as Cyrus raised his weapon high to strike the killing blow, he saw another blast of seawater below as something emerged from the depths. He caught a glimpse of teeth and jaws, open and lunging for him, only a few feet away. His sword raised high, there was no stopping it. Not in time.


  “I DIE LIKE VERRET!” came a scream from beside him. Grinnd Urnocht leapt from above him, like he had jumped off the top of a curtain wall. His immense, broad shoulders and dual blades sweeping overhead made him look like some sort of majestic raptor flying toward a rendezvous with fate.


  Cyrus watched it happen; the dark elven warrior plunged into the mouth of the beast, swords ripping into its jaws as its teeth tore into him. It was a messy swirl, like a storm within the mouth of the sea creature. Blood sprayed and splattered as the shark halted its forward momentum toward Cyrus and spiraled back to the water, breaking the surface as pieces of flesh flew in all directions, like pebbles thrown from a hand into the water.


  “No!” a scream broke the silence, and Cyrus saw the druid, Bowe, and Dahveed, the healer rushing toward the place where Grinnd had disappeared. He ignored the scene as best he could and plunged his sword into Tempestus’s chest, the momentary hint of triumph at Grinnd’s death erased from the God of Storms’s face as Cyrus shoved the blade into his heart.


  “And you die like the rest of them,” Cyrus said, as the thunder cracked for the last time. The black clouds above seemed to stop swirling as Tempestus’s eyes stole their lightning, and it died in the red glow.


  “You … are just … a human,” Tempestus said, his lips slack, fighting against his coming death to say one last thing, take one last jab at his killer. “You are … nothing compared to us, mortal. You are fleeting. Unremembered. We are … forever.”


  “Like Drettanden?” Cyrus asked, and Tempestus’s eyes started to lose their glow, fading from a glowing red to a dull one, his pupils turning black in the center of a crimson iris. “Like the others no one remembers?” He felt an ugly smile of satisfaction blossom on his face as a look of pained horror spread across Tempestus’s, death settling on him. “No one will remember you in a thousand years. You’re nothing now but food for your own sea monsters.”


  And with that, Cyrus brought his blade down again, severing the Claws of Lightning from Tempestus’s hand and then plunging the blade into his throat a final time. In that moment, the last howl of wind dissipated, the storm’s fury broken, and Cyrus kept his grip on the God of Storms’s weapon as he let the corpse plunge into the becalmed waters, disappearing into the depths as the silence reigned over the night ocean.




   


   


   


   


  40.


   


  Alaric


   


  “Where are we going?” I asked as the carriage rattled along. It had been over a week since Jena had come to tutor me after that first meeting with Chavoron’s imperial cabinet. She had taught me much in the course of that week. Although my time with her was supposed to be balanced with lessons from Rin, I had not seen nor heard from the mysterious guardsman since the meeting, while Jena had been ever present.


  In this, I had no cause for complaint.


  “We are taking a ride into the past,” she said mysteriously, looking out the window of the carriage. Horses were hauling us forward, which I thought curious. This was a land where magic ruled the day, after all, and they could build keeps that stretched into the sky. Was there no other way to propel a carriage forward but by the labor of beasts? Could not magic send us on our way as easily as I could now produce fire from my hand?


  These were the questions that had taxed my mind in the last week, since Jena had begun to build upon the fundamentals she’d taught me before by expanding my knowledge and enflaming my imagination.


  I looked out the carriage window as it carried us away from the tower of governance, or whatever it was they called it. It had a very difficult to pronounce Protanian name, and I’d taken to referring to it, in jest, as the “Citadel of Light and Hope.” Jena had found this amusing, and though I had not mentioned it to Chavoron yet, I had a feeling he would as well.


  The streets passed by and the crowds of blue-skinned Protanians on the sidewalks dwindled the longer we rode. The sun was high overhead, shining down into the unnatural gullies made by the tall buildings on either side of the streets. Glowing light was provided by the buildings on either side, their luminous walls supplementing the sunlight that streamed in sideways, the light not fully penetrating these artificial canyons.


  I tried to imagine these city streets without the artificial light and could only think that unless the sun was directly overhead, it would almost be like perpetual night in the middle of the day.


  The crowds thinned the further we rode. The height of the buildings shrank, falling from towers to smaller towers, a few stories high, until they became two-story domiciles and finally single-story homes. The sprawling city gave way to houses with large tracts of empty land around them. I looked for crops but saw nothing but grassy land, as though that were some sort of valuable thing, land without crops.


  “We’re almost there,” Jena announced. She was keeping carefully quiet, I assumed because she wanted to maintain whatever surprise she had planned. I peered at her, watching for some hint of answer to the mystery in question, but she kept it to herself, a little smile curling her lips.


  “Almost where?” I asked, just fishing, but she remained silent and I went back to looking out the window. The spaces between homes had grown, and now there were no buildings to be seen at all from where I sat. I stuck my head out the window entirely and she made a gasping noise, probably offended at my blatant attempt to spoil the surprise.


  And when I saw it, I was certainly surprised.


  The Coliseum lay on the horizon before us, its circular outer wall spiraling around impressively. It was an immense building, by any scale, and from here I could see the camp at its edge, the fences made to keep in the prisoners.


  “Here?” I asked, my voice slightly hushed. There was a part of me, naturally suspicious, that worried I was returning here to stay for good, to fight in the Coliseum for the rest of my days as an amusement. The thought raised every hair on the back of my neck, and I was sitting up far too straight in the carriage, my fists clenched at the thought of facing Curatio the Butcher on the arena’s sandy floor once again. If it came to that, this time there would be no mercy for me.


  “I thought you might like to talk to your men,” Jena said softly. It allowed me a breath of relief, a sigh; Jena was not the treacherous sort, and if she meant this to be a visit, then surely it was a visit only. Unless someone else had other plans …


  In truth, my mind whirled at that moment with all those possibilities because I was hardly secure in my place in the world. Plucked from a life of slavery and constant battle after just adapting to it, being told that I was an instrumental player in transforming an empire I hadn’t even heard of a few months ago … it had all left me unsteady on my feet. Many were the nights I still dreamed of returning home with my new powers rather than thinking about the immediate future and what it held for me.


  Of course, when I did think about what was to come, it was seldom focused on any of Chavoron’s plans. I let my eyes run up and down Jena, her tunic and trousers fitting her form very well. I glanced away before she could see me looking, hoarding that memory away for later, when I would be alone. I thought of her often when I was alone.


  The carriage rolled up to the camp gate and it opened for us. Jena and I dismounted, my feet crunching on the rough dirt and pebbles strewn over the road. I closed the carriage door with a click as the mysterious and unseen mechanism within latched.


  “Marei,” said a man standing at the entry gate, his face bearing a scar all the way down to his neckline, greeted her with a warm smile, and a pleasant embrace when they drew closer. It was at odds with his mangled visage, this attempt at a smile, and I got the feeling he had pleasant feelings for her in a way he probably didn’t feel about his charges. Me he gave a rather indifferent look to. I didn’t exactly expect a hug from this man, who I recognized as the camp commandant, but I would have expected something.


  “Alaric Garaunt, this is Orovan Rodronn,” Jena said, introducing me. I still struggled with Protanian names sometimes and I wondered if I would remember his five minutes after parting with him.


  “I’ve seen you before,” I said, keeping my tone courteous because of my respect for Jena and Chavoron. Chavoron in particular had made clear that any affront to others would reflect badly on his house, since he’d adopted me into it.


  “And obviously I have seen you as well,” Orovan said, scratching at the scar on his face. Watching him do that, my missing eye and socket suddenly began to itch, but I refused to scratch them for fear of feeling a fool for following his example. “This way.”


  He led us into the camp, the yards empty. We walked past the back of the camp, where the small buildings waited for slaves to service bored Protanians. Jena gave them a look, but Orovan did not, keeping his attention straight ahead as he led us toward the front of the camp.


  I thought it odd at the time that he and Jena did not speak after their warm greeting, but then I remembered that when last I’d seen the two of them together, Jena’s father the Yartraak had been tearing a strip out of Orovan’s backside. Now I wondered again what it was about, that little dispute, which Orovan seemed to have gotten the worst of.


  “I believe you know the way from here,” Orovan said, giving Jena a genuine smile and me one that stopped before it reached his eyes. I could see the words of warning written there, the ones he didn’t dare speak to a member of the House of Garaunt, at least not aloud. I kept my repartee about how I’d know the way from the gates to myself, and nodded politely, walking beside Jena as we headed toward my old barracks.


  “He seems … affable,” I said once we were out of earshot.


  Jena let slip a ghost of a smile. “He’s under some pressure right now, thanks to you—and other events.”


  “I’m less interested in whatever misery I’ve caused him and more intrigued by the other pressures upon him,” I said, not breaking stride.


  “The empire is experiencing a labor shortage,” Jena said quietly. “My father, the Mortus, and some of the others expect to make it up partially with Orovan’s fighters. Orovan is charged with maintaining the Coliseum and its spectacles, however, and has argued repeatedly that depriving him of more humans will result in increasingly poor fights.”


  “I can’t imagine how bad it will get for him if Chavoron and the others get their way and free all the slaves,” I said, a little nastily.


  “I believe it would be the end of his position,” Jena said. She did not sound particularly regretful at the thought. “He likely knows that, and worries as such. But then it would also, likely, be the end of the empire, with starvation and chaos to follow.”


  “Maybe your empire deserves to fall,” I said under my breath.


  “Perhaps,” she said, and I couldn’t tell if she was agreeing with me or not. “But that brings about consequences of its own kind, as I’m sure Chavoron has explained to you.”


  “Starvation, lawlessness, death,” I said, nodding along. “He’s made clear his worries.”


  “Add this one to your list,” she said. “Elven invasion.” I turned to look at her in vague alarm. “They would surely seize land if they could, for there is no reason not to. Your friend the Butcher would see to it, for he has no respect for us or any other race in these lands, and certainly not the ones that we presently enslave.”


  “That … would be unfortunate,” I said, and truly meant it. In spite of their oppressive, slaving ways, I wouldn’t wish the fate of living under Curatio the Butcher to any of the Protanians I’d met thus far, even Jena’s father or Orovan.


  We came around the side of the barracks and found the door flung wide as always, one guard standing at the door, a little stiffer and more at attention than usual. When he saw us he got stiffer still, as though he’d spotted a threat. I suppose he had, seeing me coming, for one of his hands came to rest on his blade and the other subtly turned so that his palm was facing me, ready to deal some devastating magic should I step out of line.


  “Hello,” I said. I’d never gotten this guard’s name, and in truth, with their armor all completely uniform, they had all looked roughly the same to me. There were a few who were more easily differentiated—one had a jaw that was wide as a dinner plate, another had a face that was narrow like a candelabra. This one was just in the middle, his face similar to the rest of them, not exaggerated in any way to make him remarkable.


  “Alaric Garaunt,” he said, clearly taking pains to lean on the house name I’d been given. From his bearing I wasn’t sure how to take that.


  I nodded at him, unsure of his name, and he moved aside to let us pass into the barracks. I did so, and was greeted by a hue and cry.


  “He’s here!” a shout tore through the room, echoing off the walls, and I heard feet hitting the floor by the dozens, hands slapping down the bunk ladders in hurried descent. Dirty faces crowded up to me in my bright and clean tunic, looking me over with surprise and pleasure of the sort I had never engendered when we were back in Luukessia, nor when we’d first arrived here.


  “Ulric,” Stepan Tomason pushed his way to the front. My father’s vizier was looking healthier than he had when I’d left, as though he’d been fed better since they’d discovered humans could do Protanian magic. “You look well,” he said after examining me and apparently coming to the same conclusion I had in regards to him.


  “I am well,” I said, and watched Varren shove his way to the front of the crowd. He, too, looked well fed, but pale, as though he hadn’t been outside in a while. “How are all of you?”


  “They’re keeping us penned up,” Varren said before Stepan had a chance to say anything. Varren had always been a talker. His beard was still long and overgrown, but he looked slightly less dirty than when last I’d seen him. “Feeding us better since that last fight, but we haven’t seen the sun save for out that door in months. He lowered his voice, making sure the guard wasn’t peering in. “We’ve been practicing in here, though. We know our reprieve won’t last forever.”


  “What has happened to you?” Stepan asked, pushing to the front of the crowd.


  “I’m … apprenticed to the … the king of this land,” I said, watering down the explanation in such a way as I thought they’d understand. “There’s trouble here, a split between those who think we humans and some of their other servant races should be freed, and those who think we should be kept underfoot forever. It’s …” I tried to find a way to deepen my explanation. “… It’s quite a mess,” I concluded without luck.


  “Are we going to go free?” Varren asked, hints of hope peeking through. “Like you?”


  “I’m working on it,” I lied, rather ably. “Right now I’m being taught more magic in hopes that I can convince enough of the people that humans are more than just animals to be whipped and used as beasts of burden. Should we succeed …” I smiled, trying to look optimistic, though I certainly didn’t feel it—or, really, care overly much. I was far, far too focused on following the next objective Chavoron had set before me. Looking around at all the eager faces before me, I felt … above them. After all, I had been the one chosen, as I should have been, and they were still here in the barracks. I’d broken the barrier and learned magic after becoming an able swordsman and their leader.


  Still, I wasn’t entirely free of feelings of obligation for them. They were closest thing I had to the army I’d intended to set out with, after all.


  “Oh, you’re working on it, are you?” This came from a quiet voice at the back of the crowd. There was no shoving this time; he wormed his way through the cracks between the men arrayed before me, and I caught flashes of his face as he moved. “Working hard, I’m sure,” Olivier said, and now he was close enough I could see the resentment glowing in his eyes. My oldest friend worked his way to about ten feet from me and stopped there, partially obscured by the taller men all around him. “And I’m sure you doing it all with the blue tart on your arm—or your lap.”


  It took me a second to remember that Jena was standing behind me. I whipped around to look at her; she had an eyebrow raised, locked on Olivier. She didn’t seem particularly outraged, but I felt my blood run hot at the challenge.


  “I’m working hard for the rest of them, Olivier,” I said, bringing my gaze back around to fix hatefully on him. My cheeks burned with the betrayal; how was it that the one man I’d brought with me to be loyal above all the rest was now revolting against me at the moment when the others had seemed to have finally come around to my side? “I’m now less interested in freeing you from any bonds you’re clapped in.”


  “Oh, you threaten me with a withdrawal of favor, Ulric?” It took me a second to realize that I’d grown accustomed to Protanian bastardization of my name, and the old pronunciation rang harsh in my ear. “I think I’ve had about enough of your favor to last me a lifetime.” He tugged at his shredded doublet, always less fine than the one I had worn, and now an absolute contrast to the new, flawless cloth that draped my chest. The rags that were left of his barely covered him, white flesh soiled with mud and twisted patches of hair visible through the many holes. Olivier looked near to tears. “I don’t expect we’re going to see you again.”


  “If I see you again, Olivier,” I said, responding to his insults in kind, “it’ll be too soon.” I looked at Varren, who was eyeing Olivier with a burgeoning fury. He was not alone; I felt a sliver of malicious satisfaction in realizing that once I departed, Olivier would not be having an easy time of things. “To the rest of you … I do hope to see you again, and with far better news when next we meet.” I nodded curtly and started to leave.


  “Wait!” Varren called, and I paused. I’d had a cold calculation in mind when I’d begun my departure; I figured the faster I left, if it appeared I’d been driven away, Varren and the others would let their anger run even hotter as they dealt with Olivier. In my mind I’d already written off his chubby face. If I’d come back and found out he’d died, the anger in my heart would have been happily satiated.


  “Yes?” I asked, not turning fully around.


  “We stand with you, our prince!” Varren declared, a bit over the top, I thought. I could hear other snapping to attention, with the palm-out salute of the Luukessian army.


  I hid my smile of satisfaction so that no one but Jena could see it, and then I turned in a crisp whirl, my tunic whipping in the spin. I saw them all at attention when I came about, both the soldiers and the civilians, their faces full of hope and awe, and I knew I had them.


  All but Olivier, a little island of resentment in a sea of loyalty to me.


  I saluted, and then broke crisply from it. I turned on my heel and left, walking past the unnamed guard with Jena in my wake like an aide-de-camp. It was a powerful illusion, the idea that one of the Protanians waited on me, now that I’d risen so high, and I liked the idea and the image.


  “Was that necessary?” Jena asked once we had turned the corner. The sky was now marred with a few clouds, darkness settling in with the grey tones, a blazing ball of light hiding behind one of them and turning it white. “What you just did to that man, Olivier? He’s going to be—”


  “I don’t know how else to handle it,” I said, and that was truth. I stopped and let her catch up to me, her eyes rimmed with worry. “He was my advisor before we left, and … well … the others have hope, and he is a … a festering tick on them, a disease that could spread easily, infecting them in these dark times.” I raised a hand to indicate the barracks. “They may be well-fed, but these men are the worst sort of prisoners in that place.” I put on a mask I had used in my youth, the one of feigned compassion. “I will not have their spirits be broken by a miserable malcontent, for such a fate is worse than death.”


  I saw Jena’s actual compassion war with her expectations, as she struggled to understand my callous behavior. “All right,” she said, apparently resigning herself to my explanation. She nodded again, solidifying her decision to trust me in this. “You know them best.”


  “Of course,” I said, switching to my feigned smile. I didn’t have to work too hard; being with her was the most enjoyable part of any day I’d had thus far, save for when I listened to Chavoron talk about working the levers of power in the empire. I gave her a moment, scanning around until my eyes rested on the old building where she’d taught me magic in our time alone. I smiled, faintly, and looked back to see her studying the same thing I was. “What were you thinking just now?” I asked, finding a curious trace of regret in the way she looked at it.


  “I … nothing,” she said after a pause. In that moment, I felt the surest suspicion yet—and I’d had quite a few, ever-increasing in their strength—that Jena had wished something else had happened in our time together in that place.


  Something that involved a different sort of magic.


  “Come with me,” I said, a little playfully, and I moved toward the building. She followed behind a few steps. When I tested the handle, I found the door unlocked and opened it, stepping inside.


  It was exactly as I’d remembered it in the days when my life had been in constant peril. I studied the walls, and my gaze came to rest on the empty bed, waiting expectantly for its next occupants.


  “Why are we here?” Jena asked, but she did not hide the hints of hope beneath her uncertainty nearly well enough.


  “Do you have any regrets?” I asked. I knew by the flush of dark coloration on her cheeks that I’d sussed her out.


  “In my life? Many,” she said quickly.


  “My greatest regret is here,” I said, and watched her out of the corner of my eye. It had been a long time; far, far too long since last I’d known a maiden’s touch, a kiss … and all else that followed from that. “With you.”


  “How is that?” she asked, and she became terribly still, as though afraid of what she might hear.


  I wasn’t afraid, though. Her bearing, her manner … I’d seen in other women before. The scales had shifted, the balance of power that had kept me a slave and her my master had moved to make us something akin to equals. I had felt her restraint before, when she’d been focused on saving my life through teaching me magic, directed toward making me equal to her. She might have wanted it, but she would never have let herself have me when I was her lesser. Not because she considered me beneath her, but because she knew her power over me was total. “I have wanted you all along,” I said, “but I never allowed myself to believe a slave could be with you as anything other than a servant.”


  I was near enough to hear her breath catch in her throat. She let it out slowly, and I knew for certain I had her. “And now?”


  “Now … I’m not a slave anymore,” I said, and walked slowly toward her, drawing the door closed when I reached her. She said nothing, but closed her eyes, her chin tilted in anticipation.


  I kissed her slowly, and no more words were exchanged as we both gave in to desires we’d been longing to sate for many, many months.




   


   


   


   


  41.


   


  Cyrus


   


  A glowing ivory moon shone over still waters, the ocean beneath Cyrus washing gently, quietly. He sat with the others on empty air, any sign of sea monsters and immense sailing ships vanished beneath the once-stormy seas.


  There was an aura of calm that felt somehow unearned, as though he hadn’t just killed the God of Storms to break the spell of chaos that had permeated this realm. He listened to the sound of the still waters lapping quietly below, the whispered chatter of his fellows, and he stared at the moon, basking in its light.


  He held the Claws of Lightning in his hand, the occasional burst of soundless sparks rolling down the blades. “Fulmenar,” he whispered.


  “Did …” Calene Raverle’s quiet voice came from behind him and Cyrus turned to see her standing above him, tentative, her wet cloak drawn around her like it could protect her from some expected wrath of his. “Did you really mean … I could have those?”


  He glanced at the claws and then shrugged, tossing them to her. She caught them, nearly fumbling the blades, her eyes hungry as she slipped them into her hand. They seemed a perfect fit, the lightning sparking in the moonlight and lighting up her pupils as she gaze eagerly at the weapon. She tried an experimental slash with them, and it was blazingly fast, so quick that Cyrus could scarcely see her motion save for the flash of lightning as she moved. A rumble of thunder followed, and the white light blazed off the blades as three strong bolts forked and hit the water, stirring the still surface of the ocean beneath them.


  Calene froze, her mouth open in a perfect “o” of surprise. “Uhhh …” she said, altogether too fast to be understood to anyone not used to the challenges of speaking with a godly weapon in hand.


  “Be careful where you point that thing,” Terian said, walking calmly past her, his axe up defensively, ready to absorb any excess lightning that might have flown at him. He looked at Cyrus. “Can we talk?”


  “Sure,” Cyrus said. “Calene?” he waved her off gently. “You mind practicing with that somewhere else? Preferably keeping it pointed in a safe direction?”


  “Oh! Certainly.” She tiptoed off cautiously, holding her arm at an uncomfortable angle, the blades pointed safely out to sea and away from the small party that lingered behind Cyrus, talking in hushed tones.


  “The calm after the storm, eh?” Terian asked, taking a seat on the thin air next to Cyrus and sounding pained. He stretched Noctus back over his shoulder and Cyrus heard the click as the axe was secured into its harness.


  “Kind of like the fury after the death of Mortus, I suppose,” Cyrus said, staring off into the endless seas ahead of him, the horizon lit white by moonlight, reflecting in a long trail across the waters between him and the edge of the sky. A thought occurred. “I wonder if something similar to that happened in Yartraak’s realm after we killed him in Saekaj.”


  “I don’t know,” Terian said, “but when I got Noctus from his treasure room, the place was dead quiet.” Cyrus looked at him out of the corner of his eyes. “I assume if he had any servants left alive in the Realm of Darkness, they’d skedaddled long before I came calling, or else they didn’t have access to his private chambers.”


  “Hm,” Cyrus said. “I’m sorry about Grinnd.”


  “It’s a war. People die.” Terian said. The words were firm but his voice was as close to despondent as Cyrus could recall hearing the paladin. “Grinnd’s best friend died in similar circumstances, in the jaws of a sea monster.”


  “So that’s what he meant when he said he was going to die like …”


  “Verret,” Terian nodded. “Yes. I led an expedition to kill a monster that was choking off Sovar’s supply of fish and … Verret was the only casualty.”


  “Was he the first person you’d lost under your command?” Cyrus asked, looking at the Sovereign with curiosity. I haven’t really seen this side of Terian before. I don’t think we’ve had a conversation about this part of leadership lately, if at all.


  “Yes,” Terian said. “You tend to remember the first, but the rest … they all run together after a while, you know, when you’re responsible for so many. I mean, now I have entire armies under my command, and citizens die every single day. The farther up the ladder you climb, the more people die within your tent, I suppose … but the less you feel it.”


  Cyrus nodded. “Narstron … wasn’t under my command when he died, but we came to Sanctuary because of my actions.” Terian blinked at him, brow furrowed. “I went on the expedition into Ashan’agar’s Den where we met Orion, Selene, Niamh and … Vara … because I wanted the Serpent’s Bane.” He slapped the grip of Praelior as he said it. “My avarice led us there, but he and Andren were willing accomplices after that. Our ambition led us up, I suppose.”


  “Do you still blame yourself for their deaths?” Terian asked.


  “Of course,” Cyrus said, and he caught the subtle nod. “Do you still blame yourself for—”


  “Yes,” Terian said. “But it’s not a raw wound anymore. More like an old scar that tingles every now and again.”


  “I know just what you mean. Fresh and angry when it’s first opened.” He thought back to the days when avenging Narstron was the dark thought always clouding his mind. “I stormed Enterra looking for vengeance at the head of an army, trying to find some way to right the wrong done to me—to me, as though I were the one that died.” He laughed mirthlessly. “Now it’s all faded away, with but a trace left behind to mark its passage.”


  “And this latest wounding …” Terian probed carefully, Cyrus recognized the signs. “Do you think—”


  “What I think is my wife died only a day ago,” Cyrus said without emotion, “at the hands of the God of War, the very deity who I had entrusted my life and fortunes to for a great many years.” He blinked, the cool chill of the sea air tickling him through his chainmail and underclothes. “Alaric and Vara helped me off Bellarum’s path, and apparently he’s the jealous sort, so …”


  “But this is bigger than vengeance now, isn’t it?” Terian asked, still probing.


  “Yes,” Cyrus said. “And it’s not as though killing Bellarum would bring her back. It won’t.” He saw a flash of the blue, and the memory of her eyes losing sight of him as they clouded over pierced his heart again. “She’s not coming back, not from what he did to her. And he plainly means to do more.” Cyrus shifted, his armor clanking slightly. “Bellarum’s thirst for war has expanded beyond watching mortals wage it upon each other. Now it’s a craven desire to pit his gods against fallible men and women and children who have no hope of saving themselves. When I put his head on a pike, it’ll be for a lot of reasons, but I know it wouldn’t have happened if he hadn’t decided to do this terrible thing.”


  “It’s almost as though he’s playing into your hand,” Terian said. “Pushing the gods into a war to unite mortals against his little pantheon. Like he wants you to kill them and come at him.”


  “Because he does.” Cyrus nodded. “He wants everything else that’s a threat to his power to die so that he can rise, he can ascend, he can—”


  “And it doesn’t cross his mind that he might … lose?” Terian asked. Now Cyrus could see the paladin’s reticence.


  “I don’t think we’ve seen him play his last advantage yet,” Cyrus said. “We are talking about the God of War, after all. Strategy and tactics are his bread and butter. For years he has manipulated people—including myself—into doing his bidding. He orchestrated the death of Mortus, pushed us into confrontation with Yartraak that he knew would bring death … he had his hand on the scales when Alaric’s fate was decided, and he pushed almost the entirety of Arkaria against Sanctuary to see which of us would fall. And that’s after he pitted his pawns, the titans, against us in the south.” Cyrus shook his head. “No, Bellarum is playing the same game he’s always played. Whatever he has in mind to do, it’s certain we don’t know all the means he’ll use to go about it.”


  “So, you know he’s been manipulating you,” Terian said. “And you think he’s doing it still now?”


  “If he didn’t have a purpose still in mind for me,” Cyrus said, staring at the calm sea, something that seemed so alien to the writhing feeling in his soul, “he would have killed me by now, I think.”


  “Why all this, though?” Terian asked. “If he’s so powerful, why pit you against the gods? Whoever comes out of that fight is bound to be both strong and determined. The survivor is going to be a hell of a threat to him.”


  Cyrus looked right at Terian. “I don’t know. I’m sure he has a reason, though.”


  “Doesn’t that worry you?” Terian frowned. “That you’re playing into his hand? That you’re pushing along his wheel, with no idea that you’re even doing it?”


  “No.” Cyrus shook his head. “Because I have wheels in motion that he has no idea about, either.”


  “Anything you’d care to share?” Terian asked. “You know, to reassure your ally the Sovereign that we’re not just clearing Arkaria of the gods so that Bellarum can annihilate us and … I don’t know, do whatever he wants to do?”


  “He told the others he wants to start over fresh,” Cyrus said, pursing his lips in thought. “If we assume that’s true—and I don’t, but it’s a possibility—then I come to the conclusion that when the field is clear, there will be no pantheon, just one true god, and it will be Bellarum.”


  “But there’s not going to be anyone left to worship him,” Terian said. “If he wipes us all out.”


  “I expect there’ll be survivors,” Cyrus said. “He made it plain in our last meeting that any who do not serve will die. My assumption is that people who fear death will serve, and thus—”


  “And thus he has a following, while any of us who stand against him are … what, crushed on a final field of battle?”


  “Probably something like that.”


  “And you’ll be leading the opposition to his all-encompassing godhood, presumably?”


  “Either I will,” Cyrus said, “or else some alliance of the gods who are rallying around him.”


  “What if we carved them off?” Terian asked, leaning in conspiratorially. “What if we used Terrgenden and Vidara to make some overtures? Some of them have got to be realizing the game here—it’s not like Bellarum has been well-liked in the pantheon to date, after all. He killed Eruditia, for crying out loud. It kicked off a war ten thousand years ago and ended with them all rallying against him—”


  “So the stories go,” Cyrus said.


  “Yes, so they go,” Terian said. “My point is they’ve taken up arms against Bellarum in the past. If the gods are immortal, they must have long memories, and surely some of them still recall what he did in those days. You know Vidara and Terrgenden do. Every one of them we kill,” he waved a hand at the surface of the water below, glittering and unbroken, “we lose a potential ally against Bellarum. We talked a lot in this last year about dividing and conquering—”


  “There was never a union between us and the gods to divide,” Cyrus said. “They were never on our side; they just expected us to be on theirs.”


  “Well, he’s certainly broadening the split between us,” Terian said with some urgency. “He’s pushing us further apart, and we’re doing the work necessary to break ourselves off permanently. What if we just—”


  “Stopped?” Cyrus asked, staring at him. “If we just stopped killing them? Swore fealty to … Rotan, Virixia, Enflaga, Ashea … is there even anyone else left?” Cyrus’s lips split in a mirthless grin. “You want to go back to worshipping them? Just pretend none of this happened and swear fealty to the old gods once more? All is forgiven?” He looked over the calm horizon. “I doubt they’re going to forgive us for what we’ve done. Certainly not long enough to trust us in some battle to the finish with Bellarum. They don’t even trust each other enough to make that happen. Look at Vidara and Terrgenden, split off from the others.”


  Terian frowned. “You’re making a point I don’t like.”


  “Oh, well, in that case I guess I’ll just stop talking, won’t I?” Cyrus sniped. “The problem with trying to repair this rift is that the expectations of each side are utterly out of alignment. The gods think we should bow to them, and while we might have done that once, when we thought they were infallible beings who ruled with our best interests in mind, we’re not stupid enough to buy that anymore.” He felt the hard crease of anger settle on his lips, tugging them down. “I’ve seen enough of these so-called deities to know that for most of them, the only interest they have is their own. They’re as petty as any twelve of us, maybe pettier, and they don’t care if they raze our cities to ash and rubble so long as they still get to sit on high.” Cyrus turned away from Terian, the rage burning at his heart. “You can see how they feel about us in the way they turned on our people, coming at the weakest, the most defenseless, aiming to wipe us out like vermin.” Cyrus looked back to find Terian cringing slightly, his resignation expressed in a very small nod. “I will never bow to one of them again. Bellarum had the right of it, though I’m sure he didn’t mean to. If those who do not serve will die, then I suppose I’ll die—but I won’t go quietly, and I doubt I’ll go alone.”


  “I just …” Terian felt at his chin through the gap in Alaric’s old helm. “I just want there to be a better way.”


  “For your people?” Cyrus asked.


  “And myself,” Terian said quietly. “I don’t want to die any more than any other man, Cyrus, I’m just willing to make that sacrifice if the cause is just.” He sighed. “And the cause here is more than just, I’m afraid. You’re quite right. I saw it years ago with Yartraak, but I told myself it was different with him because the other gods didn’t stand on the necks of their mortals the way he did with Saekaj and Sovar. But they do—or they do now. It’s obvious, and there’s no denying it any more. They don’t mean to rule over us quietly from afar, trading worship for some semblance of peace and order from on high.”


  “No,” Cyrus said, in a harsh whisper. “The compact, if ever there was one, is broken. Bellarum may have wanted the war, but the gods pursued it, and now we have to fight it to preserve our land.”


  “Then it’ll end like you said it would before,” Terian said. “Either they die … or we do.” He sat still for a moment. “So … what are your ideas on how not to make it us?”


  Cyrus felt the barest hint of a smile touch his lips. “I’m still working on it, but I’ve got a few wheels to turn. I need some time, and I think it’s obvious by the scale of these sudden attacks, we don’t have much of it.” He got to his feet, hovering over the still sea below. “We need to talk to Vidara and Terrgenden again. See what the next move is.” He looked back and saw the rest of the company getting up, following his lead.


  “I trust you, Cyrus,” Terian said, peering out at him from Alaric’s eye slits. “You’ve seen us through the battles so far. I just hope that when the day comes that you need help, you don’t wall yourself off from asking for it.”


  Cyrus just stared at him. “The day is coming. Soon.”


  Terian opened his mouth as if to reply but stopped himself. “All right,” he said instead and milled back to join the others as Quinneria took a step forward, lingering like Larana would have at the fringe of Cyrus’s attention.


  Cyrus stared at his mother evenly, and she stared back. That’s not like Larana, he thought. “Back to the portal below Reikonos. We need to go to the Realm of Life.”


  She nodded once, and then closed her eyes, casting a spell. The light flashed around them, tearing them out of the Realm of Storms—or Calm, now, Cyrus reflected, and when the light faded they were returned to the Reikonos catacombs, the high ceilings and faint light glowing around them.


  And they were not alone.


  There were four figures standing around the portal, wide spaces between their massive figures. They were all lit with an unearthly glow that had nothing to do with the faint light shed from the stone walls.


  At the left, Cyrus’s eyes played over a man carved out of rock, a stout perverse figure not unlike Fortin but more human-shaped. He blinked his smooth, rocky eyes as he stared at Cyrus, his squat face marred by what looked like a scar that ran from temple down to his neck, along his cheek. His head nearly touched the ceiling. He reminded Cyrus of the golems that he had created that populated the first isle of the Trials of Purgatory.


  Rotan, the God of Earth.


  The next figure was alight with orange flame that glowed along her body in much the same way that lightning had played over Tempestus’s skin, the strange, hot magic running over her. She looked down at Cyrus and his fellows with eyes that were red, not from the typical godly glow, but from clear anger, and smoke rose out of her mouth. She was, in her way, even more intimidating than her creation, the Siren of Fire, and she leered down at the raiding party from near the top of the chamber as well, her height as daunting as Rotan’s.


  Enflaga, the Goddess of Fire.


  Next was a thin creature, just as tall as the other two, but with slick skin like a serpent’s. There were no scales, just a blue tinge to her flesh made live, and she looked down from a long neck—not unnaturally long, but long enough that Cyrus compared her again, unfavorably, to a snake. Her eyes were slitted as well, and he could almost imagine her tongue flitting in and out of her mouth as she smiled at their sudden appearance.


  Ashea, the Goddess of Water.


  The last of those waiting for him hovered a few inches off the ground, as Cyrus did, but she was far more massive. Her neck was cricked to keep it from hitting the ceiling, and she had pure white wings that were folded behind her, unnecessary for her flight. Of all of them, she seemed to regard Cyrus with the most indifference, almost bordering on regretful. She stared at him with her arms folded casually, as though he were not worthy of her concern.


  Virixia, the Goddess of Air.


  Cyrus just took them all in, one at a time, as they stood there. Their postures were tense; they were ready for him, it was obvious. “Any chance you’re here to offer a pact to kill Bellarum together?” Cyrus asked, breaking the silence that had hung in the quiet, catacomb room.


  “No, Cyrus Davidon,” Enflaga said, in a voice that reminded Cyrus of a fire burning out of control, “we’ve come to end your heresy—and your days.”


  They loomed over him, unmoving, like four great statues peering down. Every one of them reminded him of their creations in the Trials of Purgatory, as though they’d poured a piece of themselves into those creatures. He watched them, waiting for them to make the first move, but they seemed to be savoring this moment, savoring it … or too worried that whoever moved first would be struck down.


  “Say something, General,” Martaina murmured, a whisper in his ear. “The elemental deities are standing right there waiting … to kill us. Just say something,” she said, her urgency rising until everyone could hear her. “Say something!”


  “It’s time,” Cyrus murmured quietly, looking up at them. He could feel their hesitation now, could see it in their veiled eyes, the red glaring through all but Enflaga’s, hidden behind her flames.


  “Time to die,” Ashea agreed, every word like the sound of water rushing against the shore on an isolated beach. “For you and yours.”


  Cyrus just shook his head, and let them see that he’d had Praelior drawn all along, hiding it behind his leg. He saw the concern flitter across their worried expressions, gone in an instant. Of course they’re worried.


  I’ve killed too many of them to think they’ll come through this unscathed.


  “No,” Cyrus said softly, letting his words rise and ring out in the empty chamber, letting the voice of a general—and Guildmaster—and a warrior who had served war better than any other—fall on the ears of gods and goddesses who hadn’t fought a true opponent in ten thousand years. The old feeling, the one he’d first felt back in the Society, when battle was upon him, caused his lips to split in a grin. Back to battle.


  Back to war.


  One last time.


  “It’s time,” he said, relishing it all as he raised Praelior up, and knew his last, loyal soldiers were doing the same behind him, “… to finish this fight.”
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  Alaric


   


  “You look entirely too pleased with yourself,” Chavoron said, studying another thick book, eyes not leaving the page to look up at me as I returned to the Citadel of Light and Hope, a smirk on my face. Jena and I had parted at the carriage, tenderly, with the doors shut, which allowed us some measure of privacy to express ourselves in all the ways young lovers tended to—overly sappy and sentimental. I was not totally insincere in what I said to her, but it pains me now to say that I overplayed what I was feeling.


  Standing before Chavoron, though, I let an entirely sincere feeling show, one as old as man’s desire to boast about his conquests. “Indeed,” I said smugly. “Perhaps I have something to be pleased about.”


  “I expect that means that the Yartraak will now have another thing to yell at me about when next we meet,” Chavoron said. I looked at his red irises, thinking how strange things had been for me to have come to a point when looking at people with red eyes was unremarkable. “As though House Varsonne and House Garaunt did not have enough bad blood between us already.”


  “Is that … is that Jena’s house? House Varsonne?” I asked, and Chavoron’s attention finally left the page.


  “Heavens,” he pronounced, but very mildly. “You didn’t even know her last name?”


  I bit off a reply about how a week ago I didn’t even know my new last name, because it seemed petty. “It’s not exactly a requirement,” I said instead.


  “Indeed not,” Chavoron said, returning his attention to the book in his paw-like hands. “I don’t even know the first name of the man who fathered my Caraleen’s child, so I suppose I have no right to poke at you about your personal business … even when it does cause conflict in my cabinet.” I heard the rebuke buried in there, but it was well disguised.


  “Do you want me to stop seeing her?” I asked, holding myself at attention like the men in my barracks had upon my departure.


  Chavoron sighed, and the book thumped shut, one of those silk strings trailing out of the binding. “No, not at all. Please forgive me for sullying your moment. When you get older, perhaps you will understand the complications that can arise out of the seemingly carefree entanglements of youth. When I was your age, I would not have worried in such situations, either. It is an old man’s lot, I fear.” His thumb and forefinger found the bridge of his navy blue nose, and he rubbed there, as though trying to release some of the tension I saw building behind his eyes. “I am happy for you both,” he said finally, with a weary smile. “And perhaps, if we do things right, should … more … come of this, you will not have to experience the wrenching dislocation that others before you in similar circumstances have.” I could see by the pain in his eyes that he was, again, talking about his daughter, Caraleen.


  “Thank you,” I said, in my youth and self-absorption glossing over the fact that he’d just insinuated that any child produced by the two of us would be a slave. “About … our efforts …”


  He raised an eyebrow at me. “Did you see your men today?”


  “I did,” I said, breaking off my train of thought to answer his question.


  “Are they being treated well?”


  I wasn’t sure quite how to answer that. “They’re being well fed,” I said. “They could stand to see the sky and breathe fresh air.”


  Chavoron took that comment on board with a faint nod. “Hmm. Yes. Perhaps we can arrange something to that effect.”


  I watched him withdraw into his own mind. He did it often, a result of the fact that he helped run an entire empire. I had seen my father do the same thing in moments when he worked on decisions that would carry far-reaching consequences. When I saw my father ponder, I always considered it weakness. Curiously, when I saw Chavoron do it, I saw a man trying to make certain the decision he made was the right one for as many involved as possible. Had I been truly aware of myself in those moments, I might have seen the first hints of change coming over me.


  But then, as even now, it was impossible to see the entire painting from within the frame.


  With a weary look, Chavoron turned toward me. “You asked what is next. I do not think you will like the answer I have to give you, for it—” A knock sounded at the door, halting him mid-sentence. “Yes?”


  The door opened and Rin entered. I might have been mistaken, but I would have sworn I saw a flush of relief on Chavoron’s face. “Ah, there you are,” he said, smiling tightly at Rin, then at me. “We will discuss it later, in the fullness of time. For now, go and train yourself with Mathurin, prepare yourself for what is to come.”


  I frowned at Chavoron, hoping to argue the point, but he picked up his book again and started to read, plainly finished. I looked over at Rin, who waited expectantly at the thin slit of the stairs. He swept a hand down expansively, suggesting I should go first, and I deferred to his courtesy, leading the way out of the tower.


  “It’s been a while since last we met—or trained,” I said as he shut the door behind him.


  Rin’s hand was anchored on the doorknob, his body roughly parallel to the door to the tower chamber, and he was unusually still. He turned his head to look at me, taking me in with one glance, and then walking with grace down the stairs to pass me, wordlessly, descending the spiral down from the tower.


  “All right,” I said under my breath, narrowing my eyes as I made to follow him. He’d never out and out ignored me before that I could recall, but Rin had certainly done more unkind things than this. Determined not to give him any satisfaction, I followed behind as he circled around past the cabinet quarters and then the meeting room, bringing us down into the largest room in the entirety of the citadel—the wide, spherical room that would later become the Council of Twelve’s meeting space, some ten thousand years later.


  “This will do,” Rin pronounced, leaving the staircase behind as he sauntered out into the middle of the room. Whether he was addressing me or talking to himself, I wasn’t sure. He put his hands on his armored hips and stood with his back to me.


  “For practice?” I asked, taking in the empty room. It was an impressive space, like a courtroom in the middle of the tower, but empty of anything. For a minute I pondered what possible use it could have, and then I realized—it could be used for anything, which was probably why it was empty.


  Rin tilted his head left then right, and I could hear his bones popping as he realigned himself. He still seemed to be studiously ignoring me, which I found most irritating. A thought occurred to me, and instantly I knew how to drive him out of his shell of reticence.


  “Sabushon?” I asked, infusing my voice with enough snottiness that it caused him to pause, back still turned to me. “That’s right,” I went on, jabbing harder at him, “Jena told me what it meant, that it was the gravest of insults to a Protanian.” He listened, unmoving, as I continued to prod. “I’m a little curious why you told me to call you that, though. After all, if you wanted me dead, surely you could have arranged it much more easily.”


  “I didn’t want you dead,” Rin said, still as a statue.


  I listened for subtlety, and thought I heard some. “You didn’t then? Does that you mean you do now?”


  He turned around far enough to give me a pitying look. “No.”


  “Is that so?” I mused aloud. There was a faint hint of scorn in his eyes, and something else, something cagey, hiding behind his surface facade of anger and steel. “Then why have me call you sabushon?”


  I knew in the moment I asked the question, knew before he drew his weapon and came at me while I was still unarmed. He didn’t come at me to kill but he did it to wound, and he did it fiery hot, in the way he always counseled me not to.


  I took the blow along my flank, and it burned as the baton struck me. I hadn’t felt one of them in quite some time, with that peculiar, burning-flesh sensation that they caused. He didn’t catch me flat-footed; I was turned away, trying to evade, but he was blurred with speed, moving as though he were driven by some invisible force, something my ancestors might have mistaken for magic.


  I might have called it magic, but I was under no illusions at this point. Jena had taught me enough to know that it was not so mysterious and unknowable. It was a force to be harnessed, some product of nature and life, and I could channel it, invoke it, and summon it to my fingertips.


  And I did, blasting Rin right in the face with a handful of force channeled right into his helm.


  Rin flipped like he’d been thrown backward over a clothesline, his legs rotating over his head, baton flying out of his grip. I might have gone for it if I hadn’t been reduced to falling to one knee the moment the spell left my hand. Rin landed on his knees first, then snapped down on his elbows, his armor clanking as it absorbed the impact.


  Rin stirred, his head coming up slowly, his red eyes filled with pain as he looked at me. “You’ve … gotten better,” he said, no trace of ire in the way he said it.


  “I’m not an animal,” I said, staring back. “I can learn magic, I can learn—”


  “I never thought you were an animal,” Rin said, scraping to his knees. “Not really.” He wiped at his nose, and it came back bloody. “But my people … the empire … most of them do.”


  “But you’re one of the enlightened,” I said, sarcasm dripping out, “like Chavoron. And Jena.”


  “I’m a guard for the largest forced labor camp of your kind or the others in the empire,” Rin said, stretching, his neck popping again as he pressed it in the opposite direction. He didn’t show an ounce of pain. “I’ve been dealing with your people, with the dwarves, the goblins, the trolls … I know all of them, and I know all their languages.” He looked briefly sullen. “And I don’t hate you, Alaric Garrick … but I couldn’t pronounce your original first name if my life depended on it, so don’t ask me to.” He looked stiff.


  I thought about asking him again about sabushon, but decided against it. He was already wary, and I felt like a wall had gone up. I had my answer; I didn’t need to hear it spoken aloud. There was a level of self-loathing in Rin that I hadn’t guessed at before, and it came out in his sharp tongue and sharper conduct with a blade. “I don’t care what you call me,” I said, “… but I would prefer it not be sabushon.”


  Rin let out a low guffaw, a dangerous smile breaking across his thin lips. “That’s … that’s a good one.”


  “So why are you here?” I asked, watching him.


  The smile was fleeting, and he went back to serious. “Isn’t it obvious?” he asked. “Because I believe in what Chavoron is pushing for. What …” his face tightened, “… Timmas and the others on the right side of the table are aiming toward. Freedom for your people and the others. An empire not built on the backs of slave labor.”


  “You … want that?” I asked, skeptical.


  Rin stiffened. “Yes. I want that. I want a strong Protanian Empire, and that’s not going to happen so long as we keep relying on others to do all our dirty work for us.” He took a step toward me. “We built this empire on the ideal that it could be a place where everyone stood as equals. We erred along the way, there’s no one going to argue that we didn’t. But this is our chance to own our efforts.” He slung a hand around to encompass the city beyond the walls. “The highest of us hit new heights every day; the lowest of us sag, an ever-constant leeching of our empire’s vitality, because they’ve lost any need or desire to work toward their own betterment. They have bread. They have their entertainments.” His face darkened, and it was obvious he was talking about the Coliseum. “What need have they to participate beyond that, when slaves are there to do all the other work? The menial work—as though conjuring food or building edifices is somehow beneath us,” he scoffed. “We lose connection with ambition when half our people have no investment in our empire’s success, for why bother to help us grow when their lot is the same regardless? When there is no point for them?” His voice was more alive in that moment than I’d ever yet heard it, more earnest and yet more passionate than even Chavoron’s when he’d taken up the subject.


  I thought about what he said, how it fit with what Chavoron had told me thus far. But where Chavoron had spoken in broad strokes about his role at the top, from Rin I had just heard a different view of the empire, something that suggested it was rotting within. “And these people …” I said, peeling back the layer carefully, wanting to know more but not wishing triggering one of Rin’s wrathful tantrums, “the ones idle … what would you have them do?”


  “The others talk about them in leering tones,” Rin said quietly. “Even the ones on the right side of the table. They say that many are worthless. That we should … that we should count them out, but perhaps hire the former slaves at a reasonable wage to do the work we have forced upon them thus far.” He lowered his head and shook it, staring at the floor, dismissing that idea. “As though you and most of the others wouldn’t go back home in an instant, provided the opportunity.” He looked back up at me. “The others seem to think our empire is so magnificent that even those we’ve mistreated, dragged from their homes, that they’ll simply bow to our will once freed rather than go their own way.”


  That prickled at my mind. “But Chavoron—”


  “He’s the only one who sees it,” Rin said, his brow heavy with the thought. “That when that labor is gone … it will truly be gone. The ones on the right side of the table, they think either the slaves will stay and work for pay because this is their home now, or they just don’t care about what will happen if it all doesn’t play out according to their adolescent fantasies.” His face hardened. “And then this underclass they’ve created, dependent on them for the very food they eat—it’ll be the first to get sacrificed … right under the foot of the elite.”


  “This isn’t how Chavoron explained the empire to me,” I said. “He said it was—”


  “First among equals,” Rin said, nodding. He cleared his throat. “It’s supposed to be. But … some people lead and some people follow. That’s a matter of fact.”


  I thought back to Luukessia, how there were peasants and landed nobles, and that the divide between the two was permanent—for good reason, I thought at the time. “True.”


  “Before,” Rin said, “I didn’t think teaching you would make any difference. You were an animal for slaughter, an amusement for the people.”


  “And now?”


  “Now I begin to believe that you are the only one who will be able to help see us through this,” Rin said, his head down, his eyes on the floor. “That you will be the symbol we need.”


  “I don’t know if a symbol will be able help us along,” I said. “Chavoron seems to wonder if there is a path forward—”


  “There is,” Rin said, “but it will be as perilous as a blind man threading a poisoned needle.”


  “Well, I’m only half blind,” I said with a smile.


  Rin let out a laugh. “It won’t be you who feels the worst of the sting.” He turned sober. “The needle will be in Chavoron’s hands … but his are steady.”


  “You believe in him?” I asked, wondering if Rin’s assessment was the same as my own.


  “He is a good leader and a good man,” Rin said, nodding in the faint light glowing from the walls. “Two finer qualities I cannot imagine. But there are those who will stand against him on both sides of the table. Fools who are blind, or who desire not to see.” His armored hand tightened. “I cannot allow that.”


  I detected a subtle change in the air and decided perhaps it was time to cast my lot, since I appeared to have already thrown in with Chavoron in any case. “We cannot allow that.”


  Rin turned his head slowly to look right at me, and I saw something beyond the steely resolve, something beyond the self-loathing, some aspiration buried in the guise of hope. “Very well. We. But we will need to be careful and shrewd and perhaps even cunning in a way that a good man like Chavoron cannot.” He straightened up and looked me right in the eye. “He needs good hands that can do what is needed … and perhaps even a few things that he doesn’t even know he needs done. Will you stand with me in this?”


  I stared at Rin and then crossed the distance between us, my hand extended in the manner of my people. “I stand with you—and Chavoron.”


  Rin only looked at my hand for a moment before extending his own, and we shook on it, my bare palm against his armored one. “Then I will stand with you as well, across houses, as sworn brothers in service to the same cause. It is one of the highest bonds between our people.” He paused, looking slightly abashed. “And, one last thing—”


  “Yes?” I asked, as we broke from our handshake.


  “You should call me by my formal name,” he said. He looked serious, but had lost the bristly outer layer of careful, cunning watchfulness. Now he appeared earnest, committed, and resolute. “It’s—”


  “Oh, yes,” I said, nodding. “I’ve heard others call you by it. It’s Mathurin, isn’t it?”


  “It is indeed, Alaric,” he said, “it is indeed.”


  And that was how I became sworn brothers with the man who would become the God of War.




   


   


   


   


  43.


   


  Cyrus


   


  The air hung heavy in the catacombs below Reikonos. The glow of the walls cast the god and three goddesses who ringed Cyrus’s party in a dim light, giving them an ominous appearance. Cyrus stood there, at the head of his group, mind racing, his anger set, and four perfect targets standing before him. He’d just vowed to kill them, and he meant to do it, but it would not happen easily, he was certain—


  “Scatter!” Cyrus shouted, sensing the building flame behind Enflaga’s burning eyes. He lifted his legs, jumping as the Falcon’s Essence spell he still carried with him from the Realm of Storms caught him three feet higher than where he’d been standing a moment earlier. He jumped again, five times, leaping upward a few feet each time, in quick succession, Praelior in hand, and found himself at face level with the gods and goddesses—Rotan of earth, in his rocky form, Ashea of water, serpentine and glistening like she was wet, Enflaga of fire, dancing with flames all around her, and finally, Virixia of air with her wings at rest even as she levitated off the ground.


  A blast of pure magic, glowing blue like a small sapphire held up to the sun, raced beneath him, firing toward the deities. If he had to guess, he would have given his mother credit, though he conceded it was entirely possible Mendicant had loosed it.


  The blue blast lanced toward Ashea who let out a screech that Cyrus would have sworn made his ears bleed. The Goddess of Water threw up both hands and conjured a blue magic of her own like a shield before her. Quinneria’s spell hit it and the two swirled like battling serpents before Ashea lifted her hands and both spells were flung off, into the air above and behind her. They hit the stone ceiling and the magic diffused through the solid wall.


  Everything hung in silence for a long moment, and then the block exploded where the spell had hit. A cloud of dust blossomed out, and Cyrus turned his head as little pieces of debris clanged against his helmet like the rains in the Realm of Storms. When he turned back, the dust had already begun to clear, and a starry night hung above them where a gaping hole had been blasted to the surface.


  “Go out! Go out!” screamed Virixia, her wide, white wings sweeping her through the hole in the space of a moment. Enflaga followed, leaving glowing trails of orange as she flung herself toward the surface. Ashea threw out both hands and a gush of water blew forth like a dam had burst behind her. The spray hit Cyrus and knocked him over, and he righted himself just in time to see Ashea’s thin, pasty legs pumping their way out of the hole at a run, aided by a Falcon’s Essence spell. Rotan was already ahead of her, his rocky back visible just beyond, framed against the night.


  “They’re going into Reikonos!” Quinneria shouted. Cyrus watched his mother’s robes race beneath him, Philos clutched in her hands as she hurried to catch the escaping deities.


  “What, they just show up, taunt a little, then run?” Terian asked, running after Quinneria. The others were moving now, and Cyrus raced after them, determined not to be left behind.


  “No,” Cyrus said, Praelior tight in his grip, his jaw ratcheting into a hard, angry grimace, “they’re taking the fight into the city itself. They’re going to use the people of Reikonos as a shield against us.”


  “Damn, that’s sinister,” Calene said, sprinting along on air at Cyrus’s side as he crested the hole. He found himself squarely in the middle of a destroyed dwelling, a stone house that had lost its roof and two walls as though they’d never even been built. The wreckage of a table lay on the ground in what remained of the home, but there was no sign of any occupants or beds or even a chimney and hearth. I guess they’re the first to die, he thought, rage jerking around in his belly. But not the last, unless we hurry.


  “They’re splitting up!” Quinneria called, standing fifty feet above Cyrus, a lookout in an invisible tower. She pointed in each of the compass directions. “Trying to draw us off individually, make it easier to kill us.”


  “Of course they are,” Cyrus said, mind churning. “We—we need to take them one at a time—”


  “Cyrus, no,” Terian said, shaking his head. His eyes were alight with desperation, and a lip of flame blazed in the night from the west, where Enflaga had apparently gone. “I know what you’re saying, and it’s entirely reasonable, but to let these bastards tear through the city unchecked—” He shook his head, his lips pulled back in a mournful, horrified look that Cyrus could not recall seeing on the dark knight turned paladin before. “We need to stop them, then we can worry about killing them.”


  Cyrus froze, and he watched Isabelle dart past him at a dead run, heading east. “Where are you going?” he cried after her.


  “To get help!” she shouted, disappearing over the top of a four-story building, running off into the night.


  If we let them run rampant they will cause untold damage, Cyrus thought, his mind speeding along with Praelior’s aid. But if I split my minimal forces against them in order to harry them and slow their attacks …


  I will lose people. And by the time the fight with Bellarum rolls around, we might not have anything left.


  And so comes the choice at last … do I play the general, the warrior, and make the wise strategic move?


  Or do I become what Alaric—what Vara—would have had me be … the defender of Arkaria?


  “Terian,” he said, his choice made in an instant, “take Dahveed, Bowe and Scuddar and go after—”


  “Enflaga,” Terian said, and his hand came self-consciously up to his neck. “I still haven’t forgiven the Siren of Fire for decapitating me that time.” He gave a shout, and Cyrus watched him run off toward the west, his small team trailing after him.


  “Quinneria,” Cyrus said, shouting up at his mother, “take Longwell, J’anda and Aisling with you and go after Virixia.” His face hardened. “Clip her wings.”


  “Aye,” Quinneria shouted, and she charged off in an instant, the three members of her team lagging behind her as she surged ahead, waiting for none of them.


  “Zarnn!” Cyrus shouted, and the troll rushed up next to him, riding his savanna cat through the air as though it were some winged unicorn, scowl on his face. “Take Calene, Mendicant and Cora and go after—”


  “I want rock,” Zarnn said, grunting. “In Brother Fortin’s name, I destroy imposter!” And he charged off toward Rotan’s swath of destruction without waiting for Cyrus’s approval, Calene hurrying beside him with her claws glowing, the goblin and the elf trailing behind.


  “Uh, Cyrus,” Martaina said, coming up alongside him, the only one left, a few stray brown hairs blowing in the wind, “that … leaves the two of us a bit short of teammates, you know.”


  “You and I are so good that we don’t need anyone else,” Cyrus said with a bit of false bravado that he knew she didn’t buy for an instant.


  “Mercies,” Martaina said, swallowing visibly. “And we get the Goddess of Water.”


  “All to ourselves,” Cyrus agreed, racing off to the south, not waiting for Martaina to follow. “All to myself, if need be,” he said under his breath as he left her behind.


  “I heard that!” she shouted in his wake. “Don’t be a fool!”


  “You should know that we’re years too late for that,” Cyrus said, following the trail of destruction toward the slums. He raced along, his legs pumping as he soared over the rooftops of his hometown. The damage done by the god and goddesses was staggering considering they’d been out of the catacombs for less than two minutes. Buildings were already crumbling like they had in Pharesia, the deities smashing their way through. As Cyrus ran over Ashea’s wake, he noticed that she was trailing water, leaving it behind in the streets as though a flood had come through. It gave him an idea and he cast the spell of protection from the deep upon himself, not wishing to leave it to chance in case she tried to drown him.


  A bellowing screech came from out of the west, and Cyrus saw another blaze of light send up a glow on the eastern horizon. Terian and his group have engaged Enflaga, I guess.


  Ahead, Cyrus could see Ashea descending into the slums, her thin frame swelling with water all around her like a tidal pool carried in a tight circle around her body. That’s where the water trail has been coming from. He watched as she directed a wave forward and it destroyed a ramshackle house, broken lumber and thatched roofing swept up to the top of the rising swell before it dropped and let the wreckage to fall to the muddy street. Ashea sent out another wave to the side and blasted a stone building that Cyrus knew as a butcher’s shop. The thatched roof disintegrated under the assault of the hard-thrown wave, and when the water receded many of the stones were gone and a corpulent body was floating, facedown, in the remains of the structure, which was leaking water out of its sides like a boat with many holes.


  Cyrus was incensed, his face flushed hard. I knew that shop, I bought from that butcher, when I had a few coins to spare. He was a sonofabitch, but dammit, he didn’t deserve to die like that!


  He drew a wave of cold over his thoughts, disciplining himself in the way he’d been taught since discovering magic. Hot vengeance will do no good now. Cold thoughts are key, the careful practice of many days. He summoned forth the words to the spell he had in mind, and as he drew near to the Goddess of Water, he mouthed them under his breath and pointed the tip of Praelior right at her.


  A mighty bolt of lightning came arcing out of his blade, streaking through the air between them, drawn to Ashea as if she were the tallest tree in a thunderstorm-wracked forest. She turned her head in time to catch the blast on one of her pale cheeks, and Cyrus heard her scream to the heavens as her skin blackened and charred under his assault, her eyeball exploding. The water gathered around her then rushed out as though she had lost control over it.


  Cyrus followed his attack, rushing in on Ashea with his sword held before him, casting another lightning spell that struck the same spot. The bolt diffused over her body, causing her to jerk frantically until she shrugged it off and looked back at him with a blazing eye. She opened her mouth to cast some curse at him, and he did not slow as he charged right into her with his sword extended.


  She panicked at the last minute, trying to jerk away from him, but all she ended up doing was lifting her jaw up so he collided with it squarely. Her mouth fell open slightly and that was all he needed; the collision was set, but there was time enough to adjust the grip of Praelior so it landed perfectly—


  Cyrus slammed into her and his armor echoed with the impact. He felt it rattle through him, down to his bones, as if he’d dropped out of the sky and landed smack dab upon the earth. Ashea’s jaw broke, and she started to scream out in pain but was swiftly cut off, the scream becoming a squeal—


  Cyrus bounced off and rolled on the air. When he came to a stop he felt assorted aches and pains flashing through his arms and down his legs. He lifted his head and looked up to see that in spite of whatever minor damage he’d inflicted on himself, his plan had worked.


  Ashea’s jaw was hanging limp, and her mouth was open wide, black blood rushing out like water down her chin. Her tongue had been half-cut loose by his jab with Praelior, only a bare few inches of skin keeping it from falling out of her mouth entirely. “Try and cast a spell like that,” Cyrus said, pushing back to his feet, gripping Praelior tight for his next assault. She met his eyes, alarm writhing in hers, and he grinned maliciously. “Go ahead. Say my name.”


  He came at her again in a dead run, watching her eyes widening even further as she raised a hand against him. Cyrus threw himself low, fearing she might still be able to cast sublingually, but no spells came at him as he threw himself up, thrusting Praelior into her belly with a burst of speed. He plunged the blade up to the crossguard and then ripped it out, black ichor oozing down like a viscous slime.


  Ashea lashed out, backhanding him and sending him through the stone wall of a house, faster than Cyrus could react. I thought she’d be slowed a little after what I just did to her, he had time to think before he crashed through another wall of stone, his helm crushed down hard against his spine, his shoulders bending and twisting with the force of a godly blow.


  Cyrus came to rest in an alley, bouncing off a wall without sufficient momentum to break through the brick, and went facedown in a puddle of water several inches deep. He lifted his head out and coughed, sputtering as the murky, dirty liquid washed down his nose and gagged him. It did not slide into the back of his throat, fortunately, held at bay by the spell that he’d cast upon himself before entering the battle. He spat the liquid out easily, though some lingered in the back of his sinuses, threatening to gag him if the impermeable barrier at the back of his throat vanished.


  Cyrus could feel still more pains now, and muttered the words to a healing spell. The light washed over him and he rolled to his back, ready to sit up. The eaves of two thatched roofs hung over him, the straw dripping rain lightly into his face as he started to get up.


  Both eaves were swept away in a moment by a furious hand, and Ashea’s face appeared overhead, her jaw mended and her tongue returned to its normal state; he could see it in her mouth as she looked down with him, lips parted in a sneer.


  She slammed a palm down into the center of his chest, ramming him into the muddy ground as water flooded over his face. Cyrus blinked, trying to see through the darkness, and she struck him again in the chest. She was saying something, and he thrashed, getting his head above the mud for a second and managing to get an eye open before grains of dirt wormed their way in, scratching him painfully.


  “—Will—kill—of you!” Ashea was shouting as Cyrus’s ears were repeatedly submerged in the muddy water lingering in the streets and alleys around them. Cyrus lashed out with Praelior and struck something then was smashed firmly into the watery ground again in turn. He stabbed repeatedly with his weapon in the direction he was sure her hand and wrist had to be, and was rewarded with a loosening of the force pressing him to the ground.


  Cyrus burst out of the muddy water and tried to roll to the side. He clanged against the wall of the alley, his face just above the mud. He tried to wipe his vision clear with his free hand, but Ashea slammed him into the ground again, snapping his head forward hard enough to jar him. Flashes of light lit the darkness and Cyrus’s face was mashed into the mud. It crept up his sinuses again, and he instinctively blew air out of his nose to keep it out, even though he knew he was not in danger of drowning. No, his worry was the force being applied to the back of his neck, threatening to break it when he couldn’t so much as whisper a healing spell. His jaw cracked against the strength being applied to it, and Cyrus’s mouth filled with blood as he dimly wished he had a fuller helm, something to protect his chin …


  There was a flash of light so bright that he could see it even with his face in the muddy water, and the pressure on his back relinquished in an instant. Cyrus exploded out of the water and mouthed the healing spell before he’d even flushed out the residual mud that coated the roof of his mouth. The dirty, viscous liquid dribbled out, and he dug at his eyes to clear them of mud as he lunged forward, trying to escape Ashea’s grasping hand.


  He shot out the end of the alley opposite her, sweeping around to come at her in an attack. He couldn’t see all that well, but when he came around the destroyed roof of the house he’d just been flung through, he could see Ashea, and dimly, through mud that had made its way into his ears, he could hear her screaming.


  Screaming because her face was aflame.


  He blinked, his vision dark, the grains of sand in his eyes painful, and he wiped at them hard. They still stung, but he could see a little more clearly as heavy, streaming tears washed out his eyes and cut channels through the mud on his cheeks. He watched the Goddess of Water as another tongue of flame lit her and she shied away, screaming in muffled tones. As the water drained out of his ears to provide a moment of clarity, he heard the screams at full volume, earth-shattering in their intensity.


  Cyrus traced the licking fires back to their origin, and saw a man standing only a few dozen paces from him, just down the street where Ashea had been when she’d cornered him, looking down the alley. He wore a look of solemn anger, and his robes were billowing out as he ran, casting his spell all the while. He saw Cyrus and took him in with a glance, a small smile making its way across his familiar face.


  “Ryin,” Cyrus said, staring at the druid as he poured on the fire, driving back the Goddess of Water.


  Ryin Ayend only glanced at him for a moment, his smile turning sly. “I bet you didn’t even notice I was gone, did you?”




   


   


   


   


  44.


   


  Alaric


   


  When next I encountered Curatio the Butcher, it was in the company of Chavoron, in his room at the top of the Citadel of Light and Hope. I had been afforded a smaller bunk at the end of the room and had grown somewhat accustomed to the sound of Chavoron snoring. What I had not become accustomed to was the sudden appearance of people at the balconies at all hours. In an empire of millions, it was a comparative few who would stop by unannounced and attempt to bend Chavoron’s ear—or else simply yell in it. It was considered impolite, to say the least, but there seemed to be at least a few rude Protanians in Sennshann.


  And one exceptionally rude elf.


  “None of the elven states accept your damnable portals within our walls,” Curatio said with the crackling anger I’d become accustomed to from him. His nostrils flared with his displeasure, his platinum hair ruffled as though he’d not bothered to make it presentable before casting his spell and walking through the balcony door without announcement or invitation.


  Chavoron was taking Curatio’s tongue-lashing with surprising good nature, listening intently, his fingers smoothing the material of his trousers as though petting himself. They both sat at the table where Chavoron and I took our meals when we were in the tower. “Now Curatio,” he said when the elf took a pause for a breath, “placing our portals in your major cities as we do will allow unfettered trade between our peoples, which will help bring a measure of peace—”


  “It will help you in the event of a war,” Curatio said darkly, “by allowing you to send soldiers directly into our cities.” He bristled in fury. “As though the callous action of your Yartraak against us a few years ago was not warning enough—”


  “That was …” Chavoron spread his hands out placatingly. “He was insulted, he acted hastily and foolishly. I have apologized on many occasions, and we made sure that no harm was done—”


  Curatio’s face turned a scarlet shade. “He nearly started a war with every single city-state of the elves because he was offended that we did not rally together to send him an appropriate gift for his damned wedding.” The elf lightened a shade and lowered his voice. “He’s not even married to that woman anymore, dammit. His intemperance—”


  “I am well aware of the Yartraak’s personal … problems,” Chavoron said, sounding a little tired of the discussion. “But you must acknowledge that if you’re going to expect us to differentiate between your people’s various city-states, you could at least do me the courtesy of acknowledging that this was an action of House Varsonne alone, and not our entire empire.”


  My ears perked up at that; Jena’s father had started a feud with all the elves over a wedding gift? He certainly seemed the type.


  “This is emblematic of larger problems between our two powers,” Curatio said, raising a fist to pound the table between them.


  “Of course,” Chavoron said, settling himself back in his seat; I got the feeling he knew he was in for a long diatribe and was determined to be as comfortable as possible for it.


  “Your city in the northwest is another active insult,” Curatio said. “You have enslaved the native people of the swamps, turning them into another source of forced labor, in flagrant violation of our border at the river, to say nothing of the floating monstrosity you have created off the coast in order to trade with those damned merpeople—”


  “These are minimal presences,” Chavoron said, dismissing the complaint, but I caught the stiff reticence in his manner that suggested to me, now that I’d known him for a while, that he was uncomfortable with these outposts himself. “A harbor city and a floating town, both allowing us to trade with the lands west beyond the Placid Sea, shortening the time they take to get goods to Sennshann and other ports.” He leaned forward conspiratorially. “I suspect your cities along the coast and bordering the swamp have little complaint given how much gold flows through their gates because of us—”


  “These are the outposts of future conquest!” Curatio said, his face flushing again.


  “They are supply posts for overseas shipping,” Chavoron gently volleyed back. “As for the greenskins … I was under the impression your people didn’t even care for them. Like the titans of the south—”


  “And that’s another thing,” Curatio said, now wagging his finger. He was certainly alive with mannerisms today, I thought. “You are provoking conflict in the south. We have a peace with the dragons and the last thing we need is for you to provoke this new Dragonlord of theirs, Ashan’agar.” He lowered his voice. “If you think your Yartraak is intemperate, you clearly have not had many dealings with the dragons.”


  “Oh, I assure you,” Chavoron said, and now his face darkened slightly, “we have had dealings with them. The Pacem—” Chavoron turned apologetically to me, “—the minister of state—” he turned back to Curatio, whose eyes had widened slightly in outrage, probably from the interruption to their conversation brought about by Chavoron stopping to explain this to me, “—has had many unpleasant conversations with the dragons. In fact, just last year we had our first real conflict with them as we were expanding portals in the—”


  “There will be more conflict should you persist in the south,” Curatio said, ripping his angry eyes off me. I had the distinct feeling that having to speak in the human tongue for this meeting was grating on him, but then, from what I’d seen, his mood was unlikely to improve even if he’d been speaking in elvish, such was the topics of conversation. “You seem hell-bent on expanding your empire to every corner of the map, even the corners that push you back.”


  “We do not go where we are unwanted,” Chavoron said, and in this I knew he was lying.


  Curatio fixed his eyes upon me, and here I saw a gleam of triumph below his hatred. “Do you agree with that, human? Do your people want imperial slavers dragging you out of your lands?” I didn’t take the bait offered, and his lips twisted in a smile. “What if they came south? Or across that massive bridge they’ve been building? Do you think that will endear your people to them?” His smile faded, loathing pressing to the front. “How thrilled do you think your father the king will be when he finds out that there is an invading empire ready to come across the sea, to swarm down out of the north and make all your people slaves like his heir—”


  “That’s enough,” Chavoron said, his countenance darkening. For my part, I was stunned, and sat there mute, without the ability to speak even if I’d known what to say. “You know my predecessor put all those plans in place, and his dead hand steers them to their completion. I would not import another slave into this empire were it up to me.”


  Curatio made a scoffing noise in his throat. “I find it fascinating how small your power indeed is, First Citizen—at least when it comes to affecting things that you protest you don’t want done. Yet you seem powerful indeed in other moments. It is a curious contradiction.”


  “What’s a curious contradiction?” came a voice from the stairs. I felt a small surge of relief as Caraleen, Chavoron’s daughter, made her way up the steps, her robes dragging the ground lightly.


  “Ah, Caraleen,” Chavoron said, getting to his feet but not nearly as quickly as Curatio did. “You must have gotten my message.”


  “I did,” she said lightly, wearing her ever-present smile as Curatio stared at her, then dropped his gaze in some embarrassment. “Rin found me just a short while ago. I came as soon as I could.”


  I blinked. I had seen Rin leave, but I had no idea that Chavoron had sent him for Caraleen. It made a certain amount of sense, though, as Curatio seemed to relax his apoplectic state in Caraleen’s presence. He became rather sedate, in fact, compared to his normal, sputtering-with-rage self.


  “Caraleen,” Curatio said, mustering his dignity around him like he was gathering up the tattered remnants of shredded clothing. I found it amusing, his attempt to be calm and humble.


  “Curatio,” she said with a polite smile. “What brings you to my father’s chambers on this day?” She looked past him, out the open balcony, the sun shining down, a temperate and pleasant warmth creeping into the room.


  “Matters of state, I’m afraid,” he said, as stiff as a corpse. “I was sent on behalf of the city-states to raise certain … complaints.”


  “Don’t let me interrupt you,” she said, easing into the chair across from me. She caught my eye and threw me a wink that told me she knew full well what her father was playing at inviting her here, and she seemed a willing participant. “My father and I have lunch planned in a short while, but certainly we could entertain your worries until then.”


  I held back my frown; she and Chavoron had made it clear he’d just sent Rin to find her with a message. While that didn’t rule out the idea of a lunch appointment, I wondered if Curatio would try fitting these pieces of information together and find them a poor match.


  “I wouldn’t want to interrupt you,” he said hastily. If he had doubts about the legitimacy of their luncheon, he apparently didn’t presume to question her. Or perhaps even if he knew they were lying, he was simply not disposed to say so.


  “You wouldn’t be a bother at all,” she said, still smiling. I caught an implication there—Curatio hadn’t said anything at all about being a bother; she’d brought that up herself. It was very smooth, but I suspected it went right over his lovestruck head.


  “Well, perhaps …” he said, not even looking at Chavoron.


  “By all means,” Chavoron said. “Join us for lunch. We’ll have a full table.” He indicated me with a wave of his hand.


  Curatio’s eyes flashed up at me and he grimaced, very slightly, and then forced his expression into a smile. “It would be my very great pleasure … if it’s not too much trouble for you.”


  “Not at all,” Chavoron said slyly. “And let’s make sure you we get all your worries out while you’re here.” He wagged a finger at Curatio, whose smile had faded as he realized he was about to have to communicate all his complaints in the presence of a woman whom he didn’t want to raise his voice in front of. “I want to be sure we have a full accounting, so that you don’t walk away and let these concerns build on your mind. It’s not healthy, stopping it all up inside,” Chavoron said with a subtle glee.


  I watched Curatio for only a moment more, and then I realized that Caraleen was looking right at me even though her face was turned to the elf. She was looking sidelong across the table at me, her face frozen in a smile. She didn’t look away when I caught her, either, as Curatio guffawed at some minor jest Chavoron had made, the elf now completely at ease. Caraleen laughed along, light and lilting, but her eyes never left me.


  And deep in the back of my mind, behind the smile I was keeping up front, I contemplated the thought of what might happen if the empire continued south out of Syloreas, or decided to cross the bridge over the sea when it was done.


  And I worried.




   


   


   


   


  45.


   


  Cyrus


   


  “I’ve been a little busy,” Cyrus said to Ryin Ayend, who hovered in the air, flame spell drenching the Goddess of Water with its fury, driving her back down the street of the slums of Reikonos. “I’m noticing you now, though.”


  “Better than nothing, I suppose,” Ryin said. “The gods have gone mad, then?” The druid’s face twisted and he lifted his hand, the fury of his spell intensifying so that Cyrus had to blink away from the heat. “They’ve decided to expand beyond what they did to Sanctuary?”


  “Aye,” Cyrus said, clutching Praelior close. “We’ve killed five of them so far today. We get the elemental ones, and we’ll be done with all of them save for Bellarum, I think.” When Ryin cocked his head inquisitively, Cyrus said, “He’s running this show.”


  “Then I guess he’s marked for death,” Ryin said, and his flame spell sputtered out. “A little help, here …?”


  “Sorry,” Cyrus said, lurching forward again, fighting against the multitude of pains racking his body. He felt his Falcon’s Essence drop from being on him too long, and he recast it as he ran, flying up into the air as Ryin’s fire spell disappeared in a last breath of residual smoke.


  Ashea staggered, her flesh blackened, and she threw out a hand toward him. Cyrus dodged as a blast of intense water shot past him faster than a falling boulder, and he heard Ryin scream over his shoulder. He glanced back and saw the druid’s arm engulfed in the powerful stream, and when it subsided the man’s shoulder had disappeared all the way to the collarbone. Cyrus tossed a healing spell back at him and watched Ryin drop to his knees as the flesh began to regrow, making a strange whistle as he moaned through a perforation in his lung.


  Cyrus went low on Ashea this time, aiming for the blackened spot where he’d stabbed her before. She was shrinking, just as the others had, but she was still immense, her arms and legs seeming to lengthen the smaller her body got. She swung at Cyrus and he ducked, her wrist skimming the top of his helm and rattling it again as it made contact with her wrist bone. He caught the bottom of her upper arm with the tip of Praelior and let the blade drag across her flesh, ripping it open as she passed.


  He plunged the tip of his sword into her chest, aiming for the heart. She screamed and swiped down at him, grazing him as he ripped the blade free and dodged out of her way before she could batter him into the ground. He struck at her hand and cut it, notching a gash several inches wide into the meat of her palm as he stepped back.


  “You can’t beat us!” she shouted as she lashed out at Cyrus and he dodged back again, just out of her reach. He skinned a few inches of flesh off her knuckles as her hand passed him, and then he leapt in beneath her defenses and thrust Praelior between her bony ribs, which showed through her pale skin.


  “I’ve been beating you all along,” Cyrus said, running around her back as she spasmed in pain. The blade ricocheted between the ribs as he pulled it along, tearing a trench around her side. “I’ve been killing you assholes all night.”


  “But you can’t—” she started, when an arrow hit her in the eye.


  “He can,” Martaina called, standing atop a nearby roof, her breath coming with slow precision, her hand plucking another arrow and loosing it. It struck Ashea in her other eye, forcing the lid open. The goddess shrieked in agony and outrage. Martaina ignored her. “He will.”


  “Nice of you to finally show up,” Cyrus said, leaping on Ashea’s back as she fixated on Martaina. Can’t have her go after Martaina; without a godly weapon, that fight would get ugly fast. He ripped and tore at her, and Ashea bucked to drive him off without any luck; Falcon’s Essence held him aloft, not any grip he had on her.


  “I couldn’t recast my flying spell when it dropped,” Martaina said crossly, pausing to leap to another rooftop, rolling as the thatching collapsed and coming to her feet perched carefully on the stone wall. She let fly another arrow and then started to move again. “Having to traverse the city by foot slowed me down.”


  A blast of ice caught Ashea in the face, freezing her mouth over and anchoring the arrows in her eyes. It began to crack immediately, but Cyrus took advantage, swinging hard at the back of the goddesses’ neck. “Well, at least you’re all here now,” he said, watching Ryin throw another ice spell, this one catching Ashea in the lower back and crusting it over.


  “Indeed we are,” Martaina said. In constant motion, she plucked an arrow and shot, plucked and shot, aiming for the torso. Her arrows hit their target every time, plunging several inches into the thick skin of the goddess. Streams of her black blood ran down the flawless, shiny skin. Cyrus watched the arrows strike true as he tried his hardest to break Ashea’s neck, carving her to death with his sword. Martaina must be using quartal arrowheads, or else they wouldn’t even be sticking in the skin, let alone that far. He looked up at the ranger, her face tight with concentration, her aim unerring, as she landed another arrow near the goddess’s heart. I wouldn’t even be alive at this point if it weren’t for Martaina. How many times has she saved my life …?


  Too many. But they’re drawing to a close now.


  “One last hopeless battle,” Cyrus found himself muttering.


  Martaina tilted her head to look at him. “Don’t get grim on us now, Cyrus. It’s likely to be several more battles to see this through to the end, after all.”


  “Right you are,” Cyrus said, her words steadying him.


  She leapt to another building, a small wooden house, her balance perfect, but the structure started to teeter underfoot. She moved ably, to the center of its front wall, and it stopped shaking under her weight. She steadied herself and raised her bow, arrow nocked. “To the heart,” she said, but before she could let it fly, several things happened at once.


  Cyrus was attacking Ashea’s back, ripping another trench in the goddess’s neck as she stumbled forward, trying to keep him from striking the deathblow. She was tearing at the ice encrusting her face, shards of it falling off and plopping into the shallow moat of water that surrounded her legs. Ryin was running around to Cyrus’s left, clearly trying to get into position to deliver another spell burst when he stopped short, suddenly.


  The door beneath Martaina’s feet burst open, and a man stood there, highlighted in the night fires burning around them, the torches casting their ambient glow and the light of large blazes that had broken out to the west illuminating the sky. Cyrus saw the man’s face, mouth open in awe as he stood there, just beneath Martaina’s feet—


  Two children clutched to him, one under each arm.


  Ashea saw it too, Cyrus knew by the way she wrenched her arm up. She was just beyond his reach, the killing blow, and he was back on his heels after she’d just lurched forward again to escape him. He knew he would need to plunge for her, to throw himself desperately at her in order to gamble with the kill shot, but it would still be a near thing, if it worked—and it was just as likely not to.


  He saw the glow begin on her hand as he made his leap. She wasn’t going for a healing spell, something that might let her weather another attack; no, she was striking in spite and anger, in fear and fury, and her aim was true.


  Directly at the occupants of the doorframe.


  Cyrus saw Martaina make her leap, her bow cast aside like driftwood on raging floodwaters. He had never, not ever, seen her throw it away in the midst of battle, and it took him less than a second to realize why she’d done it. Less than a second for Ashea’s spell to leap from her hands—


  Martaina’s sudden, desperate leap caught Ashea’s eye as she released the spell; instinctively she moved her hand to counter the sight of something flying directly at her face. The blast of water shot forward with the same power and intensity that had washed Ryin’s arm and shoulder. The killing water spell went high, rushing over the heads of the man and his children—


  And struck Martaina squarely above the waist, turning the spray from a rushing white to a dull red in an instant, and washing away the ranger’s life as Cyrus buried his sword in the back of Ashea’s neck, the spell ceasing as he brought death to the Goddess of Water … and watched Martaina’s body tumble, the upper half missing and irreparable by any spell, to the sodden slum street.




   


   


   


   


  46.


   


  Alaric


   


  My worries hounded me throughout that afternoon and evening, long after Chavoron ended his productive lunch with Curatio. While he and the Butcher spoke, dining on a course of succulent beef, sauced greens, and something like a sweet goat’s milk, I sat digesting the earlier news that the Protanian Empire was poised to invade my own kingdom. It was fortunate that my participation was not required in their talks, for I doubt I could have uttered much beyond my own name at that point.


  I stood on the balcony that night, waiting for the inevitable call by Chavoron to bed down for the eve. I slept in the corner of the room, ready to attend him if needed, not unlike the personal servants I had kept in Luukessia, the ones who slept outside the curtains of my four-poster bed ready to attend to my lightest need in the middle of the night. Chavoron never asked for anything, fortunately, for I was a poor servant and a heavy sleeper. Hell, for all I knew he’d asked for water every evening and I’d never heard him across the quarters, though I doubted it. He could conjure all the water he desired from his own hand, after all.


  I imagined the legions of the Protanian Empire sweeping down out of Syloreas, eddying around Enrant Monge as it collapsed under a withering assault, the curtain walls falling under armies of blue men surging up over the ramparts on the wings of their flight spells. Even without that damned bridge, they could roll through my kingdom and swiftly to the coasts of Galbadien and Actaluere with no difficulty at all. I already knew they had some avenue in through the north, after all, and our armies stood no chance against them.


  Unless someone with powers like theirs returned to spearhead an attack against them.


  All of this washed through my head in a circular manner, like wine swishing around in a goblet. I stood beneath the stars, the few visible here in Sennshann, and took a breath of the cool night air as it worked its way beneath my tunic.


  “You worry that we will invade your country and enslave the rest of your people,” Chavoron said, appearing behind me. He had been reading when I’d stepped outside, once again utterly focused on his book to the exclusion of all else. He’d been locked in conversation with Caraleen before she’d left, but they’d spoken in their own language for the most part. I had paid little attention to that, too, after realizing it was just small talk.


  “You know that because I’ve said scarcely a word since Curatio threw that out in the meeting,” I said, not turning to look at him, though I could see his silhouette framed by the light of the glowing walls. “He did it for the sake of raising discord between us, didn’t he?”


  “Most probably,” Chavoron said, working his way over to stand beside me, letting his hands drop on the rails and then leaning over to survey his city. “It’s not as though it costs him anything to put worry in your mind.”


  “He would derive great joy from it, I’m sure.” I squeezed my hands against the smooth stone rail. Even with a sense that Chavoron was willing to talk about this, that he’d provided reasonable excuses for why the bridge was proceeding and they were still slaving in the north of Syloreas … I still felt doubt.


  “I cannot blame you for fearing for your home,” Chavoron said. “I would fear for mine if an invader of great strength were perched like a falcon over it as well.”


  “But no invader stands close to Sennshann,” I said, looking at a twinkling light in the distance.


  “Sennshann is not my home,” Chavoron said quietly.


  “It isn’t?”


  “No, this is only the place that I live because I am First Citizen,” Chavoron said with a far-off look in his eyes. “Perhaps someday soon I will take you there, to my true home.”


  “Is it far away?” I asked, thinking of Luukessia, beyond the borders of a sea.


  “It is near and yet still far,” Chavoron said in that mysterious way of his. “I could live there and teleport here if I were of a mind to, but …” He sighed. “I am a man with a purpose, and to be home … to be in that place … would distract from my purpose. So I stay here.” He let that thought linger for a time. “Do you have a purpose, Alaric?”


  “I …” I labored under the weight of his question. “I suppose my purpose was clearer to me when I was set to be the king of Luukessia.”


  “And we pulled you away from all that,” Chavoron said, nodding quietly into the night air. “Still … at least you didn’t give your speech with your abysmally chosen words.”


  My head snapped around, and I find him smiling slyly. “How—how did you know about those?”


  “You don’t get to be First Citizen by keeping your head buried in the sands,” Chavoron said. “Truly, though … Order, Faithful, Strength, Unyielding and Merciless?” He shook his head. “You hereditary rulers who don’t have to earn your power …” I felt myself flush, and he made a soft sound in his throat. “I don’t mean to embarrass you,” he said. “You are young, and you had a view of the world and how it all fit together. Tell me, though—would you still choose the same words now, given the chance?”


  “I …” I sputtered, trying to get my thoughts in a line. “I … I don’t know.” I hadn’t given my words much thought, other than when I had spoken them the one time since I’d arrived here. “I see the value of order because … you have it here. It’s what you’re fighting for, to preserve it against the tide of chaos that would be unleashed if you freed all the slaves today. There’s a faithfulness, a loyalty that I’ve seen from you, and you can’t deny your empire’s strength.” He tilted his head in accession to the point. “As for unyielding and mercilessness …” I paused, parting my lips. “I suppose … no, I wouldn’t choose those any longer. If you’d been unyielding or merciless with me, I would be dead.”


  “That doesn’t stop others from wanting you dead without mercy or yielding,” Chavoron said. “But I’d hardly call it a virtue.” He quieted for a few minutes more. “But you don’t see a purpose to your life? Some goal you are setting out to achieve, a thing you strive for?” He put an elbow on the railing and turned all his attention to me. “What are the dreams you dream for yourself, Alaric?”


  “I still dream of taking up my crown,” I said, staring off into the night sky, as dark as a Protanian’s skin. “Of going home with the power, the strength I set out hoping to obtain.” I looked at him and found him watching intently. “But I suppose there are things to do here first. Lessons to learn.”


  “There are always lessons to learn,” Chavoron said, nodding, fading into the background of night when he held still. “But there are better things to pursue in life than just power. Power by itself—it is a hollow thing, when it is exercised just for the sake of unprincipled order. Strength, force, might … by the time you leave these shores, you could be the most powerful man in Luukessia.” He leaned closer to me, the shadows parted, and I could see the worry in his eyes. “I would fear turning loose the boy who came to our shores in the back of that slave wagon with the sort of power you will have when this is done.” He pushed off the railing, drew himself up, and started back inside.


  “But you don’t fear turning loose … the man I am now with that power?” I asked, watching him make his way slowly back inside.


  “It would still give me pause.” Chavoron turned back, and I could see the thinly veiled concern in the way he looked down when he answered. “But …” the corners of his mouth turned up slightly, “… I have high hopes for the man you have yet to become.”


  And with that, he sauntered back inside, leaving me alone in the night air, with nothing but my thoughts, and only a vague idea of my purpose.




   


   


   


   


  47.


   


  Cyrus


   


  Martaina’s death felt like a strike to the heart, a blow to a place where Cyrus had been pummeled so repeatedly he had thought himself numb. It settled on him that she was gone just as Ashea’s corpse pitched forward, sliding like a serpent as her muscles lost their strength.


  “Martaina,” Ryin said, easing in now that the threat was removed. Cyrus stared at her shredded cloak, gone save for the tail, ripped free with a serrated edge of cloth, fluttering as it fell into a dark puddle. “No …”


  “Fortin as well,” Cyrus said, and he caught the blanch of surprise from the druid, “earlier, at Pharesia, when Levembre, Nessalima, and Lexirea came calling.”


  Ryin closed his eyes to grimace, his head lolling back briefly. “Damn.” He sighed. “And … the others?”


  Cyrus looked to the west where the fires raged. Terian, he thought in alarm. “They’re fighting the other elementals—we need to go.” And he took to the skies without another look back, trusting Ryin would follow behind.


  It felt cold to him, leaving Martaina like that—but then, she wasn’t there any longer, was she? She had died to save those people, died in a last act of spite from Ashea, and her legacy was done. Now she was just another dead body—or part of one—on the streets of Reikonos.


  Cyrus streaked over the city markets, above collapsed structures and shattered stalls. Even in the dark of night, people were streaming through them; sellers and buyers running as flames lit the sky overhead, trying to escape. As Cyrus watched, Enflaga let loose a blossoming tongue of flame at someone running past her.


  “Cyrus!” Ryin called from somewhere far behind him, but Cyrus did not slow. There was no more time. His people—the only ones he had left—were pitted against these gods, against these odds. Some are surely dying, he thought.


  Like Martaina.


  “There’s no time,” he said, though he knew Ryin would not have heard it, perhaps even if he shouted. He left the druid far, far behind, not taking any chances that he should be even a moment later than he had to. He hurt in every way, from the heart on out to his skin, and his black armor was coated with mud, congealed in the crevices between the plates and spackled into the chainmail beneath. He let none of it stop him as he raced toward the battle with the Goddess of Fire.


  She stood in the markets like a titan in the midst of an anthill, her hands moving with the casting of every spell she loosed. She was frenzied in her motions, trying to catch something—someone—with an attack, but Cyrus could only see the outline of armor running in a flat sprint before her, a shadow on her fiery figure.


  Terian.


  He lives.


  Cyrus poured on all the speed he had, darting a look to his right, to the north, where past the towering Citadel, Virixia was in the sky, soaring toward the moon and battling small shapes that darted around her like gnats. Spells flew and Cyrus knew his mother, too, lived, though he wondered if anyone else of her group survived. The white wings of the Goddess of Air were blackened and scarred, and even at this distance he could see the horror on her face as she battled for her life.


  One fight at a time, Cyrus, he told himself, his mind going back to the days of the Society, to his earliest training, and he kept himself from looking behind him, where he knew, somewhere in the distance to the east, Rotan was surely tearing his way through the guildhall quarter.


  Cyrus put those thoughts out of his mind, those and one other—I wonder if the Society of Arms has been destroyed in all this?—and honed in on the Goddess of Fire before him, raining her flames on the markets, cawing like some primal bird as she raged through the night.


  Cyrus watched a lick of flame drape itself across tented stalls and felt a flash of horror as the image dragged him back to a moment in the temple of dragons when he’d seen a trailing flame take the lives of several guildmates in the course of seconds.


  Andren.


  Thad.


  Odellan.


  “Stop!” he shouted, making himself heard over the screams in the night, casting the spell to boost his voice. It thundered over the battle, crackling over his hometown, probably audible all the way to the Coliseum, amplified by the power of the spell and his rage. “These are people!” he shouted at the Goddess of Fire, who took no heed of him or his anger but continued her attacks on the shadow of Terian darting in circles around her, the spellcraft of the goddess leaving nothing but havoc in its wake.


  “I don’t think she cares!” Terian shouted, his voice magically magnified as well, echoing. “The good news is that the markets are just about empty here!”


  Cyrus looked down and realized that he had spoken true; Terian was running in circles, but craftily, for his distraction had allowed the markets to clear. He’d run over the crowds as they flooded away, seeking safety from the battle as Terian had worked to keep the goddess focused on him.


  A blast of lightning sizzled out of a building nearby, and Cyrus watched Bowe fade back into the shadows of an archway as Enflaga ignored the druid to continue her mad attack on the Sovereign of Saekaj.


  He really is a white knight now, Cyrus thought as Terian narrowly avoided another tongue of flame. The Sovereign blasted Enflaga with an outstretched palm but merely caused the goddess to waver for a moment. He could die at any moment, and he’s still here, standing between her and these people.


  If I die in this company, in this cause, I couldn’t ask for a better death.


  And perhaps I’ll see Vara again …


  “You are insects!” Enflaga raged as she cast another spell after Terian. “Ants!”


  “These are people!” Cyrus shouted again, cutting right over her and causing her to look up at him in surprise, his booming voice taking her focus off Terian as he swept closer. “You see us as creatures, animals—but now I see you plainly! You’re not gods,” Cyrus said, his disdain given full form and bleeding out. “You’re barely more than beasts.”


  “Nope, she definitely doesn’t care,” Terian said as he narrowly dodged a thrown hand that was coming at his head, columns of fire shooting from Enflaga’s fingers. He dove toward the ground at a run, dipping behind canvas-topped tents as Cyrus mimicked his motion, following the paladin down a row of stalls as Enflaga lit everything behind them on fire.


  Terian ran through the maze of covered stalls, Cyrus following, the sounds of the furious goddess behind them giving them a perfect idea of where the threat lay. Terian came to a halt and dropped to a knee next to a stall filled with cotton nightdresses. The Sovereign of Saekaj Sovar lowered his head, breath coming in gasps.


  “You all right?” Cyrus asked, watching warily over his shoulder, listening to the sounds of Enflaga shredding a stall in the distance, clearly searching in the wrong direction for them.


  “Singed and exhausted, but alive,” Terian said between breaths. “You?”


  “Ashea’s dead,” Cyrus said, and his heart sank. “And so is Martaina.”


  “Damn it all,” Terian said. “Best ranger I ever met.”


  “Agreed,” Cyrus said. “This isn’t even a slow defeat, and our attrition is not a fair trade despite our numbers being greater than theirs.”


  “Yeah,” Terian said. “We keep drawing this out and it’ll put us all in our graves.” He looked around the stall, seemingly searching for something.


  “What?” Cyrus asked.


  Terian blinked, looking at him in surprise. “Oh. I was just thinking—”


  “Dangerous hobby, that.”


  “—but isn’t this where you got your ass kicked and your sword stolen by Goliath last year?”


  Cyrus stared at Terian’s implacable face, and then, by habit alone, he looked around. “Here in the markets, yes, why?”


  “No reason.” Terian gave a quick shrug. “But, you know, please don’t make a habit of losing battles here.”


  “Dick,” Cyrus retorted. “Did I ever tell you I miss your pointy dark-knight helm?”


  “I miss it occasionally, too,” Terian said, reaching up to the top of his head and feeling the smooth ovoid with a subtle scraping of his gauntlet rubbing against the metal. “Especially when someone’s standing right in front of me, my axe is locked up in their blade and their face is ripe for making a point.” He frowned. “Wait, why do you miss it?”


  “Because when I tell you to go sit on your helm, it used to mean something.”


  “Ouch.” Terian glanced around, the sounds of the raging goddess drawing farther away. She was plainly not finding any luck, nor any of their allies by the sound of her, desperate and angry. “What now?”


  “Force blasts,” Cyrus said, straightening up from where he’d hunched over to give himself a moment to rest. “I go at her front, you circle around behind, I hit her high, you take her legs out—axe to the neck, sword to the face, and the reign of fire comes to a blazing end so we can move on to the dragon queen,” Cyrus waved toward the north, where Virixia still hung against the sky, twitching from spell attacks that were flashing in the night, “or stonehead over there,” he gestured to the east, “whichever tickles our fancy most.”


  “All right, then,” Terian said, standing back up, “let’s do it.”


  “What about the rest of your team?”


  “I’m sure they’ll keep out of the firefight,” Terian said. “Scuddar is exceptionally good at disappearing in the middle of a battle, and it’s not because she burned him up, either. It’s like he blends with the wares around here.” He made a motion at one of the nightdresses, dyed crimson. “For all I know, he’s hiding in that.”


  Cyrus gave a rueful smile and then jogged off, hurrying around to get in front of Enflaga and give Terian his opening. He could see her moving between the gaps in the canvas tops of the market stalls, eyes burning with her fire. She was whipping her head around, clearly perplexed. Wait too much longer and she’ll be off to cause more havoc with the citizenry …


  Cyrus kicked a stall as he went by, making enough noise that Enflaga’s head snapped around, her billowing hair whipping behind her. A second later the place where he’d been standing was consumed in an inferno, and Cyrus sprinted toward the cover of a nearby stall as she came after him, legs crashing through wood and cloth as easily as he might move through long grass.


  “Where are you, Davidon?” she called. “I hadn’t marked you for the cowardly sort. Are you afraid to come out and face me?”


  “No more than I was when I killed Ashea,” Cyrus called, then moved swiftly away from his hiding place, which disappeared under the scorching fire a second after he’d cleared the area.


  “You lie!” Enflaga screamed, unhinged.


  “If you look a ways to the south, you’ll see a shrunken, waterlogged corpse that says you’re wrong.” Cyrus sprinted now, rising up from below the cover of the stalls, taunting all the way. “Okay, well, she doesn’t actually say anything, because she’s dead, but—”


  Enflaga trailed flame after him, whipping her hand around with fire, trying to head him off. She was just a little too slow, though, the fire arcing out after him all the way, a constant stream that simply couldn’t keep up with his sprint.


  “Now!” Terian shouted from somewhere behind Enflaga, and Cyrus thrust out his palm. Enflaga was not moving from the spot on which she stood, which made it easy for him to aim directly for her and release a spell.


  The force blast distorted the air around him as it traveled the distance between them. It hit her squarely in the chest, knocking her back a step just as another spell swept her legs from beneath her. Caught between the two, it was as though she’d had a log knock her knees out as another caught her below the chin.


  The Goddess of Fire snapped and twisted, landing hard in the middle of two stalls. Lumber crashed and broke, shattering under the weight of her impact. Cyrus charged toward her in an immediate turn, Praelior at the ready, prepared to strike her squarely in the face—


  But he was too late. She was shrinking already, her size only just larger than the biggest of trolls, and Terian was standing over her, Noctus raised. “This is for my head,” he said and swung the axe in one smooth motion.


  Her scream caused Cyrus to flinch, but Terian did not hesitate. His strike parted the goddess’s neck cleanly, and he gave her skull a powerful kick. Her head went flying, and her body made one last bucking motion before it settled to the earth, fingers twitching in death.


  “And now to be sure,” Terian said. He raised his hand, blanketing the corpse in a heavy ice. Cyrus lingered above, waiting, and then Terian brought up his axe again. The hints of fire that had surged beneath the surface of Enflaga’s skin seemed to have passed, the flesh now cold and dead. The paladin raised his weapon up again, then brought it down, and the corpse shattered like broken glass, shards pinging off Cyrus’s armor.


  “Two down,” Terian said, staring down at his grim handiwork as Scuddar appeared from behind a nearby stall, his scimitar in hand. “Two to—”


  Cyrus heard the scream cut across the night and turned to look north. Virixia hung there in the sky, her gaze anchored on them, on him, before she disappeared in the flash of a teleport spell.


  Cyrus charged up into the air, Terian a step behind. As he got high enough, he looked to the east, following the trail of Rotan’s chaos with his eyes. It stretched off toward the guildhall quarter and ended there, in streets flooded by—


  “Gods,” Terian said, “is that—”


  “Endeavor and Burnt Offerings,” Cyrus murmured. There was other motion in the streets to the south, too, the Reikonos Guard on the march in crisp formation, clearly moving in to defend their city, even against gods.


  “Do you think they got Rotan?” Terian asked as Scuddar, Ryin, Dahveed and Bowe came up to join them in the air above the city. Fires raged around them, and all throughout Reikonos.


  “No, I don’t,” Cyrus said, peering at the spectacle in the guildhall quarter. “No sign of a rocky body, not that we’d necessarily see it from here, but …” He shook his head. “There’s no celebrating. I think he fled when Virixia caterwauled to tell him that Ashea and Enflaga were down.”


  “Should have used cessation spells, I guess,” Terian said tightly.


  “And fight them on the ground, without Falcon’s Essence, here in Reikonos?” Cyrus shook his head. “This was the only way to win.” He looked over the destruction. “Without spells at our disposal, we would have lost this fight. We were only lucky they stuck with their usual elemental repertoire and didn’t pull out something really godly.”


  “So … what now, then?” Dahveed asked in his solemn, slightly drawling voice.


  “They’ll be back in their realms now,” Cyrus said, looking out over the ruin of his city. They pillaged Reikonos. They destroyed Sanctuary. They killed Vara.


  HE killed Vara.


  “But we’re going to go after them, right?” Terian asked, his breathing still quick, coming in gasps. Cyrus could see the others now, heading for him. He counted them in his head, both groups, streaming toward him in the night, and found, to his relief, the numbers were right. No one else died tonight because of me.


  “Of course we are,” Cyrus said, shaking himself out of his reverie. “But first …” He pointed to the fires around him. “We need to extinguish these. We need to … help where we can.”


  “But the gods—” Terian said.


  “Aren’t going to make any more big moves tonight,” Cyrus said, a chill wind blowing out of the north, off the Torrid Sea, which was sparkling under the moonlight. “They know we’ll come for them, and they’ll want to be ready.” He narrowed his eyes as he stared down at what the deities had wrought.


  They will pay for this, he thought as he cast a jet of water at the nearest flames. They sizzled, smoke rising off them in a hiss.


  “But if they’re going to be ready for us, then—” Ryin started.


  “Don’t worry,” Cyrus said, spiraling down in a run, moving as quickly as he could to save what remained of the city of his birth, the city where he was raised—but not the city where I’ll die. “We’ll be ready for them, too.”




   


   


   


   


  48.


   


  Alaric


   


  “We argue around the point,” the Yartraak said in a hissing voice, his disdain for my language plain upon his thin face, his eyes refusing to so much as look at me where I stood behind Chavoron’s chair in the cabinet chamber. “Without slaves, our empire dies.”


  “Perhaps our empire should wither, then,” Timmas, the Drettanden said, leaning forward at his place to Chavoron’s right. It was a sunny day outside, but you would not know it by the way they were speaking to one another, the chamber stormy in a clash of temperaments. “We are no longer blind to the harm we do. How can we justify our society after what this man showed us in the Coliseum? That humans were not our equal was the fundamental lie upon which our entire system is built.” He pointed at me. Such things had become common in cabinet meetings, and I felt like a prop much of the time when I was here, since I was not allowed to make arguments of my own. Not that I would have made any; I still felt far too small to be heard in this place.


  I had learned the names of the others in the cabinet now, and could understand roughly half of what was said in a conversation spoken entirely in Protanian. Replying was still a challenge, but I could make myself clear in a basic, broken way.


  “It proves nothing,” the Mortus sneered. He was looking particularly satisfied today, wearing a wide cloak that covered his body, which looked unusually bulky. “Save that dogs can be taught tricks.”


  “I pity you the first time a dog sends a fire spell up your nose,” the Eruditia said, staring at him with her falcon-like eyes. “And why are you wearing that ridiculous cloak in this weather?”


  The Mortus stiffened in his chair, but I saw a smile appear on his lips. “Oh, this?” He touched the silken breast of his cloak and drew it back. “I didn’t want to flaunt, I suppose.” He opened the neck wider and suddenly I could see why his cloak looked bulky.


  A few inches beneath his armpits lay another set of arms. They looked frailer, more insectoid than the rest of him, but they snaked their way out as he let the cloak fall and exposed his bare torso. He unfurled the arms as the room took it all in. I saw plain shock on the face of the Aurous, a man with an immense beard who was in charge of moderating the empire’s winters and summers with his branch of spellcraft. Meanwhile, the minister of social harmony—the Levembre—seemed to be favoring the Mortus with a distinctly lustful look, which seemed fitting given that her position was to engineer the advancement of the empire through encouraging breeding and caring for offspring.


  “Do you like my little alterations?” The Mortus was as pleased as could be; it was plain even to an unpracticed observer like myself that he was delighted at the opportunity to show off his new arms. “It’s a new branch of spellcraft I’ve been dallying with.”


  “You must show me how you’ve done that,” the Yartraak said, fascinated. I shuddered as I stared at Jena’s father; he was looking even more lustfully at the Mortus’s new arms than the Levembre was, and I tried to imagine him adding additional limbs to his already hideously gaunt figure.


  Timmas seemed to be the only one who found the change unpleasant. “I can’t imagine what sort of armor you’d have to craft to fit that,” the Drettanden said, shaking his head, lips pursed in distaste. “And you look like a horror.”


  The Mortus growled through his teeth. “You are a fool, Drettanden, locked in your box of idiocy and unable to see the promise of this power. Imagine altering your form however you wish. Why, with this magic you could remain forever young and avoid the ravages of age entirely, almost like the elves.”


  There was a solemn silence that fell over the room, sullen and dark. I wondered at its origin, but finally Chavoron broke it. “Some of us find our mortality an advantage rather than a hindrance,” he said. He didn’t tend to talk much at these cabinet meetings, preferring to let others argue around him. “Take those elves, for example—eternal, slow-moving in mind and even slower in body, fractious, intractable, they cannot even solidify their city-states into an agreeable kingdom or empire. They may live forever, but their lifespan is the enemy of their of progress. Old grudges never die but merely fester on for thousands of years, and cooperation fails under the weight of millennia-old slights still remembered.”


  “But they live forever,” the Yartraak said, as though none of Chavoron’s other points mattered in the face of his.


  “Living forever as you are now would be a pollution upon the existence of all others,” the Eruditia said, her voice indicating restrained rage. “A pox upon all the other nations, your corruption spread eternal.”


  There was a moment’s pause as breath was drawn around the table. They always seemed to come to this moment. Once the first real insult flew, the others often leapt at the opportunity to open the floodgates, whereupon the meeting would descend swiftly into vitriolic argument. It reminded me of an argument I had witnessed when spying unseen in a market and a group of stall keepers nearly killed each other over the practices each used when hawking their wares. Why such a comparison occurred to me in this moment, when the stakes were obviously so much higher than the display of goods in a market town, I don’t know.


  Or perhaps I do, and the lesson is that, whether Protanian or human, argument often turns petty, regardless of its import.


  “There is no need for this,” Chavoron leapt into the middle of it all, as he usually did in these moments. “This is quite enough for today—”


  “This is quite enough, entirely,” the Eruditia said, stiff and stern, her hands folded one over the other at her place in the table.


  “I agree, we should adjourn for the day,” said the Pacem, the minister of state.


  “That is not what I meant,” the Eruditia said. “We have reached a point where these sins become intolerable to any person with eyes to see, yet still there is pointless argument.” She rose, her robes unfolding as she stood. “There is no point in meeting again until we are ready to end this practice of slavery. Only then can we decide what our next step is in ruling a just empire.”


  “You are simply going to leave?” Chavoron asked. “Never to return until we make this wholesale change?”


  “Yes,” the Eruditia said. “Do not send for me until it is done, and do not ask to meet with me in private in hopes of swaying me. I can no longer tolerate being here while this atrocity goes on. Now is a time for action, not talk.” Without a further word, and ignoring the protests of some on her own side, she swept from the room.


  “That will make the next meeting somewhat quieter, I expect,” snorted the Vidara, his green attire shining as the sun caught him. He looked across the table at the anti-slavery coalition. “Are any of the rest of you planning to leave forever?”


  “I think my fight is still here,” Timmas said, leaning in, a determined look in his eye, chin pointed pridefully. “What good would I do out there when there are minds to be changed and work yet to do in this chamber?”


  “Agreed,” Chavoron said, nodding slowly, and the air of the meeting, which had grown still, started to shift as people sensed the end, standing and stretching. “For what good will it do us to free these long-beleaguered peoples,” he ignored the hardening of expressions to his left, “if we give them nothing but the freedom to die in starvation and civil war instead of servitude?”




   


   


   


   


  49.


   


  Cyrus


   


  “I think we need a moment,” Quinneria said once the fires of Reikonos had been put out, and the pillars of black smoke that hung over the city came from smoldering ashes rather than blazing flames.


  Cyrus looked at his mother almost indifferently. They stood in the square where thousands thronged around them: those who had lost homes, those who were trying to get back to their homes to see if they were still standing, and the armies of Reikonos as well as representatives of the guilds of Endeavor and Burnt Offerings. Cyrus surveyed the milling chaos, distracted by the dull roar of ten thousand voices, and his mother’s words barely touched him.


  “A moment, sure,” Cyrus said, the blue sky above marred by the smoke that still hung over the city. It had left the air with an ashy quality that Cyrus could taste on his tongue, even over the conjured bread that he’d been handing out to the citizenry by the hundreds. He’d taken a little for himself, remembering that he hadn’t eaten in a day. “We’ll need one.”


  “Yes, we will,” she said, conjuring a warm and crusty loaf of bread and handing it to a woman who was shepherding a dozen children. She conjured another and handed it to the same woman, who crowed her thanks. “Cyrus … these last few days—”


  “I’ve lived them, I know what happened,” he said, creating another loaf and realizing it was not only half the size of those his mother was producing, it was also cold and stale, hard like the tack he’d carried with him to war. He frowned and handed it to a man who gazed longingly at the loaf his mother was producing even now, wafting steam coming off hers while his sat in the man’s hand like a crusty brick. “I wouldn’t eat that, either,” Cyrus said to the man in apology, and watched his loaf promptly tossed aside as the man rushed toward Quinneria with pleas on his lips.


  “You should stop,” she said, after handing the man a loaf of his own. She strode up to her son and placed a hand on his shoulder, wrinkles on her fingers that had not been there before the battle with the deities. He studied at her face, and the lines were evident; she’d aged after the fight with Malpravus, but this was different, less subtle. Her hair was streaked now with grey. She caught him looking and brushed at it self-consciously. “You should stop before you end up looking like me.”


  “You still look like my mother,” Cyrus said softly, averting his gaze. “You just look like you’ve felt the battle.”


  “As have you,” she said, her fingers sliding off his filthy pauldrons. “You need time to breathe, to let things settle in your mind. To … to rest yourself—”


  “I will,” Cyrus said, “as soon as—”


  He stopped as a clamor cut across the crowd, a murmur of alarm from out of the south. He turned, looking toward the fountain and the portal, where the people were thronged so deeply about that even with his height he could not see clearly through them.


  But he could see over them, and that was where they were all looking, in any case.


  “What the …?” Cyrus muttered.


  A troll in black robes was storming across the sky, his sandaled feet slapping against invisible ground above the head of the crowd. The people below him were pointing and those that looked up directly beneath him were torn between shuddering and looking away and staring in awe, pointing up the troll’s robes in astonishment and—in one case, Cyrus noticed—distinct interest.


  “Where is he?” the troll bellowed over the crowd, his spear-staff at his side, his face a step away from sheer panic. “Where is Cyrus Davidon?”


  “Vaste!” Cyrus shouted, swiping a hand across his throat to amplify his voice before he spoke, “I’m over here, you daft bastard!”


  “Where—oh, there. Of course. Black armor.” Vaste hurried over the crowd, causing some to flee from beneath his robes. Cyrus frowned as the troll descended, causing the crowd to part as he reached the earth once more and rushed up to Cyrus, breathing hard. “You’re a difficult one to find.”


  “I’m the tallest man in the crowd and I’m wearing armor,” Cyrus said. “How does that make me difficult to find?”


  “You’re covered with more mud than a troll after a swamp wrestling match, for one,” Vaste said, looking him over, “and also, there are more than humans present here.”


  Cyrus looked around; it was true, there were some trolls in armor from Endeavor and Burnt Offerings, as well as Zarnn, who sat atop his savanna cat in the middle of the crowd, everyone but a group of awestruck children giving the troll knight a wide berth. Zarnn seemed very focused on keeping his cat well in hand, the reins tightly knotted around his fingers to keep the cat’s head up—and away from taking bites of the passersby.


  “Anyway, I’ve found you and that’s all that matters,” Vaste said, then paused. “So …”


  “So,” Cyrus said, glancing at his mother to see her watching him expectantly.


  “I heard you got into trouble without me.” Vaste looked down on him with a faint look of disapproval.


  “Is that an accusation?” Cyrus stared right back. “Because I think you know trouble doesn’t wait for you to show up, Vaste. It pretty much does as it wishes.”


  “And I’m sure you had nothing to do with it.”


  “I had everything to do with it,” Cyrus said. “We killed Lexirea, Levembre, and Nessalima, then assaulted the Realms of Winter and Storms to kill Aurous and Tempestus, and once that was all over with, we found Rotan, Virixia, Enflaga and Ashea waiting in ambush at the portal and killed two of them. Now there are, what, three major gods left? Some other minor ones, perhaps, hiding in the shadows? I can’t recall the lesser pantheon at this point, but they’d be wise to hide behind Bellarum’s skirt.”


  “You really did it, didn’t you?” Vaste murmured, almost low enough for it to be lost in the crowd noise.


  “I wasn’t left with much choice,” Cyrus said defiantly. “Lexirea, Levembre, and Nessalima attacked Pharesia, and I’d have been damned if I was going to stand by and let them raze the city to the ground, Vaste.”


  “You had a choice,” Vaste said quietly. “You could have—”


  “What?” Cyrus asked, waiting for the attack. “Stand idly by and hope they stopped there?”


  “No,” Vaste said, “we’re talking about what you could have done, not what most men could and would have. You … you could have used the opportunity to throw yourself against the gates of the Realm of War.” He lowered his voice. “But you didn’t. You did the right thing. And … I’m sorry I missed it. If you’ll have me, I won’t leave again until this is finished.”


  Cyrus felt a strange sense of relief. “Of course we’ll have you, are you mad?” He lowered his eyes to stare at the well-trammeled ground in the dusty square. “But you might not want to come. We lost Fortin, Martaina … Grinnd …”


  “I don’t expect that’ll be the last we lose,” Vaste said quietly. “Not by a wide margin, I’m afraid.” He looked up. “But not afraid enough to stop me from coming with you.” He looked over Cyrus’s shoulder at Quinneria. “I am pleased to see you again, Sorceress.”


  “And you as well, Vaste,” Quinneria said. “Which I am sure you know, coming from me, is a very strange sentiment.”


  “Oh, yes, hah hah,” Vaste said, “because you killed some trolls a bunch of years ago, very funny.”


  “Where have you been?” Quinneria asked.


  Vaste’s expression softened, his mouth opening slightly to reveal his large lower canines almost all the way to the gums. “I … you’ll see, but … later.” He looked over the crowd. “What … what do we do now?”


  “Help as we can,” Cyrus said, looking at the weary masses around them, some seemingly bereft of all hope, and a few settled on the ground, faces buried from the light. “Lick our wounds. Mourn and rest. And soon … we’ll need to make ready again.”


  “There might be a couple of things I can do to help with that, when the time comes,” Vaste said, already conjuring bread, the spell-light gleaming in his hands.


  “I certainly hope so,” Cyrus said, wondering if he should bother making bread of his own or simply leave it in the hands of those more competent than him. Then he looked at the throng, and started to cast the spell again, for there were so many in need. “Because we’re going to need all the help we can get.”
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  Alaric


   


  The day I first visited Chavoron’s home was a day I will forever remember as one of the most significant of my life.


  Though I didn’t know it at the time, obviously.


  It was a thing long planned, and it coincided with one of the Tempestus’s—the minister who held in check the natural storms—allowed rainfalls upon Sennshann, the balcony doors drawn carefully to and latched against the hammering rains. I stood and watched in amazement, having almost forgotten the sound of the tapping fall of water upon glass and stone. I could smell it, even inside, that scent of rain evaporating, of renewing the world around me, and noted how it muted the noise of the city.


  I stared out into the pouring sky as I waited, part of me wanting to step out into the storm so that I could feel it on my skin, soaking my tunic all the way through with that damp, renewing wetness.


  “You would be struck by lightning and I would have to resurrect you,” Chavoron said from behind me, bustling about as he packed a bag for our trip. I thought it beyond curious that he was taking things with him, but it seemed he had mostly filled the bag with his books, which I had noted as I passed on my way to the windows to stare out at the rain. Did he not have books at his estate, wherever it was? “Which I have no time for, today, so please kindly stay inside.”


  “I wasn’t planning to …” I let my voice trail off as I saw Chavoron smile. He tended to do that, from time to time, offer a very dry goad, as though he needed to amuse himself in order to pass the moments when his mind was engaged in dull matters. “When are we leaving?”


  He looked up at me, cinching his bag closed. It had straps upon it so that it could be borne on the shoulders, and a leather noose that closed it at the top like a sack. It was one of the stranger things I’d seen in the Protanian Empire, and very unlike the bags that Luukessians carried to war. “Right now, if you find yourself able to pull your nose away from the rainy day outside.”


  “Are we taking a carriage?” I asked, already planning ahead in case I had to run through the downpour.


  “No,” Chavoron said with a faint smile. “And where we are going, it is not raining.”


  “Is that so?” I asked, puzzling slightly. “Then it’s a magical journey?”


  “It is,” Chavoron said, hefting his bag on one shoulder. It looked heavy and he grimaced before casting a spell on it, some version of Falcon’s Essence, I would guess, that lightened the load and allowed him to carry it easily. “Step closer, please.” I trudged across the tower toward him, suddenly cautious. He gave me a careful look, sizing me up. “Have you traveled by teleportation before?”


  “When I first came to Sennshann,” I said. “In the back of the wagon, we came from some place that had a red sunset—”


  “The Mortus’s realm,” he said, nodding.


  “There was … a construction scaffolding there,” I said. “Like they were building a tower there of the kind you see here—”


  “It’s not like these towers at all,” Chavoron said with obvious distaste. I sensed there was perhaps more that he was not saying.


  “Where was that?” I asked, and he stared at me quizzically. “The Mortus’s realm? North of here?”


  Chavoron let out a light laugh. “I can see why you would think that, since you were taken from the north of your land and know that we are directly west of your kingdom, but … no. The Mortus’s realm is exactly that—a realm of its own, not connected to our own save by the bridge that is our magic.”


  “I …” I squinted at him, trying to make sense of what he’d just said, for there was a pittance of understanding in my mind. “I don’t … don’t see …”


  “Come with me,” Chavoron said, and beckoned me forward. I stepped closer, and he closed his eyes for a brief moment as his fingers began to glow a brilliant green. I watched the power of the spell grow as the intensity of the light flared, and then it burst like a shattered glass, twinkles of light blinding me as it spread.


  I felt a twisting, jerking sensation, painless but strange, and suddenly my feet, weightless and without feeling, pressed against the ground once more. I stumbled as the light faded, leaving spots in my vision.


  The walls of the tower were gone, replaced by a bright blue sky and a glowing yellow sun overhead. I was in fields of green as bright as the spell that carried us here. They swept toward an unbroken horizon, save for just ahead of us, where a dirt path cut through the fields up to the gates of a short wall. Behind it, I could see a mammoth building, towers jutting up at each of the four corners and the tallest rising out of the middle of it. Immense wooden double doors visible through the gates stood tantalizingly open, as though inviting me to come inside.


  “This …” Chavoron said, “… is my sanctuary.”


  I looked around the green, sprawling fields and blue skies, and saw behind me an ovoid of stone with Protanian words inscribed upon its edges. When I looked back upon Chavoron’s home in the near distance, he was already walking toward it, as though drawn, inescapably, to those open doors.


  “Where are we?” I asked, hurrying after him, my tunic catching a pleasant, warm breeze. The sun kissed my skin, and I felt the chill that had settled as I stared out at the rain in Sennshann fade as though it had never existed.


  “I told you,” he said, not looking back, his attention utterly consumed by getting to his destination, “my sanctuary.” He stopped his walk, looking over the fields the way I had just done, and I heard him take a deep breath. “This place … so far removed from the tower and all its problems. When I stand in these fields, when I look out from the top of that tower,” he pointed up to the central stone tower that rose out of the main structure, “I can feel my pulse slow. The worries of my day, of my work … I can leave them all behind me in the city in a way that I couldn’t if I made this place my home. This is my refuge.” And he started forward again.


  “But … where is it?” I asked, falling into line with him.


  “Where almost no one can find me,” Chavoron said with a smile, and he lapsed into silence as we walked toward the open gates.


  I trailed in his wake and could almost feel the sense of calm that settled over him. He was a ponderous man, thinking constantly, slow to move and act, but here he seemed different. There was a crispness to his walk, a liveliness to his step that suggested he had shed some weight off his shoulders simply in coming here. His eyes were clear and taking it all in, from the verdant grasses springing up to the horizon and above to the cerulean skies, unmarred by a single cloud.


  I could feel the sense of peace in this place like it was tangible, something I couldn’t recall feeling even in Enrant Monge. As we strode under the gates, the sun disappeared above us for a moment and I looked up, afraid it might disappear forever. When it came back as we stepped under the stone works, I felt a sense of relief that I couldn’t explain logically but still knew in my heart had reason.


  “You will find almost everything you need here,” Chavoron said with a glowing pride. “I built this place myself.”


  “You—how?” I asked, taking in the sweeping scope of the architecture. Not even counting the towers, which stretched hundreds of feet into the air, the main building was tall and vast, and looked to be at least several floors high. There was a stained-glass window above the mighty doors that shone with many colors, all sparkling in the day’s light.


  “With magic of course,” Chavoron said, that sense of peaceful satisfaction permeating him. “Not unlike what the Mortus has done with his new arms, I simply used magic to … transform, to change some of what already existed into something new, into what I needed it to be to create this place.” He took it all in as though seeing it for the first time, appraising it. “You see, the basics you’ve learned—spells, accessed through word and mental discipline—that is but the first stage of magic, which all our people can use. But those of us in the cabinet … we have long pioneered other avenues of magic, creating and doing things beyond the conventional spellcraft. Some of our people do the same, but they lack the … the strength. Whether it is the practice, the desire, the will … I don’t know. They lack something, and so only a few push farther.”


  “And … those people are the ones that have ended up in your cabinet?” I asked. “By … coincidence?”


  Chavoron frowned at me, but in an amused way. “Certainly not. They are pre-eminent; is it not natural that they would be selected to rule?”


  I tried to reconcile what he was saying with all I’d seen thus far. He’d certainly not hesitated to let me know that he thought heredity alone was a silly reason for me to rule—though he hadn’t come out and said it that way. I hadn’t asked myself yet how it was that all those cabinet members had ascended to their places if not through inheritance. It wasn’t as though Jena had ever suggested she was in line to become the Yartraak when her father passed from the position for whatever reason.


  “Then they are the best at magic?” I asked.


  “Indeed,” Chavoron said. “Though you have not met the foremost among them yet, the governors.”


  “Governors of … what?” I asked.


  “There are places,” Chavoron said, “beyond the world you see. Realms. Like Mortus’s domain, like this place—” he waved a hand at his sanctuary.


  “This is … not in the world?” I struggled with this idea; I was so far from home, but I understood the idea that if I simply walked east from Sennshann, I would reach the sea that bordered the western coast of Luukessia, and that somewhere, over that land, lay Enrant Monge.


  The idea of some disconnected world … it made no sense to my mind.


  “No, we are quite out of the world at the moment,” Chavoron said with a faint smile. “Come with me, I will show you.” And he beckoned me inside.


  I followed him into a sweeping hall with a massive staircase up one side that led to a balcony. Hearths burned and crackled to my right, all the way to a spiraling staircase that led up the central tower. To my left I saw a lounging area with another crackling fireplace and more different types of chairs than ever I’d seen before. Food lay out on tables, casks sat there opened, the heady smell of mead, wine, and beer wafting to me as I stood in the entry door.


  I followed Chavoron ahead, toward the spiraling staircase that led up the tower. To my left, through double doors, I passed a dining area. It was small in scale, with one long table. There was food spread here—succulent boar on a spit, the legs of chickens with a little blackening on the skin, dishes of sprouts and greenery dressed with sauces—enough for a feast, and not another person in sight to eat it.


  I started to comment on all this, my stomach growling as I realized I was hungry, but Chavoron simply said, “Come along,” and we ascended.


  We climbed to the top of the tower, passing empty floors, quiet spaces that left me wondering why this place was so grand and yet so deserted. But I stifled my questions and followed Chavoron, hoping that my answers would come in time.


  There were so many windows that the sunlight found us easily, warming me during the climb. At last we reached the top room of the tower, and he opened the door with a slow squeak. Here I could smell something like oil in metallic hinges, but sweeter.


  I don’t know what I expected at the top of the tower, but it certainly wasn’t what I found.


  Chavoron stepped into a room so sprawling I knew something magical had happened somewhere along the way. Where there should have been a tower room akin to his space back in Sennshann, instead was an expansive, palatial pavilion. It was circular, with columns holding up a roof inlaid with gold. It was at least five times the size of the tower at the Citadel, and the sight of it took my breath away.


  There were fountains that sprayed gently, carefully cultivated trees and bushes, brightly colored, mouth-watering fruits hanging from branches, and more tables spilling over with food. And at the center of it all, in a bathing pool, I saw woman with dark blue skin swimming nude as the sound of water tinkled in the air.


  “Caraleen,” Chavoron called to the woman, and I felt a flash of embarrassment for looking, “we’re here.”


  Caraleen turned in the pool, her hair slicked back and wet, a smile obvious on her face. “Hello, Father,” she called, and then, looking to me, with—I thought—a little more warmth, “Alaric.”


  “Caraleen,” I said, strangely abashed. Something I had noted from my interactions with the Protanians was that they had no shame associated with nudity, unlike my people. It made sleeping in the corner of Chavoron’s quarters uncomfortable.


  “I am going to show Alaric a few things,” he said, leading me past the pool toward a small structure that seemed like a stone building in the middle of the far end of the room. “Have you eaten yet?”


  “No,” she said, treading water. It looked … deep. And, if my eyes were not terribly deceived, a little chilly. “I’ll wait for you.”


  “Very good.” Chavoron held the door open for me, something he did often, and so different from what I would have expected for a man of his rank. Servants leapt to open the door for my father; Chavoron hurried to open the door for others. “Come along,” he said with a smile, and we stepped into a darkened room.


  If I hadn’t been prepared for the expansive tower room, what I found in the small building when the torches lit around me was even more bizarre. It wasn’t just that the room was far, far too big for the little building; it was also warmer inside than it had been in the sunlit, garden-esque tower room we’d just left.


  Along with the torches that lit as if by magic, braziers also flared up in the four corners of the room. Here I found myself in a space that was cluttered with … things, as though it was an archive and a storage room and study, all wrapped into one.


  At the far end of the room was a desk backed with bookshelves. I could see windowed doors beyond, with sun shining from behind curtains that remained closed. Chavoron made a gesture with his hand and they swept back, sunlight abetting the torchlight in giving me a full accounting of what waited within this place.


  There was something like a blacksmith’s bellows in one corner of the room, a burbling waterfall that came right out of the wall in another, spreading out into a shallow pond that covered about thirty feet—yet tiny in relation to the rest of the room and nearly lost in its own corner. There were also bookshelves, far, far more than the ones I had seen below, and filled to capacity with more volumes than I could count in a lifetime. Somehow I suspected Chavoron knew every book on every shelf.


  “This is my little retreat,” Chavoron said, leading me around some of the clutter. I saw tables piled with manuscripts that had been scrawled upon, maps of something that looked like ovoids with strange shapes written upon their surfaces, names scrawled upon each in the Protanian script. “Here I do my research, my thinking, my … tinkering.” He gestured toward the corner with the smithing materials, and I noticed other equipment there that defied any explanations I might have conjured for their purpose.


  He led me over to the desk, spinning the chair with a squeak, as though it were somehow detached, floating above the floor. I peered over at it, trying to figure out what he’d just done. The top of the chair seemed to be mounted to a bottom by a central peg that allowed it to swivel. My mouth fell open as I stared; I had not seen anything like that before, a chair that could spin without moving its legs.


  “Sit, sit,” he said, pointing me to one of the more traditional seats on the other side of his desk. I sat, sinking into the padding and reflecting that cushioned chairs was an idea whose time needed to come, and swiftly, to Luukessia. My father’s throne was a hard and uncomfortable thing, exacting a torturous price upon me on the rare and brief occasions I’d sat in it.


  “Well,” Chavoron said after I’d settled in, once I’d had a chance to appreciate the padding, his smile telling me he knew the answer he was going to get before even asking the question, “what do you think of my home?”


  “It’s … astounding,” I said, answering honestly. “This is like something out of dreams.”


  He smiled magnanimously, and his desk squeaked as he slid out a drawer. He rifled around in it, hand out of sight, and came up with a medallion of beautiful brass, Protanian lettering scrawled in a spiral out from its center. It had a chain fixed at the top of the circle. Chavoron placed it around his neck and let it rest there, the strangest adornment I’d ever seen and the only occasion thus far in our association that I’d seen him wear any sort of jewelry.


  “What … is that?” I asked, fixed and curious about the medallion.


  “This?” he pointed at the writing. “It is … a long story. Another time, perhaps.” He shifted his attention away, sweeping his gaze toward the corner with the smithing supplies, and then he leapt to his feet. “I must show you this, though.” And he was moving again, threatening to leave me behind once more, invigorated in a way I’d never seen him in Sennshann.


  I followed him hurriedly, cutting a corner next to an ornate wooden chest and rattling it as I hit it with my knee. I swore, loudly, in my native tongue, and Chavoron paused to look back, halting his progress and coming back to me as I clutched at my wounded knee.


  “Heal yourself,” he said, ribbing me as though I were a fool, and I cleared my mind enough to remember the incantation for the healing spell. The pain in my leg subsided, and I glanced down to look at what I’d hit and, like so many other things in this place, found myself fascinated.


  I’d clipped a wooden, rectangular chest with a fitted lid. It wasn’t hinged like the chests we had in Luukessia, nor was it the bare and barely smoothed wood, function over form, that one might have expected to see in Enrant Monge. No, this was beautifully carved, with sides that were as carefully sanded as if they’d been chiseled from marble, and with more Protanian letters carved into the sides. The lid was ajar, slightly off-angle for how it was supposed to sit when closed, and a gap appeared at two of the corners. I peered inside; a glowing white light shone out at me, as though someone had contained a sun inside. It gleamed at me, shining, sparkling, and I felt suddenly very warm, curiously so, and a bit like I had the last time I’d been in bed with Jena.


  “Ahem,” Chavoron said, and he gently pushed the lid closed. It made a clunking noise as it slid back into place. “Careful,” he said when I looked up at him, that warm feeling fading away.


  “What …” I looked back down at the wooden object. I longed to open it up again, to stare into that light and feel it caress my face. “What was that?”


  “It is an ark,” Chavoron said simply, almost playfully.


  “But … what was inside it?” I stared at the wooden sides, as though they might open and reveal that light and warmth once more.


  “Hope,” Chavoron said, his fingers playing with the medallion, tracing the lettering on its surface.


  “I don’t understand,” I said.


  “Of course not,” Chavoron said, leading me away once more. “You’re a child of privilege who spent most of his life spoiled and bored. What need did you have of hope? Your destiny was assured. Come over here,” he said, urging me to follow him once more.


  I followed him to the smithing supplies, so different from the ones I’d seen smiths in Luukessia use, and yet similar enough that I recognized them for what they were. He had a table laid out with a few things, most of them appearing to have been abandoned projects.


  There was, however, one object in the middle that appeared to be finished.


  It was a sword, made of a metal that gleamed darkly under the combined torch and daylight, with a curve like a fat man’s belly near the tip of the blade. It swept down toward the guard, where a spiraling metalwork gave it some flair before fading to the wooden grip, with hints of black leather wrapping the base.


  “Do you like it?” he asked. “I forged it myself from some of the Yartaak’s finest ore, sculpted and hammered it into perfect shape with magic and time, given power by enchantments I worked into the metal, some ideas I played with on how it could … aid its user.” He demurred, his pride fading for a moment. “I feel some shame in making it, of course, given that we Protanians do not believe in taking up arms against one another, but laboring to produce an exquisite weapon and then combining them with your own magic is something of a fad among our elite at the moment.” He blushed, skin going darker, as though the very suggestion he would follow the passions of the crowd was anathema to him. “We pour our lives into these things. I have always been an aficionado of history, and this … this is an object of art for me, not a weapon to be used.” There was a glimmer of something in his eyes—regret, I thought—that suggested he did not fully believe that.


  I stared at it, once more admiring another treasured possession of Chavoron’s and wishing it were mine. “It’s beautiful,” I said.


  “Pick it up,” he said, “try it out.”


  I did. The balance was astounding; Chavoron seeming to slow before me. The sword swung lighter, easier and yet stronger than any sword I’d held in Luukessia or Sennshann. It was effortless, smooth. I suspected it would part flesh from bone as easily as it cut through the air.


  I placed it back upon the table with regret, wishing I could strap it to my belt when I returned to Luukessia, and—secretly, of course—harboring the thought that if possible, I would. “It’s very impressive,” I said. “Does it have a name?”


  Chavoron smiled. “All great swords have names, don’t they? This one is no exception.” He looked down on it with pride. “In your language we would call it ‘The Saber of the Righteous.’” He looked up at me. “But it mine, it’s so much simpler.


  “It is called Rodanthar.”
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  Cyrus


   


  “I need to talk to you … about hope.”


  Cyrus felt a smile tickle at the corner of his mouth at the sound of the desert man’s smooth voice washing over him. He was standing above the chaos of the day, on a rooftop looking down on the settling crowds in the square. Things were calmer now, order restored, the people below less frenzied now with their full bellies, but still Cyrus watched. Nowhere else to go … and naturally this happens. “Of course you do, Scuddar,” he said, not looking over his shoulder.


  Sundown was coming, Cyrus could feel it. The air was heavy and hot, the sound of the fountain in the square urging him to come down and bathe himself in it, as so many others were presently. Its normally clear coloring had long ago turned brown from the day’s washings. Instead Cyrus conjured water in a skin to his hand and pulled his helm off, dumping it onto his head. When he finished, the water trickling down his whiskered cheeks, he turned to the desert man, still wrapped up in his robes and said, “What about it?”


  Scuddar shimmied to the edge of the roof, lacking a Falcon’s Essence spell of his own. Cyrus looked around, trying to figure out how the desert man had gotten to the top of the building, and finally assumed that he had simply scaled the wall. Scuddar sat next to him, his feet dangling over the edge. Cyrus stared at his hard leather boots for a moment, dusty as though he’d come right out of the Inculta desert just now, and waited for Scuddar to speak.


  When he did, it came in his deep, rich voice. “I sense that you have lost hope.”


  Cyrus couldn’t keep back the mirthless chuckle. “Yes. Yes, I think I have, you’re right.”


  “It is a natural thing,” Scuddar began, and Cyrus listened, because the desert man so rarely sought his ear or his counsel, and even more rarely still offered advice. Everyone else, I’m sick of hearing from. But Scuddar … well … I’ll humor him for a few minutes before I politely shut him down, since I’ve heard all this before. “…in moments of loss. Losing hope is easy when we lose our loved ones—we need do nothing, it simply goes with them.”


  “True enough,” Cyrus agreed, swinging his own dark boots a little impatiently off the edge of the roof.


  “But there is always hope,” Scuddar said sagely.


  “From the ark, right?” Cyrus asked quietly.


  “Yes,” Scuddar said.


  Cyrus paused, letting that thought hang in the air. “When you told me that story on the shores of Luukessia … as we were on the last retreat …” He stared out over the milling crowd and saw people—men and women and children—sleeping in the middle of the hubbub. No homes, lost family members. Nowhere else to go …


  No Sanctuary.


  “Yes?” Scuddar prompted him.


  “I, uh … I felt chills, actually,” Cyrus said, remembering. “I was at a point when hope was hard to scrape together given all that we’d seen … all that had happened.”


  “But you found it,” Scuddar said, “on the bridge.”


  “I did.” Cyrus nodded along. “And we lost Alaric, but … we stopped the Scourge.”


  “You lived on,” Scuddar said. “You found better days.”


  So that’s where he’s going with this … “Indeed I did,” Cyrus said quietly.


  “That is the basis of hope,” Scuddar said. “That however bad things have gotten, they will not rest in the bottom of that chasm of desperation forever.”


  “I know where you’re going with this,” Cyrus said, shaking his head, “and no. No, they’re not going to get better again, Scuddar.”


  “They could,” the desert man said, “if you would allow them to.”


  Cyrus opened his mouth to say something in anger, but held it back. “Perhaps,” he said instead. “We have a lot to accomplish right now, you know.”


  “Without doubt,” Scuddar said. “But if you do not face this battle with hope … with a belief in something beyond its end … you will lose this fight.”


  Cyrus scraped his thumb along the side of index finger, the mail screeching at the friction he put upon the metal. “Well, we can’t have that, can we?”


  “We cannot,” Scuddar said. “For more than your vengeance and your life rest on your actions in these coming days.” The desert man stood, and his red robes whipped past Cyrus as the wind kicked up around them. “Remember that when you think of abandoning hope … for it is not only for yourself that you should keep it.”


  “I wish … it was as easy as … finding that ark that you talked about,” Cyrus said. “I don’t know how it works, whether you … take a breath of the dust within or dive into the damned thing … whatever the case, I wish it was that easy, finding this hope you’re talking about.” He looked up at Scuddar and saw that the man’s balaclava was down, his face on full display, a rare thing indeed. “I will try, for the sake of the others. But I don’t know that you’re right, that it will matter.” He looked ahead again, at the square and all it contained. “We have so much to do. This fight … and everything leading up to it … it’s a battle, a war. I’m a warrior. Some would say the best in Arkaria.” He paused, wishing he could hear Vara scoff at his boast. “This is what I’ve trained for almost all my life. I will keep my mind on the task at hand, and we’ll finish off Bellarum and the last of the gods just the same as we killed the rest of the pantheon.” He smiled with thin malice. “They’ll die just like the rest.”


  “The truth you learned on that bridge,” Scuddar said, “in that fight, it is one that is easily lost when one loses hope. A man will fight harder for what he believes in than anything else.”


  “I believe in protecting these people,” Cyrus said. “I would have given my life for them last night in any of those fights.” He felt a twinge in his chest when he thought of Martaina and Fortin, and even, to a lesser extent, Grinnd. “I have something worth fighting for. Them.” He pointed at the crowd, then slowly brought his finger around to Scuddar. “And all of you. The ones who are left with me.”


  “But without hope—”


  “I have hope,” Cyrus said, staring up at him. “Hope for all of you. Hope for your futures, and a belief …” he swallowed hard, “… that things will get better in this land if we can just cast off the yoke of these gods. Once they’re gone … maybe the rest of you can find some peace, some happiness.”


  “And you keep none of that for yourself?”


  “That’s not a question I can answer right now,” Cyrus said after a moment of thought. “It would be quite enough for me to see the rest of you survive this fight … to see you all prosper and live out the rest of your lives in peace.”


  “Then it seems to me,” Scuddar said, raising the balaclava back to cloak the bottom of his face, his dark beard disappearing in the rich cloth, “you have a reason to fight, and a reason to die. But you lack a reason to live … and that will cost you in your darkest moments of battle. It may cost you everything. A future you don’t even know you could have.”


  Cyrus felt a sense of tightness in his throat. Not nausea, but a bile of worry, of sorrow. “I don’t need a future right now,” he said, drawing to his feet. “I need to live in the present—in these moments, these days—and to finish the task at hand. Perhaps you’re right, and once it’s all over I’ll find that future you hope for me.”


  “Perhaps,” Scuddar said, turning to walk away, across the rooftop, “and perhaps not.”


  Cyrus watched him go, and a final thought occurred. Perhaps not, indeed.


  Because, really, once this is all over … and the people are safe … then my task is done.


  And then … why would it matter if Cyrus Davidon still lived?




   


   


   


   


  52.


   


  Alaric


   


  For dinner that evening, we walked down to the base of the tower, and Chavoron invited me into the dining hall, full of grand splendor like the rest of his sanctuary. The room was long and narrow, and the ceiling was filled with arching buttresses of the sort I’d seen only in sketches of a proposed temple of ancestors that some mad architect had tried to convince my father to build. Hearths glowed along either side of the room, and the table was heavy with food, still fresh as if it had been made minutes ago, a spread that would have put the grandest feast at Enrant Monge to shame.


  Still somewhat full from our earlier luncheon on the top floor of the tower, I scooted myself in at the table, Caraleen across from me and Chavoron taking his place at the end. Chavoron looked as pleased as I’d ever seen him, his chest swelling, as though he were proud just to be here with the two of us. I looked around, but there were no servants in sight, no slaves, and when he started to reach for the platters to fill his own, I realized that truly, we were alone here in this place, the three of us.


  “Do you like our home, Alaric?” Caraleen asked me, smiling quietly as she started to scoop greens upon her plate with a pair of steel tongs.


  “I find it magnificent in every way,” I said honestly, using a knife to cut a thick slice of smoked beef from a rib. I popped a little morsel in my mouth as I shaved it, the meat so tender it fell apart in contact with the blade. It was succulent, moist, and whatever combination of spices had been used, I found it so delicious that I closed my eyes to savor it better. “Every way.”


  Chavoron chuckled at the end of the table, barely audible over the clatter of plates as he moved things around. When I opened my eyes I found the platters hovering, moving along slowly down the table. Caraleen stopped one by taking it out of the air and helping herself to what she wanted from it. I watched her and then did the same, taking a roasted chicken leg for my own crowded plate.


  “When first we came here,” Caraleen said, splitting her attention between me and the foods she was capturing as they floated by, “I wasn’t sure how I would like living in the isolation. But everything is a simple spell away, and so I suppose I found it even more comfortable and pleasant than I’d anticipated.”


  “I was worried about you,” Chavoron said, settling in with his knife and fork, working on a piece of what looked like pork sausage, slicing it neatly. “Such a city flower, I feared you would be lost and alone in this place. But you found your interests, your garden,” he nodded at the wall behind him, “and of course you’re in Sennshann almost every day anyway.”


  “It is very convenient,” she said, smiling as she took a bite of lettuce. She chewed daintily, and her small throat worked with the effort of swallowing even so insignificant a morsel. “And the peace … I only find myself occasionally missing the hum of Sennshann, and then, even in the middle of the night, I simply go. Those emergency journeys are growing less and less necessary as time goes by, though.”


  “How long have you been here?” I asked, chewing another bite of delicious chicken seasoned with a wonderful salt that made my tongue cry out for more. A ham drifted by with a shining glaze upon it and pieces of some yellow fruit pinned to its sides, and I caught an intoxicating whiff of honey from it.


  “Several years,” Caraleen said, and here her smile faltered a bit. “When did you discover this realm, father?”


  “Fifteen years ago,” Chavoron said, his head down and focused on his plate. “It was … after your mother …”


  “Of course.” Caraleen gave a short nod and stopped her fork before it reached her mouth. “I forgot. You plunged yourself into research after that.”


  “Indeed,” Chavoron said, and his momentary quiet was replaced by pride again. “I was the first to discover the outside realms, you see. The others followed shortly thereafter, the cabinet members rushing to claim their own as I had this place.”


  “I suppose it’s something of a luxury,” I said. “Some of the more powerful men in Enrant Monge have their own retreats outside the city, country homes they call—”


  Chavoron chuckled. “This is not merely a retreat, though I can see based on what I told you, I see how you might interpret it that way.”


  “Oh?” I watched him carefully again. There always seemed to be another purpose for Chavoron; nothing he did was simple or straightforward. He didn’t appear, based on my dealings with him, to be the deceitful sort. It was that he made his decisions on more levels than anyone I had ever met. If he went to take a meal, he wasn’t doing it simply because he was hungry, he was also using his time to talk with someone of importance whose help he needed or who could resolve a problem—and all the while he was building a list of steps to take for the next problem he needed to tackle.


  That said, I had noticed that he could evade a question and keep a secret better than anyone I’d met to that point.


  “These redoubts—retreats,” Chavoron said, “the ones the cabinet uses. They’re not just homes.” He wiped his mouth with a clean white linen, leaving nothing behind on cloth or face. “They are like … taps … into the essence of magic.”


  I thought about what he’d said, imagining a syrup farm I’d once been to where hard spikes were driven into the trunks of the trees, biting into their gnarled flesh. Out would run a sticky, sweet sap that could be made into syrup. “Then these places are—”


  “We call them places of power,” Caraleen said. “We’ve found many of them. Each of the cabinet members has one by now. Having one, basking in it, allows Father to soak up enough magic to do … astounding things.” She waved at the walls around us. “Like build this place.”


  I thought about that for a moment. “Then … when you came here—”


  “It was much more like an empty space,” Chavoron said, pausing in his eating. “Not totally empty, mind you. There was ground and sky, but it was dark, rocky, with no sun overhead …”


  “That’s … that’s not the sun?” I asked, looking out the open doors, through the entry hall and into the dark night outside, as though somehow I could see this false sun below the horizon.


  “That is a clever bit of magic I worked out in cooperation with the Nessalima,” he said. “It glows like one, hangs in the sky like our sun, but … no, there is no natural sun for these places. She has provided several for some of the others who could not work out how to do it on their own.” He stared off into the distance. “The Yartraak, in particular, seems to have great difficulty with this branch of magic.” He shrugged. “Not everyone is as proficient at these things as others. The Mortus, for instance …” His smile faded. “… Well, he pursues things I don’t even wish to contemplate if I can avoid it.”


  I opened my mouth to ask a question, but Caraleen spoke first. “What branch of magic most interests you, Alaric?”


  I paused. “I … don’t think I know enough beyond the basics to even settle on an answer. Everything I’ve seen here … well, it astounds me, frankly. It’s far beyond the little conjurings I’ve managed, fire and healing and whatnot.”


  “Healing and growth are my specialties,” Caraleen said.


  “Is that so?” I asked, looking briefly to Chavoron, who seemed to glow with pride.


  “She has crafted the most amazing garden behind the sanctuary,” Chavoron said. “With nothing but her power as her aid. All the greenery you see upstairs, that is all hers as well—in addition to the green fields that stretch in every direction outside. I am terrible when it comes to creating life. Cold stone and dirt I can transfigure all day long, and my skill with enchantments … well, it is beyond anyone else’s. But life …” He chuckled. “I prefer to leave this to my daughter.” He smiled down the table at her. “You would make an excellent Vidara, should the crotchety old fool in the position now ever step down.”


  “Thank you, Father,” she said, blushing deep blue in the firelight.


  “But enough about us, Alaric,” Chavoron said, picking up his goblet and taking a long sip. “I know much of your homeland, but there are a few things that escape my understanding.” He set the goblet down and templed his fingers together. “For example … your belief system.”


  “My … I’m sorry?” I frowned.


  “What you believe in,” Chavoron said. “After death. What you pray to—it is your ancestors, isn’t it?”


  “Ah, yes,” I said, nodding. “We believe that those who came before us watch us from beyond life, and that our honored dead will go on to join them and watch over the generations yet to come.”


  “And do you pray to them?” Caraleen said, listening intently, plainly intrigued.


  “I … typically do not,” I admitted, something I would never have said in Enrant Monge. I made my prayers loudly and obviously, as a future king should, but in private I gave little care for my ancestors as I had seen them do less still for me. “I have other concerns than worrying about people long dead.”


  “Oh ho,” Chavoron chortled, “an unbeliever. I can’t imagine that’s a popular sentiment in your lands.”


  “It would run against the grain of what the people think,” I said. “But I don’t find much solace in that religion, and I never have. For example, everything you do here … it stands in opposition to the tenets of what my people believe—that our ancestors granted us dominance over the lands, that we were the preeminent, that the kingdom of Luukessia is pre-ordained and that our right to rule is divined from them.” I cleared my throat. “None of which would conform very well with what would happen should your armies decide to cross that bridge you’re building.”


  Chavoron had almost brought his goblet to his lips and now he set it down. “That will never happen so long as I am in charge of the empire.”


  I smiled thinly and raised my own glass. “Then may you reign forever, for my people could not stand against your might.”


  He raised his goblet but did not drink, his smile fading. “The others will see, given time, but … I will not reign forever. I have only so long, as you do.”


  “Don’t say that, Father,” Caraleen said, now looking uncomfortable, her meal seemingly forgotten. “The elves—”


  “I have made my arguments against immortality before,” Chavoron said. “Men have their time, and when that day passes, they should not linger beyond it like a guest who outstays his welcome at a party. To do so in this case is not merely to annoy those around you, it is to hold back the generations to come from their destiny.”


  “But what if they choose war and conquest for their destiny?” Caraleen asked. “Our soldiers now carry batons that stun rather than kill.” She shifted her attention to me. “This was not always so. Our armies are now poised to fight any battle without killing a single person—”


  “Because we make them our slaves,” Chavoron said.


  “Better that they suffer for a while as servants than lose their whole lives to death on some battlefield,” she said. “For they will be free again. The day is coming.” She sounded sure. “But life, once lost … is gone forever, and every life is different, and precious, and—”


  “Yes, I know,” Chavoron said. “I think you worry too much. This thing we have created, this prohibition against killing, it defines our people now. The generations that follow behind me—the ones that live now, these young up and comers like the Drettanden and the Terrgenden—they see it as our greatest accomplishment.” He smiled ruefully. “It’s everything else they want to tear down.” His smile lost its luster. “Though sometimes … I think perhaps it might be better to die in the cause of your own freedom than live your life subsuming yourself as a slave.” He shook his head. “The lack of freedom to pursue the desires of your heart …” He looked around, taking in the hall. “It’s not a life I’d care for.”


  “Nor I,” Caraleen said with a shudder. “Perhaps … we should move on to a happier topic.”


  “I have a question,” I said, carefully inserting myself back into the conversation. “You asked me about my beliefs … may I ask about yours?”


  “Certainly,” Chavoron said. “We believe in ourselves.”


  “Father,” Caraleen said, chastising him as she looked at me in apology. “Now our peoples’ beliefs do tend to run toward … I suppose ‘the optimism of our own ascent’ is the right way to describe it. But we have older beliefs as well, though they are barely adhered to any longer.”


  “Like me with my peoples’ faith,” I said.


  “Except this runs across most of our society,” Chavoron said. “But Caraleen is right. We once believed very strongly in two powerful deities that sit beyond our reach.” He picked up his goblet again. “Indeed, my original research that led me to discovering this place was based on a search I was conducting for those powers.”


  “Powers?” I asked.


  “Our myth holds,” Caraleen began, “that the primal world was created in alliance between two gods, each imbuing certain things with their own qualities. One chose the day, one the night. One chose the land, the other the sea. They divided between them all things and all virtues, and made them their own. But most important, they each chose one overriding characteristic to make their own—one chose good, the other … evil, for lack of a better word.”


  I felt my brow furrow listening to her tale. “That sounds … simplistic.”


  Her eyebrows rose and I could see I’d given some offense. “Perhaps to you. This divide defined our world, though, and—”


  “I thought you said you didn’t believe in these deities?” I asked.


  “She doesn’t, really,” Chavoron said, watching his daughter with his cup just before his lips. “But like an old thought one cannot get rid of, she would defend them against you nonetheless.”


  Caraleen held her head up high, her expression pained. “I … don’t, I suppose. It’s not very en vogue to say you believe in these things, and truly I don’t. Not anymore. They are tales for children to reassure them of their place in the world until they can cope with the truth that we are on our own—and better than that, we have the power to navigate the currents of that world in a way that would have made previous generations think we were gods.” She snorted, a little haughtily. “Even the vast majority of our own people lack the power we hold.”


  “Do not dismiss them so easily,” Chavoron said, looking up with a coy smile. “To sneer at others for not believing the same as you is the height of arrogance and elitism, the top failings of any leader who governs at the grace of the people.” He placed the goblet before him. “Also …” He looked up at me, light in his eyes, “I still believe in the Gods of Good and Evil.”


  “Father,” Caraleen said, somewhere between exasperated and scandalized. “There is no proof in our studies to validate—”


  “Just because you haven’t seen it doesn’t mean there isn’t any proof,” Chavoron said, and here, again, I got the feeling he was hiding one of his secrets.


  Caraleen sighed. “And just because you say it doesn’t mean there is.”


  “True enough.” Chavoron put his cup down. “I …” His words drifted off, and he stiffened in his high-backed chair before getting to his feet. “Someone is here,” he said quietly, eyes fixed on the doors ahead.


  I rose, as did Caraleen, all of us peering out into the night to see who was coming. I could faintly see a figure in the distance, just barely, but apparently Caraleen had a spell to aid her vision, for she cast something and promptly declared, “It’s Mathurin.”


  “Of course it is,” Chavoron said, “I told him where we would be and how to get here.”


  Caraleen tried to disguise her shock and failed, her voice falling to a whisper. “You gave him the spell to reach us here?”


  “I did,” Chavoron said. “I cannot be unreachable.”


  “But the Drettanden already knows—”


  “Shhh,” Chavoron said as Mathurin stepped in through the double doors into the main hall at a jog, his breath coming in puffs. He was not winded, but he was certainly putting some effort into getting to us quickly. “What is it?” Chavoron called as the guardsman reached the doors to the dining hall.


  “I apologize for coming to you like this,” Mathurin said, his usual icy calm gone. “But there is trouble in Zanbellish.” I had heard the name Zanbellish before; it was a city in the southeast, not terribly far from that bridge they were building to Luukessia. I wondered if it looked anything like Sennshann.


  “What sort of trouble?” Caraleen asked, drawing her clothes tightly together at the front of her tunic, balling the fabric up in her fist as though she were trying to keep her worries contained.


  “A slave revolt,” Mathurin said, speaking directly to her. “They have … it is … it is quite terrible.”


  “Unfortunate,” Chavoron said, his face looking pale blue and near ashen. “We must send in the army, then, and restore order—”


  “I’m afraid it’s not that simple,” Mathurin said, and here he looked pained, though I thought I caught a glimmer of something else in his eye—worry, perhaps. “The leader of this particular revolt …”


  Chavoron paused, his head cocked as he waited for Mathurin to finish, but the guardsman seemed stuck. “Yes?” Chavoron prompted him.


  “It’s the Eruditia,” Mathurin said, and I couldn’t tell whether he sounded defeated or … excited. “She’s raised the uprising herself.”
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  Cyrus


   


  “Was it my imagination, or was that the longest day and night of all time?” Terian asked as the war party dragged themselves up the Citadel’s last steps. A wary feeling came over Cyrus as they made the long climb to the upper floors. They’d been offered the space at the invitation of the mayor of Reikonos, the new putative head of the Human Confederation, an obsequious but helpful fellow who seemed dead set on doing everything he could to appease Cyrus in the few minutes in which he had bent his ear. The offer of the Citadel’s top floors had sounded to Cyrus more practical than dragging his war party back to the depths of Saekaj, and so he’d seized upon it swiftly.


  What he had forgotten—or perhaps just put out of his mind until they were here—was exactly how like Sanctuary’s upper floors the Citadel was.


  With every step past the meeting chamber in which the Council of Twelve had conducted the business of the Human Confederation, Cyrus felt his unease grow. The stairs spiraled up, and he knew upon the next landing, he would find his goal.


  Double doors were thrown open wide, and inside was a council chamber strikingly similar to the one in Sanctuary’s halls. The table here was long instead of rounded, but then, they’d adopted one of these tables in the Sanctuary council as well, recently, before …


  Before, Cyrus thought dully.


  “Should we … just … sit anywhere?” Vaste asked as they eased into the room.


  “It’s not as though these are our chairs,” Cyrus said, gravitating toward the head of the table, just inside the balcony doors. They layout was eerily similar, but at least the stone was a far, far different shade from that found in Sanctuary. Cyrus looked to his right as he started to take his seat and found that while the hearth was in the same place, there was no door to an archive—at least not one visible against the bare stretch of wall. “Take whichever you want.”


  Vaste darted ahead, trying to sit in the seat Cyrus was heading toward before he could seat himself. The troll pushed against him, and Cyrus gripped Praelior before giving the troll a hearty shove that sent him sprawling to the floor on his arse. “Except this chair,” Cyrus amended. “This one is mine.”


  “You got territorial fast,” Vaste said, picking himself up and giving his black robes a good dusting.


  “You just got slow is all,” Terian said, slipping into the seat directly opposite Cyrus. “Too much pie.”


  “A worthy trade,” Vaste said, slipping into the seat to Cyrus’s left as Quinneria sat down opposite him. “And I wouldn’t say no to one right now, either.”


  Quinneria rolled her eyes, but waved a hand and a pie appeared in front of Vaste, still steaming hot and filling the room with the aroma of fresh-baked apples with a hint of strawberry.


  “You know,” J’anda said, “I wouldn’t say no to one of those, either … perhaps in blackberry?”


  Cyrus opened his mouth to say something in protest, but stopped himself.


  “What?” Vaste asked, syrupy pie filling dripping down his chin as he slurped a soft piece of apple between his lips.


  “I was about to say that my mother is not a short-order cook, but …” he reddened, “… then I remembered that, in fact, she was.”


  “I didn’t mind it,” she said, conjuring a pie for J’anda with a gentle smile. “You all would have starved if not for me.”


  “You’re like a mother to us all,” Vaste said, mouth still full. “But less judgmental and more fully capable of speech.”


  “You’re the last one who should be talking about speech capability at the moment,” Longwell said, frowning at the troll, whose food was once more trying to escape his green lips. The dragoon paused, then looked to Quinneria. “We had a type of berry in Luukessia called—” Quinneria waved a hand at him and a pie appeared before him, steaming. Longwell took a deep breath, eyes closed, and then they sprung open as a smile of pleasure spread over his face. “That’s it. How did you—”


  “They were a favorite of Alaric’s as well,” she said. “He would go to Huern from time to time and buy fresh ones from the gnomes who crossed the sea of Carmas to trade with the Actaluereans.” She watched him dig into the crust with relish, a smile of satisfaction upon her lips. “Once I’d sampled them, it was an easy matter to reproduce them with magic—”


  “Can everyone please get their food orders in so we can have a meeting?” Cyrus asked, a little crossly. He paused, then added, “Ahem … I’d like a meat pie.”


  “You would,” Cora said from her chosen place down the table. She had a thin layer of dust coating her face, and when she went to brush her hair off her forehead, she left a streak where she’d inadvertently cleaned herself.


  Cyrus took a bite of the warm, crusty meat pie while he waited for Quinneria to serve the others. She did so without complaint, her fingers dancing, magic sprouting from the tips. He watched her move, watched her green eyes dance as she worked her spellcraft, and had a vague memory of seeing her do something similar in front of the fire in their home, the smell of warm crust and sweet fruit filling the air.


  “This is lovely,” came the voice of Terrgenden as he stepped out of the shadows near where the door to the archives would have been in Sanctuary’s Council Chambers. “Can I make a request?”


  “As though you can’t conjure whatever you want,” Quinneria said.


  “You should know better than anyone that we are all experts at different sorts of magic,” Terrgenden said. He stepped out from the wall and Cyrus realized Vidara had been standing right behind him, her green crown of vine looking like it was drooping, the flowers in it wilted. Her brown hair looked duller than it had at any time since they’d rescued her from Yartraak. “Conjuring baked goods was never really my thing.”


  “What would you like?” Quinneria asked a bit stiffly.


  “I was always enamored of the pumpkins of fall,” Terrgenden said. “Mashing up their insides and mixing them with brown sugar …”


  Quinneria spun her fingers and another pie appeared down the table. Terrgenden made a little sound of satisfaction and walked right up to it, dipping his finger into its center. “Delicious,” he pronounced after his first bite.


  “I assume you didn’t just come for the refreshments,” Terian said, half his pie already gone.


  “You speak blasphemy,” Vaste said, mouth full as he worked on his second, “these pies are worth leaving the realms for. Why, if Bellarum had the last one, I would kill him myself for it. In fact, I did hear a rumor he’s hoarding some of these, which is my secret reason for returning—”


  “You’re trying too hard, dear,” Quinneria said.


  “Oh. Sorry,” Vaste said and busied himself with eating once again.


  “You’ve done well,” Terrgenden said as Vidara seated herself across from him, her movements much slower than his, as if she, too, had lost hope. “You’ve nearly cleared the road before us, which … is an impressive feat.”


  “No thanks to you,” Isabelle said sourly as she entered, a dwarf at her side whom Cyrus recognized as Larning, the Guildmaster of Burnt Offerings. Isabelle had a look on her face that reminded him of Vara at her most acidic, and what came next from her tongue only confirmed his assessment. “You let Pharesia and Reikonos be attacked without giving a word of warning—”


  “I don’t believe we’ve met,” Terrgenden said with great humor. “You must be Isabelle. My name is—”


  “I know your bloody name,” Isabelle said, more hacked off than Cyrus had ever seen her.


  “I doubt it, but that’s irrelevant,” Terrgenden said, interlacing his fingers, all traces of the pie’s custard-like filling gone from his hands. “Why didn’t I warn you, you mortals, that Bellarum and the rest meant to take this war against you and turn it to encompass everyone else?” His face fell. “Because we didn’t know he was going to do it.”


  “You’re a real wealth of information, aren’t you?” Ryin asked, his mouth and lips covered with grape pie filling.


  “I am, actually,” Terrgenden said. “But I’m hardly in the middle of Bellarum’s council, as I told your friends earlier. He didn’t share his plans with us,” he pointed to Vidara and then to himself. “Probably didn’t think he could trust us.”


  “Turned out to have the measure of you, didn’t he?” Calene muttered. When Terrgenden looked right at her with an upturned eyebrow, she backpedaled. “Err … Sir Trickster, Sir.”


  “You don’t have to act like a hooker and pretend to respect him,” Aisling said dryly. “I think he likes you better when you just dispense with the pretense.”


  Calene flushed. “Well, I’m not a bloody hooker, first of all, and second …” She looked right at Terrgenden. “Fine, then. I don’t like you. I don’t like what your people have brought us these last years, like a poison harvest.”


  “I can’t blame you for that,” Terrgenden said wearily, “though I wish you wouldn’t lump me in with them since I’m plainly tossing in my lot with you.”


  “Does the All-Mother have anything to add to that?” Cora asked, looking right at Vidara, awe in her eyes.


  “She gets all the respect,” Terrgenden groused.


  “Terrgenden is right,” Vidara said quietly. “We’ve chosen to throw in with you, mortals, knowing that the other path is a Bellarum who will rule all with a fearsome hand. And I assure you,” she said, looking at Isabelle, “I did not know of the planned attack on Pharesia, or I would have given warning. I have no desire to see my chosen people destroyed, nor any other lives lost if I can avoid it.” She bowed her head. “These are dark times, indeed.”


  “So who’s left to rally against us?” Cyrus asked, looking right at Terrgenden and Vidara. “Bellarum, obviously. Virixia and Rotan got away—”


  “Rotan has a few new scars,” Isabelle said with a hint of pride. When Cyrus looked at her questioningly, she elaborated. “One of our dark knights hit him with a curse that prevents the healing of wounds, and then Larning here took a chunk out of his face.” She nodded at the Guildmaster of Burnt Offerings, a dwarf with a braided beard down to his knees, who carried a warhammer with a pointed tip jutting out slung behind him.


  “Aye,” Larning said, “he’s not so pretty anymore. Not that he ever was.”


  “Yes,” Mendicant said, nodding, “he looks a little like a dwarf, doesn’t he?” Larning flushed a darker shade, but Cyrus felt sure the goblin had made the comparison without guile.


  “You ask who’s left,” Terrgenden said. “Yes, Virixia, yes, Rotan, though he might be injured—I couldn’t say. There are no more members of the lesser pantheon remaining.” He held utterly still for a moment. “They have either fled, been killed by you, or consumed by Bellarum.”


  Cyrus let that one hang for a moment. “Excuse me?”


  “You heard him correctly,” Vidara said. “He’s slaughtered the last few remaining gods and absorbed their power.”


  “Like … like Malpravus did with his army?” Ryin asked, his mouth slightly open.


  “Exactly,” Terrgenden said.


  “Why didn’t he do the same to you?” Terian asked.


  “Oh, I’m sure he’d love to,” Terrgenden said. “But after our meeting with you, we’ve both closed the portals to our realms. The only way in and out now is with us and a return spell.” He smiled tightly. “After this meeting, we’ll both be heading home and you won’t be seeing us again for a little while.”


  “So you’re not going to be with us in this?” Cyrus asked, narrowing his eyes.


  Vidara answered for them. “When the hour comes for you to face Bellarum, be assured we will be there, for if we are not … he will eventually find his own way into our places and that will be our end.”


  “But you’ll need time to prepare,” Terrgenden said, taking up for her, “and so shall we. This requires … a storing up of magical energy on our parts so that we can be at our best. Even still …” He looked across the table at Vidara. “We are not what Virixia and Rotan are. They are stronger because their places are more heavily fortified with natural magics. And Bellarum himself …” He shook his head. “It will take an effort of us all to have even a chance to stop him.”


  “When I left,” Vaste said, looking to Cyrus, “you were talking about building an army. How’s that going?”


  “Surprisingly well, considering you only left a day or so ago,” Cyrus said, letting a little aggravation seep out in his answer. “The elves are with us, and the Reikonos Guards, and—presumably—Burnt Offerings and Endeavor,” he saw Isabelle nod, though Larning did not. “Is Burnt Offerings with us?” Cyrus asked.


  Larning stirred. “Aye. How could we pass up on a chance to face down the gods? Especially given all that’s on offer here.”


  J’anda spoke. “What … is on offer other than the chance to die in an epic battle?”


  “The chance to not die when they come back to destroy the city without you lot to defend it,” Larning said darkly. “I see this as an all-or-nothing venture. We all fight now and possibly die together, or we wait and let these angry gods run us to the ends of Arkaria and kill us for certain.” He folded his hands in front of him. “Simple enough decision.”


  “Especially since you apparently blacked the eye of the God of Earth,” Vaste said cheerily. “I wonder if he carries a grudge.” The troll grinned. “Just kidding. I don’t actually wonder—I know.”


  “Who else could we get?” Terian asked. “Other than my people—which you forgot, by the way—since we have no desire to see our lands ripped apart by Bellarum the All-Powerful.” He shuddered.


  “Sorry,” Cyrus said, “sometimes I forget you’ve gone from the fool of Sanctuary to the Sovereign of Saekaj Sovar. It’s such a startling jump in responsibility, after all.”


  “I have made inroads in Enterra of late,” Mendicant said quietly, pre-empting a sour Terian’s reply. “I … began a school there, teaching a few up and coming goblins what I’ve been learning.”


  “That sounds promising,” Vaste said. “Angry goblins with heretical powers. Couldn’t possibly go wrong. Excellent idea.”


  “Is that better or worse than making a heretic out of a troll who craves pie to the exclusion of all else?” Quinneria jabbed him lightly.


  “It’s not all else,” Vaste said. “I would, of course, place you, the master pie-maker, in importance above the pies themselves—”


  “I don’t like my odds of ending up anywhere near the top of that hierarchy,” Terian said.


  “Yes,” Vaste said. “You’re somewhere below pie but above chipmunks and hedgehogs.”


  “You’re all somewhere below chipmunks in mine,” Aisling said. When all eyes turned to her, she said, “I haven’t had Vaste’s experiences with them. To me they just look cute.”


  “Wait,” Calene said, holding up a hand. “If you say it’s down to Bellarum, Virixia and Rotan … where are the Gods of Good and Evil in all this?” Cyrus watched Vidara cringe slightly, and Terrgenden’s normally jovial expression turn pained. “Wait, are they already dead?”


  “They’re …” Terrgenden cleared his throat, clearly trying to come up with some sort of explanation. “Not dead, no …”


  “But they’re part of the pantheon, aren’t they?” Calene asked. Cyrus looked around the table to find everyone regarding Terrgenden with great intensity, save for two faces—Quinneria looked aloof, telling Cyrus that she knew something that the others did not. The other was Scuddar, who seemed utterly relaxed, although his eyes were darting about as though he, too, knew something the others were not aware of.


  “They aren’t part of the pantheon, no,” Terrgenden said.


  “Do they not exist?” Longwell asked. “Have we … have we finally found one of your myths that doesn’t actually have teeth hiding behind it? Because this is getting pretty damned wearisome, having to perpetually cast my eyes heavenward and wonder how wrong my theology was.”


  “I thought the God of Evil had some presence in the Trials of Purgatory?” Aisling asked, watching reactions like Cyrus was. “The Final Guardian? And that … other … thing, beyond one of the portals …”


  “They exist,” Vidara said.


  “Yes,” said Terrgenden, “the God of Evil did leave the Final Guardian … and there is a portal that leads to … a domain of his … a place where we’ve … communed with him, I suppose you could say. But he and the God of Good …” here he looked even more pained, “… they are … beyond us. Not involved in our … our war.”


  “How are they beyond you?” Calene asked, looking utterly perplexed. “You’re … you’re all deities together, aren’t you? Did they just … do what Bellarum is doing and evolve beyond you?”


  “It’s a … long story,” Vidara said. “But to cut it short, they’re not like us. They don’t come from where we did.”


  “And where do you come from, then?” Longwell asked, like a predator sensing weakness.


  Vidara and Terrgenden both fell into a silence, looking uncomfortably across the table at each other.


  “They were the ancients,” Cyrus said, staring them both down. Vidara looked up, startled, but Terrgenden kept his head down, smiling vaguely. “Or what’s left of them. The old empire that built this place.” He waved his hand to indicate the Citadel around them. “That built the portals, the ruins—like Zanbellish.” He watched Vidara flinch slightly at his words. “You deified yourselves.”


  “Did your mother tell you that?” Terrgenden asked, still not looking up.


  “I—no,” Quinneria said, looking at Cyrus in bewilderment. “I didn’t.”


  “It’s another ‘The Warrior is Thinking’ miracle!” Terian shouted in mock surprise. “Praise be to the—well, whoever’s left, I guess.”


  “You want to offer praise to Bellarum?” Calene asked with a cocked eyebrow.


  “It was all out there,” Cyrus said, staring straight ahead, past Terian’s shoulder. “The culmination of everything we’ve learned these last few years. Strings waiting to be tied together, really.”


  “And naturally, being the master of sewing that you are, now that you’re master of nothing else,” Vaste said, “you took it upon yourself to tie them together.”


  “Care to lay it out for us, Cyrus?” Terian asked, leaning heavily with his palm against his cheek. “Because …” he looked from Terrgenden to Vidara, “their reaction has convinced me you’re right, but it’s at odds with everything we know about the War of the Gods and what followed.”


  Cyrus took a deep breath. “We don’t know anything about the War of the Gods that we didn’t hear from history or from Alaric and Curatio. The latter two were there, and the former …” He looked at Terrgenden, who smiled wanly, “… well, much like the magic taught by the Leagues, it all comes directly from the gods themselves, in one form or another.” He stood, his chair screeching as he pushed it back.


  “That’s still a big leap to make,” Isabelle said.


  “They wanted us to believe they were immortal,” Cyrus said. “That they were beyond us, and so they hid every single story about the other gods that were killed—Drettanden, Marei—whoever else—”


  “It is a long list,” Vidara said.


  “—except for one, which they tied carefully to Bellarum, thus suggesting that only the influence of one of them could result in the death of one of them. Mortals can’t kill gods, only gods can. And until I cut Mortus with Praelior,” Cyrus said, patting the hilt of his weapon, “that deception held. The godly weapons were utterly out of the game, held by those that were most trusted by the deities themselves.”


  “Is anyone else wishing right now that Ashan’agar hadn’t buried the damned things under the Mountains of Nartanis?” Vaste asked, looking around the table. “Because while I notice some of you have picked up some new toys, I’m really starting to grow disenchanted with this old thing.” He rapped his white staff against the table and the spear tip rattled around the crystal. “Also, I’m beginning to think I should have had a professional carpenter do this instead of trying to turn it into a spear myself.”


  “Not now, Vaste,” Cyrus said. “Alaric told us after we killed Mortus that the gods were hiding things. Hiding the dead. And then, last year, we watched Malpravus use information he’d gleaned from being in Yartraak’s service and from following the footsteps of the ancients to start his own ascension.” He stared right at Terrgenden, whose smile was looking somewhat forced. “He was just becoming what they already had—immortal, but not in the sense of the gods beyond—meaning the ones of Good and Evil—”


  “You don’t know that,” Vidara said, almost mumbling. “We don’t even know that much about the gods beyond or how their power comes to them. They might have done what we did, only earlier.”


  “I wonder why you don’t know that?” Mendicant asked, his curiosity causing him to hold his mouth slightly open, his pointed teeth all showing. “I mean, if I were you, having achieved this level of … of power … why would you stop when there might be more beyond it?”


  Vidara sighed. “We didn’t stop. There was … something of an expert who had pursued these questions, but …” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter now. The point is … it was pursued. Some answers were even found, but other things got in the way.”


  “What other things—” Isabelle started to ask.


  “It doesn’t matter now,” Vidara said sharply. “There is no help for us in that direction.”


  “No ark?” Cyrus asked lightly, looking to Scuddar, who met his gaze placidly.


  “I thought that was a legend?” Calene asked, frowning.


  “It exists,” Vidara said. “Or it did.”


  “Where?” Terrgenden asked, his eyes widening.


  “It doesn’t matter now,” Vidara snapped. “It is lost.” She turned her eyes back to Cyrus, and he could see dull crimson burning through the green irises. “You are very clever, of course. You always were. It’s why he chose you; brawn alone would not suffice for his champion.” She looked away. “And it’s one of the reasons she loved you as well. You’ve put it all together, but none of it matters now.” She looked back up, eyes burning. “Nothing matters but stopping him.” She fell into a silence, overcome by the emotions that had been tearing at her.


  “What will you do now?” Terrgenden asked after a moment’s pause.


  “Gather our allies,” Cyrus said. “Prepare for the final battle. If we can, I’d like to end Virixia and Rotan before we go to the Realm of War.”


  Terrgenden shook his head. “They’ll be there now. They won’t risk stepping away.”


  “Because Bellarum won’t want us to kill them?” J’anda asked.


  “Because Bellarum won’t want them to die in a place where he can’t absorb their souls,” Vidara said stiffly. “And they’ll fear being left alone in their Realms, even with the portals sealed.” She looked right at Cyrus. “You’ve done the impossible these last few days, beaten our own when you shouldn’t have had a chance, struck down some of our best in their own realms, in the seats of their power. They’re terrified of you.”


  “They damned well ought to be,” Longwell muttered.


  “So then the path is clear,” Cyrus said, nodding, his thoughts swirling around him. “We need to gather our forces—everything we can muster—and then storm the Realm of War.” He saw a shadow cross over Vidara’s face, and she looked away. “Soon,” he said. “Within the week, I think, unless that’s too long to wait?”


  “We don’t know what he’s planning,” Terrgenden said uneasily, “but … it seems to involve you in some way. That said … entry into the Realm of War—it cannot be accomplished from the portal beneath us.”


  Cyrus leaned forward. “Then how do we get in?”


  “I can bring you inside,” Vidara said quietly, looking stricken. “It requires … a spell all its own. I can teach your spellcasters, and we can … we can all go together.”


  “Please teach Quinneria now, before you leave,” Cyrus said, and watched the goddess’s face fall. “It’s not that I want you to die, but you admitted that Bellarum could find his way into your realm. I don’t want our lives and our plan to fail because he kills you before we’re ready to face him.”


  “If he does, Cyrus Davidon,” Vidara said, “you will have graver problems to face in that realm without us there to help.”


  “Then you know what else we’ll face when we get there?” Cyrus asked. “Minions and whatnot? Other than Virixia and Rotan?”


  Vidara shook her head. “I have not been in that realm in ten thousand years. I have no idea what he has done to it since. It will likely be completely different than when last I was there.”


  “There is undoubtedly something else there,” Terrgenden said. “The God of War is not without his loyal followers and minions, yes. I’ve met a few of them and found them to be singularly vile creatures.”


  “That’s been my experience with his servants as well,” Cyrus said blackly. “All right. I have a few things I need to work on. Surprises … for Bellarum.” He tightened his jaw. “Let’s reconvene in three days’ time and we can finalize our plans.” He rose again and a few others stood with him. “When next we meet, we will plan the death of the God of War.”


  “Or our own, quite by accident,” Vaste said brightly. “Gosh, I hope it’s his.”


  “Not helpful, Vaste,” Cyrus said.


  “But quintessentially me,” the troll said.


  “Quinneria,” Vidara said, “if you’d care to learn the spell for transit to the Realm of War …?”


  “Certainly,” Quinneria said, giving Cyrus a significant look. “Perhaps you’d care to step out to—”


  “We can go upstairs,” Terrgenden said. “I think I wouldn’t mind seeing my old quarters again. Like a walk through an old memory.”


  “I’ll go as well,” Isabelle said with obvious suspicion, though it seemed to be directed toward Terrgenden rather than Vidara, Cyrus noted. In his mind, the two were conjoined, and he was having trouble trusting either of them entirely. Not that they need to know that …


  “This way,” Vidara said, “any who would care to learn.” She moved slowly, and Quinneria followed after her, giving Cyrus another look that he was not entirely sure he understood. Mendicant went along, claws clicking on the floor, as did Ryin, Cora, Dahveed, Bowe and Isabelle. J’anda followed behind as well, but more slowly, leaning on his staff with more weight than he had seemed to the day before.


  “I’ll be needing to get back to my guild now,” Larning said, standing up, his braided beard falling off his belly as he stood. “Summon me when I’m needed.”


  “Longwell,” Cyrus said as the Guildmaster of Burnt Offerings made his way out of the room, “Go to Emerald Fields and let anyone of our army that want to join us know that the day is going to come soon, so they’d better make ready.” The dragoon nodded and headed for the door. “Scuddar, would you kindly go speak to the Reikonos Guard and Zarnn? Let them know to settle in, as we’ll be making our camp here.” The desert man gave a nod of his own and silently made his way out, catching Cyrus’s eye once more as he left. He’ll be wanting to talk about hope again … and the other thing …


  “I wonder why you didn’t just invite the troll up to the meeting?” Vaste said.


  “Because Zarnn is not the greatest communicator,” Cyrus said, frowning. “And why aren’t you off learning the spell for the Realm of War?”


  “Your mother can teach me later,” Vaste said, and then he turned serious. “Besides, I need to talk to you.”


  “I don’t need your apology,” Cyrus said.


  “That’s good, because I don’t have one for you.”


  “I’m going back to Saekaj to sleep in my own bed, and possibly marshal my army,” Terian said, his old armor rattling as he stood. “Maybe I’ll tell my wife what’s happened, too,” he said. “Then again, maybe not. She liked Grinnd at least as much as she liked me.”


  “It was hard not to,” Aisling said as she rose, “he always had a pleasant disposition.”


  “And you’re saying I don’t?” Terian adjusted his helm, and then smiled wolfishly, so unlike the armor’s last wearer. “Thank you, I think.”


  “Wait just a moment, please,” Vaste said, and the two of them stopped. “I … I need to tell you about something, before you go.” The troll took a breath. “About where I’ve been the last two days.”


  “I just assumed troll brothel,” Terian said.


  “He’s not you,” Aisling said.


  “Hey!” Terian said, “I have never visited a troll brothel, not even in my younger, more heedless and stupid days.” He paused, as he always did, before dropping the punchline. “Because they were my stupid days, not my suicidal days.”


  “What is it, Vaste?” Cyrus asked, looking over the last of them in the room; other than Terian and Aisling, Calene was the only one who remained, and she seemed to be doing her best to fade into the chair where she was sitting, her efforts at going unnoticed betrayed somewhat by the lightning-charged claws flaring silently upon her hand.


  “I’ve had something made,” Vaste said, his voice now solemn and serious. “I think you should see. But … we should wait for the others, so … perhaps on the morrow we could all go … or meet there … together.”


  “Where is it?” Cyrus asked, feeling the faint tingle running down his spine, the sense that he knew before the troll even said.


  “At the crater.” Vaste’s eyes looked tired, and there was a hint of a tear lingering in one of the corners. “Before we go forward with these plans, with this … final war … we should go back. One last time.”
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  Alaric


   


  It shouldn’t have stunned me how quickly Chavoron whisked us away from his sanctuary. How swiftly we left behind the pleasurable companionship of the peaceful night, with the burning hearths and succulent foods, the warmth and atmosphere of that place traded for the coldness of Sennshann. For Chavoron was, above all else, the First Citizen of the Protanian Empire, and his sense of responsibility was what defined him. By the time the four of us reappeared in the top of the Citadel, he seemed to have forgotten his sanctuary as if it had never existed and was focused exclusively on the business at hand.


  “We will need to respond to this quickly,” Chavoron said as the spell-light died around us. The balcony doors were still anchored tight against the rain spattering their windows. It appeared that the Tempestus was not done visiting his storm upon the city just yet. “Leaving it to linger and fester would be like leaving a sickness untreated.”


  “But how can you respond?” Caraleen asked. “Are you simply going to order in more guardsmen?”


  “That will do no good,” Mathurin said, shaking his head. “The Eruditia has prepared these slaves, apparently in much the same way that the Marei and I have prepared Alaric.” He shot me a worried look. “They have genuine weapons, Chavoron. Swords, not batons.”


  “Graciousness,” Chavoron whispered, “she did do the thing right, didn’t she?”


  Caraleen looked utterly scandalized. “This is … unfathomable.”


  “Nothing is truly unfathomable,” Chavoron said, lost in thought. “Take the seas, for instance. The Mler, the people that the Ashea makes congress with off the far coast of the elven lands below our outpost on the waves. They make homes fathoms below, and though we might not care to press our chances by seeking them in those depths, they are there and they know their own places beneath the oceans.” He looked right at her. “This is not unfathomable. The Eruditia seeks to make her mind known. Not in a way we would have chosen, but still … it not beyond understanding.”


  “She has armed slaves,” Caraleen said, patience straining, speaking to her father as though he were a dullard rather than someone trying to see all the sides of the puzzle, “she has set them against our own people. Have—” She looked at Mathurin. “Have any of the Zanbellish guardsmen died?”


  “No,” Mathurin said, “thankfully. When they realized what they were up against, they pulled back to wait for instructions. No one wanted to be responsible for a death, not on our side nor for killing the Eruditia. She seems to be putting herself out in front of this, trying to shield the slaves against our soldiers.”


  “A clever maneuver,” Chavoron said, “and one that would work against our people, paralyzed at the thought of killing one of their own.” He pursed his dark lips. “But these slaves—what sort are they?”


  “All sorts,” Mathurin said briskly. “Humans, goblins, dwarves, gnomes, perhaps a troll or two.”


  “Then they will gladly kill ours if given a chance,” Caraleen said, tilting her head back and closing her eyes. The tower stones gave off their dim glow, turning her dark skin a fainter color in the light. “The cabinet will go mad when they hear.”


  “I expect they are hearing even now,” Chavoron said. “It would be best to have a plan in motion before they manage to assemble, for anything we attempt afterward will be subject to their argument.”


  “Let me go,” Mathurin said, stepping forward, his angled armor dull in the faded light. “I will make my way into Zanbellish to face the slaves and stop the Eruditia.”


  “How will you stop her?” Chavoron asked with what sounded like thin amusement.


  “However you wish me to,” Mathurin said, and I caught the air of danger. “There are only a few dozen of their number, and poorly trained, compared to myself.”


  “You are still one man,” Chavoron said. “One Protanian man, facing slaves in a revolt in which it seems they wish to take Protanian lives.” He drummed his fingers against his chin, thinking. “I think the Eruditia wishes to shock us, all the citizens of the empire, and make a statement that cannot be ignored.”


  “She’s succeeding,” Caraleen said. “How do you stop her?”


  “By not sending in Protanian lives for her to end,” Chavoron said. And before the others could quite tumble to what he was suggesting, he turned to me, and I felt very much like I had when that first Protanian soldier was about to knock me out in the woods of Syloreas. “What do you say, Alaric?”


  “What … do you want me to do?” I asked, having only a vague idea of what I, alone, might do against an entire revolt of slaves who had been taught swordsmanship and—quite possibly—magic. Die was the most likely answer, and I cared little for that.


  “I want you to gather your legion,” Chavoron said, “the men you led in the Coliseum … and I want you to put an end to this revolt.”


  “You want me to … kill these people?” I asked, trying to make sense of the situation.


  “I would prefer you didn’t,” Chavoron said, and here he showed true regret, “at least not permanently, and neither do I wish you to take chances with your life. Keep the casualties to a minimum, please. Take utmost care, and stress this to your men.”


  “Chavoron,” Mathurin said stiffly, “please … allow me to go with him.”


  “Very well,” Chavoron said, with a nod. “You will lead from the rear. I will not have you become a martyr for Eruditia’s reckless theatrics.” Mathurin gave a nod of his own, but I could see his reluctance.


  Chavoron smiled briefly and looked into my eyes. I could see the warmth even as I felt my own worries rising within at the thought of stepping into combat once more. “I realize now that while I have inducted you into my house, I don’t believe I’ve ever told you what Garaunt means, in your language.”


  “I didn’t know the house name had meaning,” I said.


  “Everything we do has meaning,” Caraleen said softly. She looked near ready to weep, though whether it was from the thought of one of her own people in danger or that I was about to charge into it myself, I didn’t know.


  “Yes, Garaunt has a meaning of its own,” Chavoron said. “An ancient one, that hints at our origins. You see, once upon a time, our oldest ancestor, the first one who took a house name—she was a musician and a composer, and she made the music of the dead. The dirges we use in our ceremonies of farewell.”


  “That’s fascinating,” I said, not really sure why he was telling me this now, of all times.


  “I know it seems perhaps pointless to you,” Chavoron said, and he came beside me and put his arm around my shoulder. “But it means something to me that you are in my house, and that you are about to do this thing for me. I wish you to take care, for I am responsible for your safety.” I could see the concern in his red irises, the worry hinting out as he gave me a squeeze, so unlike any moments my father and I had shared. “I wish you to be careful, Alaric.” He looked behind him. “And you as well, Mathurin, while you do this thing in my service. For the name that you work under here is older than us all, and has meaning beyond our own lives. So take care—of yourselves, and of this task.”


  He straightened to his tallest, and the solemnity with which he spoke told me that this thing was of the gravest importance, both to him—and to us. “For you carry with you, in this, the honor of the House of Garaunt.


  “The House of Requiem.”
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  Cyrus


   


  Cyrus could think of any number of places he would have preferred to be rather than the place where he stood, on the rim of the crater where Sanctuary had stood, the small core of his inner circle—what had been the Sanctuary Council—behind him, along with a handful of others.


  His mood was black, at odds with the bright sky above, a few clouds in the distance white against a turquoise backdrop. The wind picked up and stirred the verdant grass behind him. Cyrus ignored it, focusing his attention on the gaping wound in the earth at his feet, before turning it to the small stone monument that Vaste had commissioned a dwarven artisan to make. Slightly larger than a tombstone, it sat flat against the earth, a small memorial to those who had died, a few words scrawled across its surface.


  The air felt thick around him, stifling in spite of the breeze that brought with it a cool breath of air to a day that wasn’t all that hot to begin with. It’s the mood, Cyrus realized. They’ve all lost people here, too. Not as close, perhaps, as I have, but … He glanced over his shoulder and saw Zarnn, head and shoulders above the others, head bowed, as well Terian and Kahlee, leaning in close to each other, and it struck a hard nerve within him.


  I cannot be Cyrus the grim right now.


  “This,” Cyrus said, keeping his voice low, “may be the worst thing I can think of that’s ever happened.” He waited, giving it a moment to sink in, the better to catch them off guard. “With the exception of that time Vaste broke wind in Council, and we all had to wait out on the balcony for it to clear.”


  A moment of silence followed as his words sunk in, and a peal of laughter exploded from Calene first, then Ryin, who seemed to be guffawing against his own will. The others were laughing, too, down to Scuddar, who seemed to be chuckling beneath his balaclava.


  “I told you that wasn’t my fault,” Vaste said, delivering his riposte with his usual good humor, bottom teeth sticking out in his underbite. He was barely holding back a smile; his relief that Cyrus had made a joke—here, of all places—was obvious. “It was your mother who made beans for dinner three days in a row.”


  Quinneria stood behind Cyrus, her robes black for the memorial, the grey that streaked her hair now giving her a stately look. Her lips were pulled back in a slightly forced smile, as though she did not dare fail to embrace her son’s attempt to lighten the moment. “They were in season.”


  “I think it was a plot,” Vaste said, the laughter still rippling through the few of them that were here, “just another act of aggression and vengeance against the trolls.”


  “Truly,” J’anda said, utterly deadpan, “that landed more heavily upon those of us in the room than it did upon any troll.”


  It took a few minutes, but a sober silence fell over them, the laughter dying down until the peals were as distant in memory as the walls that had once stood here on the plains. Cyrus stared at the crater, and then looked at the memorial stone, and bowed his head. “Thank you, Vaste,” he said.


  “For not breaking wind? It seems the least I could do, given the circumstances.” The troll paused, then said, more softly. “It’s not much, but I felt … there needed to be something to mark their passage.” To mark her passage, he didn’t say, but Cyrus caught it nonetheless as he looked in the troll’s eyes.


  “I can do something more with it,” Quinneria said, and then her fingers crackled with spell energy. The stone shifted, metamorphosing into a grander monument, granite shining and visible through the spell. It started to settle, the light dying down, and Cyrus could see names carved on the stone. He started at the top and stopped every time he reached a familiar one. “Raifa Herde,” he said. “Pradhar. Erkhardt …” he paused, and looked at his mother. “Sometime … perhaps you can tell me what happened to those last two.” She nodded, and he went back to reading. He felt a sorrowful tingle as he reached Narstron’s name, the air suddenly as chill as it had been in the caves that night in Enterra. “This … this is …”


  “Everyone who died in the service of Sanctuary,” she said, her head bowed in mourning. “I didn’t feel we should leave anyone out.”


  Cyrus read on, stopping as he saw Niamh’s name. He closed his eyes and imagined he could see red hair, bright as dancing flames. He opened them again and kept on. He paused when he saw Chirenya’s name, and looked at his mother, who shrugged. “She died in the service of Sanctuary,” Quinneria said simply, knowing just where he was reading.


  Cyrus kept on resolutely, the reading of the names feeling like someone was scraping his guts with a sword. His skin crawled as he looked over the dead of the battles in Luukessia, the siege, and Leaugarden, and then onward to those who had fallen in the Dragonshrine. His eyes glassed over toward the end, he had read so many, and then, at the last line, he stopped, and his breath left him.


   


  Vara Davidon


  Shelas’akur


  Beloved Wife


   


  His knees went weak beneath him, and Cyrus stumbled to the side. A gasp arose behind him and he held up a hand to stave off anyone coming to help him. “I’m … fine,” he said, not convincing even himself.


  “It’s all right to not be all right,” J’anda said quietly. “None of us would fault you for it.”


  Cyrus opened his mouth to reply, but no words came forth.


  “You can show weakness,” Ryin said. “You’re not a warrior of Bellarum anymore, you know.”


  Cyrus turned to see the druid staring at him from out of the small crowd. “I know that.”


  “Maybe in your head,” Terian said, his helm under his arm, his cheeks wet. “But I think your heart struggles with it, especially now, knowing you’re going to have to face him.”


  “Perhaps we could hold off this discussion for another venue,” Cyrus said coldly and turned back to the stone.


  He waited a long moment, and then spoke. “I feel as though I should say a few words … but I can’t think of any,” he lied. The words were welling up from his heart but he put a cork in the gushing sentiment threatening to overtake him. He pretended he saw a wall of ice constructed around his heart as though by spellcraft, chilling his feeling and leaving him numb, at least for the moment.


  “May … may I?” Aisling said, stepping up to his side.


  He turned his head to stare at her. He could feel the deep furrows in his brow, the disbelief etched heavily in his face. “Are you jesting?”


  “No,” she said with a simple shake of her head. “I … just let me say something,” and she walked past him without so much as a by your leave.


  “This is going to sound truly strange coming from me, of all people,” Aisling began, stray strands of her white hair blowing in the wind, “but I knew you all, as an outsider and, yes, a spy. I watched you all, and knew your hearts, for that was my task.


  “I came to this guild under the falsest of pretenses,” she went on. “I came steered by the God of Darkness himself, by his allies and proxies, came to lurk and watch, to insert myself into your lives, and to report all I had seen.”


  Cyrus could feel the weight of eyes on his back, waiting to see how he responded. Aisling, for her part, continued as though she were not aware that everyone was holding their breath as she spoke, afraid to see where this would go, and trying fathom how it could go anywhere but in a horrible direction. Why is she even here, other than the momentum that propels us all? She’s caught up in our wake, like debris down a river that can’t escape the same eddies as the rest of us.


  “I learned much,” she said, “for I was a good listener. I told the God of Darkness, through his minions, all about you. I told him the facts, the things he wanted to hear, twisted in the shape I knew that he and …” she twitched, then looked down, “the way his servants would want to hear it. I told them tales of Sanctuary’s rangings, far and wide. I told them of the great running battle in Enterra that we very nearly lost, of the fight across the bridge in Termina, where Cyrus was nearly brought low by … loyal servants of the Sovereignty,” she appeared choked at this, and Cyrus glanced behind him to see Terian’s eyebrow raised in vague amusement, “and of the fight with Mortus … and all that happened after to take us into new lands.


  “The questions always came, of course, about what the leaders of Sanctuary were thinking,” she said, looking down as she spoke. “Always, they wanted to know intent, and when I would answer, I could feel their … the smug assurance that I must be wrong. So often that I started to change my answers, to shape them to fit their perceptions.” She looked up, mournful. “Because … there was a never a question of the courage of Sanctuary. That much was obvious. Even a fool in the service of the Sovereign, blinded by the dark, could see that Sanctuary would go places and do things that no other guild and few armies would dare.


  “What they couldn’t understand … and what I couldn’t make them understand … was why.”


  Aisling took a breath and seemed to surge with energy. “Why would Sanctuary stick its neck out and battle the Dragonlord? The answer came back, sure, from Yartraak—self-interest. Saving Arkaria would mean saving your own selves. Then, when Enterra came along, the explanation came back even more blind—pure self-interest. Taking in refugees after the war began? Why, that was to grow our numbers through good will, plainly. Fighting in Termina? We were casting in our lot with those we were most closely tied to, for surely we must have smelled the intent of the Sovereign to stretch his hand forth over all Arkaria.”


  Cyrus listened, drily amused at her use of the word “we,” as though she had been a part of it all along.


  “Try as I might,” she said, “I could not make them see it, for they did not wish to. And that is the difference between Sanctuary, in what it was, and everyone else.” She stared straight ahead. “I never respected the paladin code until I saw it lived in a guild that saved us all. Try as I might to minimize it in every report, I couldn’t ignore it completely. I watched this guild do things that no one else would have done in the name of protecting Arkaria and its peoples.” She looked sidelong at the marker stone, and her eyes settled on that last name at the bottom. “I came to understand Sanctuary because I watched her—her code, her way, her rigidly inflexible adherence to the idea that in spite of … torturous wrongs done in the past, that there was a good in people. That one didn’t need to speak it aloud to see it, and live it, and react to it.” She lowered her eyes again. “That you could be the hardest person on the outside, but inside … the desire to do some good even in the sea of darkness in which we swam, it would live within, until given a chance to be let out to do its work.” She looked up at Cyrus. “Sanctuary was more than a place, it was the people that called these walls home. Their example lives on in us, if we should keep it close within our … hearts …” Aisling’s voice cracked, and she stopped, returning to the crowd behind him, pausing only at his side for a moment to say, “I’m sorry,” in a whisper, before she rejoined their ranks.


  “Abounding shits,” Terian said, “I don’t think I could have said it any better myself … so I’m not going to try, save but to say … Sanctuary was the best, noblest part of my life, and yes,” he looked at Aisling, “I will carry its lessons with me always.” And with that, the dark knight nodded, once, to his wife, and Cyrus saw the Sovereign warring to hold in his emotions. Kahlee cast a spell, taking them away, along with Aisling, Terian turning his head at the last, unable to hold his emotions in any longer.


  “I came to Sanctuary before many of the rest of you,” Cora said, stepping forward, drawing her aqua cloak around her carefully, her eyes already red. “I called it my home when few did, and forged friendships here that … stay with me to this day. Never did I see us become ignoble in purpose, even in the days after I left. Even as you grew into the largest guild in the land, never did I see you become like the other guilds, with their perfidy for loot and treasure. Sanctuary took its conquests, certainly, but did not live for them as others do.” She held her head high. “I am proud to have been a founder of this guild, and I only regret I lacked the strength to … see it through to the end.” Her voice cracked, and she raised a hand and disappeared in her return spell.


  “I came here an outcast,” Mendicant said, “and you all welcomed me as one of you in a time that I would not have been welcome anywhere else.” The goblin held his head high on his short frame. “I may be from Enterra, and to Enterra I will return when this is done, but I will never forget that Sanctuary is my home—and that without it, I would still be an exile.” He held aloft a glowing hand that carried him away as well.


  “Sanctuary saved my people,” Longwell said, “offering me path and shelter when I sought both. Whatever else we’ve done, I believe we’ve been a force for good in Arkaria, always making the choice that we thought was best for everyone. I’ve looked back on every one of those decisions a thousand times, played in my head, wondering about the road not taken and how it might have turned out.” He shook his head. “The conclusion I come to is … I wouldn’t change a blessed thing.” The wind blew through and stirred the ceremonial cloak he wore, causing it to billow in the breeze like a flag as he stepped back.


  “Nor would I,” Ryin said. “Long had I argued the other ways, the other paths, but I see now that when we made our choices, we were doing as we could, as we thought best … and all along,” he sounded like a thin layer of rage hid under his words, barely covered, “we were being manipulated, pushed, turned about. We made the best choices we could under the circumstances we had … and while I don’t think I was always wrong, I often was.” He bowed his head.


  “Zarnn came late to this place,” Zarnn said, stepping forward, massive hands crossed in front of him. “Did not see the glory days, but have heard them spoken of. Lord Fortin, the Grand Knight, talked in glowing terms about the things done here. I fought with the dark elves in the war.” His eyes glistened dangerously. “Saw them lead. Saw the way treat trolls. Livestock. Animals. Trolls not people to them, they … soldiers without souls.” Cyrus blinked, surprised to hear the troll speak so eloquently. “Here,” Zarnn said, “we were among others. Few of our kind, but many who treated us well. Not like the dark elves. How you treated my people, even invading Gren … was as people.” The troll nodded his large head once. “This … this is Sanctuary. And I will remember it always.”


  “I went to foreign lands with Sanctuary,” Calene Raverle said, her cloak wrapped around her, rustling as she stepped forward. “Once, on a scouting expedition, I had happen to me what every ranger fears—I was captured, tortured …” She went silent for a moment. “I wondered if I’d survive. We were grabbed for ransom, see, as hostages against Sanctuary leaving that land. But the men that grabbed us, they were laughing and being cruel, and I heard them admit—we weren’t going to see home ever again, even if Sanctuary went along with what they wanted. Because they were going to keep us forever as wards against future invasion.”


  She raised up fiery eyes. “That very day, our General came calling to the gates of the keep where we were being held. The man who held us thought we were weak westerners, weaned on a diet of magic, afraid to see real death. Thought we were soft. Terrible things happened that day, things I’ll never forget so long as I live.” A tear trickled down her cheek. “But I’ll also never forget as they threw me over that rampart with a rope around my neck, that my army and my general were sitting right there. And before I hit that snap that caused everything to go dark, I felt this peace … this calm fall over me in those last inches before the rope went taut. Some people might have turned to their faith in the gods at that moment.”


  She looked right at Cyrus. “I had my faith in Sanctuary, because you were there, and I could see you, and I knew you were coming for me and my people. I saw the look on your face as I went over,” she said, right to Cyrus, who felt a strange quiver in his knees, “and I knew that raw bastard had no idea what was coming for him, how bad he was about to be gutted because he’d messed with the wrong guild, the wrong family.”


  Calene wiped her eyes with her cloak sleeve. “I’ve been proud to be part of this guild since that day. Others talked about quitting, leaving, tried to convince me to go with them. Every time they did, I’d tell them what happened in Luukessia. ‘Who else is going to come for you?’ I’d ask. They’d hem and haw, say something about us being heretics, about the world being against us, the gods turning on us like Bellarum in the jungle.” She shook her head, eyes afire as they looked straight ahead. “‘The world’s against us anyway,’ I’d say. ‘Leave, and now you got no certainty at your back, no Sanctuary in the storm, no people coming to find you if something bad happens.’” She shook her head. “You’d think they’d have learned, after we came for the Daring in Gren, and how hard we worked all these years to make sure no one got left behind … but that’s Sanctuary to me.” She wiped her face again. “It always has been. And that’s why it’s home.” She looked out over the crater and her lips went stiff, as though she were seeing the devastation for the first time, and she looked away, shielding her face from it.


  “We should go,” Ryin muttered, drawing Calene closer to him. Longwell shuffled over to the druid, as did Scuddar, who looked at Cyrus once, but said nothing of his own to add to the other accounts already spoken. With a motion of Ryin’s hand, they disappeared, leaving Cyrus alone with J’anda, Quinneria, and Vaste at the edge of the crater.


  “This is not an end I had imagined for this place,” J’anda said, his words nearly lost under the wind. “I came here … dispossessed, alone, distrusting of people and afraid to look at my own face in a mirror.” He held his head up, staring into the sky as though there were something beyond the clouds to look at. “I was a young man, and I believed in nothing. It was no magic of soil and stone in this place that turned me around, made me believe in the good of men again—it was Alaric. It was Vara. It was all the others, these people I started to believe in so much more than I ever believed in myself.” He turned his head down. “I was afraid for so long that if I showed them who I truly was, they would hate me for it as much as I hated myself in the dark moments. I expected them to turn on me … expected you to turn on me … but you never did.” He looked up, and his eyes were glistening, too. “I have never known, even in my youngest days, the peace of a home. Yet that feeling, the one that I found for the first time here, has spread, thanks to Sanctuary, to the place where I never thought I would be welcome again.” He did not put his sleeve upon his cheeks, merely let his tears roll down, proud and unafraid. “Thank you, my friends.” And with that, the enchanter vanished into the light of a return spell.


  “I suppose I’d better come up with something profound to say so that I can leave dramatically, too,” Vaste said, looking from Cyrus to Quinneria. “You know, before I’m left alone with Cyrus again. Best not to give more credence to those rumors about us, you know.” He cleared his throat. “Like J’anda, I didn’t know a home after my parents died. Gren was an alien place to me, filled with people who … well, frankly, couldn’t complete a sentence and gloried in the fact. They had no love for orphans and consequently, no love for me. I came into the world of men and elves, and found the amount of charity they had for a bright, young troll with dashing good looks to be as small as their genitals.


  “I was cast out of a lot of places,” he went on, “and found myself unwelcome in many more even when they didn’t toss me out on my ear. No matter how many times I visited Huern or tried to drink with the gnomes, they were never going to accept me as one of their own, especially when I kept getting drunk and stepping on them—”


  Quinneria stifled a laugh by turning it into a cough, and Vaste gave her a sour look. “Oh, yes, laugh at my tale of woe and misery.”


  “Perhaps you shouldn’t include references to stepping on gnomes if you wish to be taken seriously,” she said, getting control of herself. “Just gloss over that part next time.”


  Vaste looked at Cyrus dully. “Why is it all the women in your life have this deep and abiding hatred of gnomes?”


  “I don’t hate gnomes,” Quinneria said. “They’re just … rather small and squishy, and … you were being funny as usual …”


  Vaste sighed, his great shoulders rolling up before sagging. “I can’t help it, I just am. Anyhow, it doesn’t matter. Sanctuary was my home when nowhere else was. Losing it … is a blow. Where am I to go now? Back to Gren? I’m sure it’s changed, but I doubt by that much. Reikonos? I’ve never fit in in a city of men.” He bowed his head. “Where do you go when your home is lost?” That plucked a chord in Cyrus, resonating through his being with a song of sorrow. “What do you do when your best days, the ones in which knew your place and felt most at home, are behind you?”


  Vaste stood in silence for a long moment, then raised his fingers and disappeared in the light of his spell, leaving Cyrus and Quinneria alone, the wind making a strange noise as it gusted over the crater.


  “I found Sanctuary in my darkest hour,” she said after a long pause. “Declared heretic, alone … I had nowhere else to flee, and when I’d reached the end, here I was, calling out into the night for whatever help I could find.” She looked up at the sky. “It was dark, the clouds covered the moon, and my horse fell over dead, exhausted from the hard ride to escape the pursuit, and trapping me beneath him. I lay here and called out into the night, shouting every thing I could think of, desperate for help, sure none would come … knowing I’d never see you again …” She looked at Cyrus, then closed her eyes. “Then the clouds slid back, and the moonlight fell over the plains, and there, in front of me were gates open wide and welcoming. I saw a man in armor striding out. He held his helm under his arm, and I pawed at the ground, trapped beneath my horse, so weary that I was ready for him to end it—end me—if he were of a mind to. As he approached, I saw his sword on his belt, like those of the armies I’d led and them who’d turned against me, and was ready for him to finish me. I only hoped he’d be merciful.”


  She stood at the crater’s edge and looked over. “He didn’t finish me, though. He helped me. Said he’d heard my plea. He said his name was Alaric Garaunt and that this was a Sanctuary for those in need.” Her voice quavered. “He helped me inside … he helped me … so much. Helped to see you protected, as best we could. He gave me … hope.


  “And nothing was ever the same after that.”


  She stood there for a long moment, and then opened her green eyes. “Do you want to be alone?”


  Cyrus felt as if his heart were about to flow over. “Yes,” he said quietly


  “And you have bound yourself somewhere so that you can return there?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then I will leave you to unburden your heart,” she said, and disappeared in a twinkling of light, her face wet with tears. She faded, leaving only the bright blue sky and the unending plains behind her, and Cyrus, alone at last, at the place where he had lost everything.
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  Alaric


   


  “Are you sure they’ll come?” Mathurin’s worry was obvious as we strode through the gates of the camp, walking side by side, the tension rising by the moment. The night was still misting, gentle rain drizzling down from dark clouds overhead.


  In truth, I wasn’t entirely sure. These men had denied me before, after all. I’d been beaten in their company, and many among them had hated me until I started teaching them the way of the sword that Mathurin had taught me. “I certainly hope so,” I said grimly, “or I suppose it’ll be just you and I storming Zanbellish.”


  Mathurin laughed. “If any two could handle it, it would be you and I.”


  Orovan waited at the last gate with two of his guards, his squat body making him look like the stony golem he would eventually become. “A little late for a visit, isn’t it?”


  “We’re here to take my troops,” I said, going straight up to the gate. Mathurin walked confidently, so I did as well.


  Orovan’s eyebrows soared like they’d had a Falcon’s Essence spell cast upon them. “On whose authority do you imagine that will happen?”


  “On the authority of Chavoron,” Mathurin said crisply. “The First Citizen demands this done, so do it!”


  Orovan froze in place, stunned. “That is not within his authority. I am the administrator of this camp.”


  Mathurin and I traded a look. Chavoron had warned us this might be a problem. “Chavoron assumed you might be reticent to take this responsibility upon yourself. So he offers a bargain,” Mathurin said.


  “What sort of bargain?” Orovan asked, leaning in.


  “There’s a governorship available,” Mathurin said, and I could hear a little tension in his words. I realized he wanted that governorship for himself, even though he probably understood that he was nowhere close to being offered it. “A territory Chavoron himself has discovered a path to. It could be yours, should you cooperate.”


  Orovan’s eyes showed a flicker of greed. “I am not nearly foremost enough to get myself a territory on merit. He promises one on favor?”


  “It is his to give, since he discovered it,” Mathurin said, with some reluctance. “He has formed it into a mountainous retreat, earthy and full, with possibilities of mining and the quiet peace of the earth. This is his favor to give, and whoever takes it will receive a title along with it—the Rotan, the lord within the earthen depths.”


  Orovan’s eyes danced lustfully as he contemplated this turn. “And it could be mine?”


  “Entirely yours, yes.” The hint of loathing in Mathurin’s voice was like the scrape of steel against stone. He kept it well veiled, but I heard it nonetheless. Then again, after seeing Chavoron’s sanctuary for myself, naturally I wanted one of my own, even absent the apparent status they conveyed among the Protanians.


  “He has a bargain,” Orovan nodded quickly. He turned to his guards, who were watching the whole exchange wide-eyed. “See that they can leave with the slaves.” He looked like nothing so much as a toad hopping around trying to catch fat flies upon his tongue.


  “Well, now that that’s settled,” Mathurin said under his breath, not bothering to hide his loathing any longer, “perhaps we can set about this business of negotiating the next bargain.”


  “You make bargains and negotiation sound like the most abhorrent things,” I said.


  Mathurin’s face showed a flicker of distaste, his helm still carried under his arm. “They are. There is a way things should be, and while I recognize the necessity of these dealings, I wish I could simply push things to their proper shape. It would be simpler.” He paused as the gate rattled back to admit us. “It should be easier to make things right than to make them worse, and yet it is not so.” As soon as the gate was open, Mathurin slipped in and I followed him, both of us hurrying toward the barracks on the far side of the camp.


  One of the guards was already turning out the men, waking them out of sound slumber. I heard feet hitting the ground before I turned the corner to the door, heard the grunts and moans of men stirred from dream, complaints filling the air. When I walked through into the room, though, the complaints died quickly and silence reigned once more.


  “My prince,” Varren said, coming up to me and standing at attention. His beard looked better tended, and he was cleaner than when last I’d seen him. “What brings you to us in the middle of the night?”


  “There is a slave revolt,” I said, “in a place called Zanbellish. One of the blue men—a woman, actually,” I saw bristling in the crowd; women in Luukessia did not get up to antics of any sort without the judgment of entire communities landing upon them, “has started an uprising of the slaves. She has armed them, and they mean to kill anyone who comes to stop them.”


  I felt an uncomfortable energy run through the crowd before me; this was expected. Chavoron had warned me that their sympathies would not entirely be with our cause, something that hadn’t occurred to me until he mentioned it. Part of me had just assumed blind loyalty to me—again. He was teaching me differently. “I know what you’re thinking—‘This is good. So what if the blue men die?’” I forced a smile. “Some of you are probably even thinking that it’s a wonderful thing, and you hope that many of them die and that it spreads all over the empire.


  “It’s not going to spread all over the empire,” I said, and they listened intently. “These men are going to die in Zanbellish, crushed under an overwhelming response from the imperial army. We fought Protanians in Syloreas. We know what they can do when they mean to simply knock us down for capture.” I looked around, trying to read the eyes before me. “Imagine what they can do when they mean to kill.”


  Here I was lying; the imperial army was hanging back for fear of death. It was a curious thing, an army afraid to die. My father’s armies had suffered death constantly, even when they weren’t in battle. We’d lost a number of men on the march north to Syloreas—exhaustion, disease, malnourishment in a few cases. One fellow had even died of exposure, sleeping out in a damp night that had turned cold.


  But here in the Protanian Empire, people didn’t die randomly, not even in the army, thanks to their spells. And they didn’t kill each other, which I found even more curious. I watched my men stir with interest. “I come to you with a proposal from … the emperor,” I said, fudging Chavoron’s title a bit. They weren’t likely to understand “First Among Equals,” after all, coming from a place of kings. “If you come with me, if you help me put down this slave revolt … you will all of you be granted freedom from this camp, to join the House of Garaunt—my house.”


  “I follow you,” Varren said, bowing his head low. “My prince.”


  “It sounds so very peculiar when he calls you that,” Mathurin said under his breath.


  Other calls of loyalty followed. I saw Stepan bowing his head in agreement with my proposal, a few rows back, his eyes intent on me. He’d already agreed, essentially, but I could see the doubt in his eyes, wondering if I would deliver on my promise. He needn’t have worried. It was Chavoron’s deal, not mine, and even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t undo his will.


  “I’ll take your deal,” Olivier said, stepping out of the crowd. I almost gasped when I saw him, his face black and blue, one of his eyes swollen shut, “if I can go to a different house than yours.” He looked at me through his barely open eye, the left one, and I felt a pang of pity for my oldest—and once my only—friend in this land. The state of his eyes reminded me of … me, after one of my own men beat me senseless in the wagon.


  “No other house is going to want you,” Mathurin said quickly. “Other than as a slave in their service. And you’re of little use to us in a fight. You probably can’t even see.”


  “I’ll take my chances,” Olivier said defiantly. “And I can see well enough to know what stands in front of me.”


  “Fine,” I said, pity, disgust and need for haste ruling me, “you can come along, and you can go to a different house than mine once this is over, if you can find one that will have you.”


  “I accept your terms,” Olivier said with burning resentment, “and I will find a way to prove my value in this bargain.”


  “Then we have concord,” Mathurin said, the corner of his mouth rising in a coming smile. “It is time we must be off—for this shameful affair has already dragged on entirely too long.”




   


   


   


   


  57.


   


  Cyrus


   


  Cyrus stood among the quiet grasses of the Plains of Perdamun, watching them stir in the breeze, the summer wind racing through them, all hint of chill gone and replaced with an increasing warmth. His armor’s blackness seemed to gather unto it the heat of the sun, baking through to the chainmail beneath and the underclothes upon his skin, little drops of perspiration rising from him. He took a long sniff of the air and thought he could smell the hints of something burnt, as though whatever spell Bellarum had used to scourge Sanctuary from the earth had left traces behind.


  He stood there, swaying gently in the wind, wondering if it would come strong enough to blow him over, and he closed his eyes. He let the warmth seep in, yet still felt cold inside. He’d heard the words they’d spoken, all of them, but they hadn’t been comforting. They had been sounding the bells for the death of Sanctuary, a funeral. Death had come, had stayed, and was never to leave. It reminded him faintly of the tolling he’d heard in Termina when the time came to summon the citizens to worship.


  “I never believed as you believed.” He said it out loud, the words escaping through the first crack in the wall he’d built to keep it all inside. He’d killed gods in these last days—again—but this time with planning aforethought, with revenge in the mind, and it felt different from when he’d thrown himself in the path of Mortus’s hand to—


  To save her.


  He took another deep breath of the fresh air, searching for that hint of scorching, some sign that they’d burned his home out of the ground. He could smell the dry dust that was floating in the crater, here and there miniature whirls of wind in its depths. A trickle of falling pebbles sounded across the way, and he watched them tumbling to the bottom where they disappeared into the shadow of a boulder.


  “There’s nothing down there,” he mused aloud to himself again, stalling, almost afraid to let out what he’d kept in so hard while the others were here. The sun was sinking lower in the afternoon sky, shining down at an angle to his right, threatening to blind him when it worked its way below the lip of his helm. Cyrus tapped himself on the breastplate, and the rattle sounded above the wind. “There’s a lot in here, though.”


  Cyrus fell into silence for a time after that, letting the world move around him. He imagined he could hear birds in the distance, though he couldn’t. There was a great silence on the plains, save for the wind, rippling uncontrolled, with no walls to serve as its brake, across the open fields. He stared into the blue sky, imagined he could see her eyes in there, and closed his own.


  “Come back to me,” he whispered, his skin tingling beneath the armor, little chills working their way down his arms and the back of his neck. “Come back to me, Vara.


  “If there’s a way for you to come back … I need you to,” he said, and he opened his eyes to see the blue sky again. “Imina once told me that I cling to my friends because I have nowhere else to go and nothing to do with my life.” He looked around, expecting a response, anything—a bird singing, some sign from above. “That was never true … until now.”


  He crossed his hands uncomfortably before him. “Now she is right. Because when this is over … they’ll all leave. Some of them have already started to find their places in this new Arkaria, this new order. They can see their next moves, they can see the hints of life beyond the staggering peaks before us, beyond this daunting task. If we can make it through … they’ll be all right, every one of them. Because they have other places to be … they have other callings for their lives, great callings … great battles ahead but … great destinies ahead of them as well, I can see it …


  “But I have no destiny ahead of me,” Cyrus said. “I am alone. I have had my fill of the fight, all my life’s will is bent toward the finishing of this last task. I’m going to kill Bellarum. And it won’t be for revenge—or not just for it, at least. I like to think you’d understand that when I put the blade to him, it’s not because he took you away. It’s because he is, in his purest, most hateful form, the antithesis of life, the destroyer of it, the chaos that descends with its hungry maw on our peoples. You and I fought that our whole time in Sanctuary—we fought it in the form of the Dragonlord, when it raised its head as Goliath, when it moved through the goblins, the dark elves, the scourge, as Mortus and Yartraak.”


  He took a long breath and let it out so slowly it rippled its way through the budding hairs on his upper lip like the winds over the plains. “He has become everything we were battling against. And he took you from me. I will finish this, and then … if I live … I’ll be alone. Narstron and Andren are gone. The others will move on with their lives … so …


  “Come back to me,” Cyrus whispered. “Please. Or …


  “Or I’ll come home to you.”


  The dull ache in his chest felt strangely satisfied, for the moment, to speak those words even into the wind. He looked once more at the stone, but did not read the words, fearing what they said, fearing how they might pierce him right to his heart. He closed his eyes and turned away from the crater, away from the monument—


  And saw the dark figure behind him, in armor with hard edges, eyes aglow in the late afternoon day like twin coals burning through the eye holes in his helm.


  “That was touching,” Bellarum said, standing completely still, like a tree planted here at the edge, life upon death, another memoriam. But he was not, not any such thing, and Cyrus felt his face turn in anger at the sight, his hand falling upon the blade at his side. “No,” The God of War said, “not yet.” He smiled beneath his helm, lips split in a grin. “We will battle, Cyrus, of course, if you’re stubborn enough to desire that, but first …


  “We need to talk.”
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  Alaric


   


  The air in Zanbellish felt surprisingly cool, crisp even, the moon overhead shining down on a city lit like Sennshann, but smaller, with buildings that didn’t go nearly so high. They were squatter, longer, as though designed so that they didn’t stretch into the sky and block the clouds and sun.


  My legion was behind us, Mathurin with me as we marched through the streets. No one was out in the middle of the night, though it felt as though eyes were watching us every step of the way as we headed for the place where the slaves had revolted. I admired the buildings as we passed, luminescent in the quiet night, in the quiet streets, a different sort of place than Sennshann, which, I realized, I had grown to consider my home.


  “Don’t be too impressed,” Mathurin said, guiding us along. I could hear the men talking behind me in hushed tones of awe. When I looked questioningly at him, Mathurin went on. “This city should not exist. It was built here in defiance of nature, an astounding display of ego, like your opponent in a fight sticking his chin out, daring you to hit it. The ground here was raised with magic from swampy bottoms, with unstable sand not fit to build a shack on. The weather was abominable—the hottest, most insufferable humidity I have ever experienced came when I marched with guardsman out beyond the bounds of the city.”


  I walked in silence, turning my attention to my sense of feeling. I caught none of what he was describing, the air balmy and mild, not a hint of the heaviness he implied.


  Mathurin was smiling when I looked back at him. “You’re wondering why it’s not hot now, aren’t you? That’s the work of the Aurous. He’s created enchantments, like the artificial light in Chavoron’s and the Yartraak’s realms, except these control weather. Cool air comes off them in pleasant currents, drying out some of the wetness and soaking up some of the warmth. The Tempestus even crafted winds that dispel the typhoons that come through and wreak havoc.” He looked into the straight lines of the streets ahead of us. “This place was meant to be a statement of our grandeur. It would appear that the Eruditia means to use it to show us some much-needed humility.”


  “You agree with her on this,” I said, my sandaled feet plopping against the ground with every step. I suddenly felt quite exposed, not wearing any armor as Mathurin did.


  “I am sympathetic to her cause,” Mathurin said simply. “But her means I could not possibly find agreement with.”


  We advanced toward a barrier of guardsmen ahead, who were watching us warily. I could see the suspicion in their eyes even in the dark; they were clearly thinking that sending in one band of slaves to quell another was a bit like trying to stop a fire by starting another one.


  Mathurin walked right up to the guardsman in charge, speaking to him as though they were old friends. I waited, raising a hand in the air to stop the advance of my men behind us, and tried to listen to the hushed words they spoke. I heard none of them, however, as my men began to talk among themselves, and I had trouble concentrating in on a conversation in an entirely different language when there were so many in my own being had just behind me.


  “Have you heard any news from Luukessia?” a voice asked from just behind me. I turned to find Stepan standing there, his arena sword in his belt, a resolute look upon his face as he awaited my answer.


  “I haven’t left Sennshann until this day,” I said. “They don’t mean to let me travel back, I don’t think. At least, not now.”


  Stepan’s face moved imperceptibly. “But you’re free now, aren’t you?”


  “More or less,” I said. “But I have obligations here—”


  “You have obligations in your own kingdom,” he said stiffly. “You are to take the throne when your father dies.”


  I tried not to let them, but my true feelings bled out at that moment. “Come now, Stepan. You know as well as I do that my father sent me north in order to delay my introduction to the kingdom as a leader.”


  “Because you chose your words poorly,” Stepan said, “and steadfastly refused to change them. Your father hoped that seeing the world would change your perspective.” He folded his arms in front of him. “Has it?”


  I don’t know what I would have said if I’d had a chance to reply. Mathurin came back at exactly that moment, and I turned away from Stepan. “We are cleared to enter this cordoned-off zone,” he said. “The building we’re looking for is just ahead, the largest,” Mathurin pointed to a mammoth block structure perched in the middle of the street. Probably half the height of the tower at Enrant Monge, only a couple floors in height, but immense, spread out over the space of a city block.


  “How many are we dealing with?” Olivier asked, his bruised face appearing at my elbow and ignoring me to point his question at Mathurin.


  Mathurin eyed him, probably trying to decide if he was worth dignifying with a response. Expediency seemed to win out. “Less than fifty. But they will be heavily armed.”


  “But they’re not arena fighters, are they?” Stepan asked, apparently switching tacks.


  “Their backgrounds are not specified,” Mathurin said tightly. “It’s not the sort of thing the soldiers around here would care about, unfortunately, for that would be useful to know, indeed. Assume they are well-trained, for they have pushed back our guardsman, though that is likely through intimidation, not outright violence.”


  “How many entries does that building have?” Varren asked, trying to get a good look over the heads of those of us in front of him.


  “It doesn’t matter,” Mathurin said. “We need to rush the main entry. Splitting our forces against an equivalent foe is a poor option.” He pointed toward the front of the building, where I saw a large arch leading into the building, no door in sight. “The public buildings here have no doors. They have nothing to secure against us, so we can simply charge in. The advantage is on our side—”


  “With our numbers equivalent, how is that?” Stepan asked.


  “Because we only need them to die the once, and they’ll likely be finished,” Mathurin said. “Whereas they’ll have to kill us considerably more heartily in order to finish us, since we have troops that will follow behind with the resurrection spell to bring us—and them, for the most part—back to life.”


  “Wait,” Olivier said, his bruised face squinting, “we’re going to kill them only for them to be brought back to life again? What sense does that make?”


  “We don’t kill here, at least not permanently,” Mathurin said. “Not our own at all, and not your kind permanently, if we can avoid it. These slaves that are able to be resurrected will be brought back to life and divided up among the different cities in our land so that they cannot stir trouble together again.”


  “No, they’ll stir it individually instead,” Varren murmured.


  “Without the Eruditia giving them free rein,” Mathurin said briskly, “they’ll find it hard to do that. Now … are we clear on the plan?”


  “Charge into the waiting jaws of death,” Olivier said, “and inflict more harm than they can inflict on us.” He had his arena sword in hand, but awkwardly. “It seems simple, if stupidly direct.”


  “We have reinforcements, they have none,” Mathurin said. “There is no need to complicate this. We cause them enough damage that they can be suppressed, and we win. The only way they win is if they’re able to utterly destroy us before we can reduce their numbers sufficiently to eliminate their threat to our guardsman, the ones who follow us. We are the vanguard, and we will lead the way.” He drew his own weapon, and not the baton. This was a sword, with the broadest blade I had ever seen, absolutely fearsome its appearance, and he held it before him.


  I looked at his weapon, once again envious, and asked, “Did you make that yourself?”


  “I did,” Mathurin said with a hint of pride. “I am not as proficient in spellcraft as any of the council, but I have added a few … enhancements by my own hand that should give me aid in this.” He swung the blade so swiftly past it seemed to vanish in a blur.


  I drew my arena sword, plain yet stronger than anything in Luukessia. “And these, I suppose, had not nearly enough flair for you?”


  Mathurin smiled. “I want to free the pardwans, not arm myself like one.” He slapped me on the back and started across the cordon, toward the building where the slaves—and the Eruditia—were waiting. I followed after, my men in step behind me.


  I knew our foes must surely be aware of our arrival. I also knew that they were expecting and hoping for Protanian guards, whom they could pour their whole energies into killing. Chavoron and Mathurin had talked it through, wondering how they would react to humans, each seeming to suggest that they would be more favorable, more hesitant, to kill their own. I doubted that; in my experience, a man would happily bash in the face of another man given the lightest excuse, and when provoked into a fight for their lives, I doubted these slaves would hold back.


  “You should wait here until we’ve gone in,” I said to Mathurin, who seemed quite eager to lead the charge himself.


  He hesitated, sword in his hand, glimmering under the moonlight with a look of something dark beyond steel. “I … perhaps I should stay up front, with you—”


  “And play into their hand?” I asked. “Don’t be a fool. We have a plan, and your dying would void it. Follow behind, yes?”


  “All right,” Mathurin said. I could see that he didn’t not care for this at all, but he sagged back to the middle of the legion and stayed there, coming forward with the rest of them, plainly not content to hide away at the back of the pack.


  I, on the other hand, felt strangely pinned in place at the front, wishing I could be at least in the middle with Mathurin and preferably, at the rear of it all, coming in once it was finished. My mouth felt dry, my fear made my hand shake, and only experience driven in through time and effort gave me anything to cling to as I marched toward that dark, open arch leading into the building.


  I resisted the urge to run, just as I had all those times in the arena. I readied my mind as Jena had taught me, focusing on the simple words and actions. If the slaves had been taught magic, this was going to be much more difficult. If, on the other hand, they were only armed, with the Eruditia carrying all the magic … well, this would still be difficult, but at least in the latter scenario, I could make a significant difference in the outcome.


  I heard whispers in the darkness as I strode forward, hiding my lack of confidence, my desire to run, not daring to let the slightest emotion show. I knew trouble lurked in the shadows, and I also knew that these same shadows were not my allies—they were on the side of my enemies.


  I muttered a spell under my breath as I heard the scuffle of footfalls ahead, and light blazed from my hand in blinding white, the spell to invoke light in darkness from your own hand lashing at the unseen foes ahead, causing them to jerk away as I rushed forward. I pointed my sword at them, now visible, ten or more slaves who had been hiding in the darkness, and I cast another spell. Plumes of fire jetted from my fingers, darting toward them like arrows across the field of battle, hitting their dirty tunics and shredded clothing, and I could see that the men wore the dirty, mixed attire of my father’s army.


  I put that thought out of my mind as the first of them started to burn. I threw the light spell ahead of me, and it arced across the room like a ball tossed from my hand. It lit another arch further along, and I could see faces hiding behind it as I surged forward at the head of my legion. The lust for battle, the thrill of early success had taken me over, pushing aside the worries and fears I had tried to shut out of my mind before we had begun our charge. I hurried faster forward now, confident that I could see the enemies ahead past the arch, and that I could illuminate more of them. My men were at my back, and we would see this thing done.


  For Chavoron.


  And for me, that I might continue my study, my ascent …. Where that might lead me, I wasn’t sure, I only knew that I needed to continue, to keep going further, and that this was the right path in my quest for power.


  A man came charging at me from out of the shadows, a cry splitting his lips, echoed by other mouths throughout the stone pavilion. He came at me with a sword held high, like mine, and I raised my guard just in time to block it with a hard clang of metal on metal. Our blades held, hard against one another, and I grimaced with the exertion. This man was strong; his muscles stood out in a way mine simply didn’t. Clearly a laborer of some stripe, whatever he lacked in training, he made up for in brute strength.


  He grimaced at me, teeth showing as we glared at each other over crossed blades. “Ye serving them?” he asked in an accent that sounded like Sylorean bastardized by long years spent here among the Protanians.


  “I serve myself,” I said in a guttural whisper as he shoved me back, breaking our deadlock. He swung low and his blade skipped along my belly. I grimaced as it lightly broke the flesh. I could hear the clash of blades behind me, cries of battle breaking out as other slaves came from out the shadows. I saw one of them collide with Varren and another with Stepan, each leading the clash with their swords as Olivier ducked sideways from an attacker who emerged from behind a table.


  “No human serves themselves in this land,” my foe scoffed. He was missing a tooth in his lower left jaw, like he’d lost it before he’d come here. It gave his mouth a funny shape. “You’re either with us or with them.”


  “Well, I’m not with you,” I said, executing a spin and going high. I caught him beneath the chin and split his jaw. My opponent dropped his sword with a clatter nearly lost under the sounds of battle, trying to squelch the line of blood running out of his newly struck wound. I plunged the blade into his gullet as a follow-up, and the line of blood on his chin became a gushing falls of red as his eyes went dull. I kicked the bastard over and pulled my blade free at the same time, ready to move on to the next foe.


  My spell orb of light glowed ahead, like a lantern in the night, guiding me into the darker reaches of the building. I could see a shadowed figure waiting in the distance, cloaked, her back to me. She turned and I saw her in profile, the hawkish face of the Eruditia.


  “I should have known he would send you,” the Eruditia said, voice laced with disgust, “rather than imperil any of his own precious lives.” She turned all the way around, lips pursed like she’d eaten something foul.


  “You can’t expect Chavoron to simply play into your plans,” I said, approaching her slowly. She gripped a staff in her hand; It hung horizontally at her side like an afterthought, a plain sort of walking stick. “Sending Protanian soldiers to put down a slave revolt wherein they might die—?”


  “So instead he sends you,” she spoke over the clangor of battle behind us. Her thin lips became a solid line, then turned down, the disgust twisting into something akin to sorrow. She looked up at me, pained. “How much the fool are you, to agree to this? To come to this place and fight your own kindred in his name? To his purpose?” The disgust began to filter back, and her normally hawkish look became even more appalled. “You are nothing more than another pardwan to him, your men exactly the same—servants to be used and used up, cannon fodder to step where he fears to send his own true men. And now I must kill you and yours,” she said, sounding utterly revolted, “before he will finally be forced into engaging with this conflict at his doorstep, with this injustice that he continues to perpetrate—”


  Eruditia raised her staff so swiftly I didn’t even see it move, then slammed the tip against the stone floor. A circular ripple of blue light raced out from the point of impact like a wave rushing toward shore. I stared at it, spellbound, too slow to react to this unknown attack.


  It spread across the floor in a perfect circle, the glowing light, and hit my legs, upending me and slamming me to my back. My shoulders met hard stone, and the wind rushed out of my lungs. I lay there, stunned, staring up at the stone ceiling, as the Eruditia stepped into sight above me.


  “You really were nothing more than a slave,” she said, almost sadly, that same disgust still dripping, “and now you’ll die like one so that the rest of your people might have a chance to be free.” And she brought the staff down toward my face with merciless speed, so quickly I couldn’t do anything to halt it.




   


   


   


   


  59.


   


  Cyrus


   


  “So,” the God of War said, looking out over the Plains of Perdamun, as though he were chatting casually with an old acquaintance, “how have you been?”


  Cyrus stared at the deity, the wind whispering loudly enough through the ear holes of his helm to make him question if he’d heard Bellarum correctly. “How … have I been?”


  “Yes, that’s what I asked,” Bellarum said, moving his head around and watching Cyrus’s eyes, as though looking for signs that he’d taken a recent blow to the head. “It’s a polite question, you see, when one encounters—”


  “I know what you asked,” Cyrus whispered. “I just can’t believe you have the raw nerve to ask it.”


  “Well, it seemed a fair inquiry,” Bellarum said. “I haven’t seen you for a couple of days, and … you’ve obviously been through quite a bit in that intervening time, and so—”


  “Thanks to you,” Cyrus said, a raw, tingling sense of disbelief running through him like a palsy. He felt the sweat break out on his skin, though whether it was from heat or the emotions that ran through him, he could not have said. “You—you—”


  “Oh, I see you trying to gather the indignant words, but there’s no use trying to summon up an accounting of all the wrong I’ve done you,” Bellarum said, waving him away and striding off toward the edge of the crater, keeping his distance from Cyrus as he inspected the newly placed stone. “Very nice,” he said, then turned back to Cyrus. “Because I assure you, I have a complete list of counter-arguments extolling all the things I’ve done for you since childhood to keep you alive, and so we would be here forever listing all the great deeds and terrible crimes I’ve committed both to hurt and protect you, so … why waste the time?”


  “Catharsis,” Cyrus said quietly, still staring in near-mute disbelief at the God of War.


  “True catharsis comes from battle,” Bellarum said, “and perhaps we’ll get to that. But not yet.”


  “What could you possibly want from me?” Cyrus asked, his voice low, the rage building within him.


  “I want to know why you missed our appointment two days past,” Bellarum said, lifting his hands up.


  Cyrus blinked. “What are you talking ab—you mean when you tried to kill me as you destroyed Sanctuary?”


  “No,” Bellarum said, putting up both hands and waving them. “Not that. I understand why you left then, obviously. Stay and die or be dragged away by the loving embrace of your mother and friend? No, that’s perfectly clear. I’m talking about after that, Cyrus.” The God of War took another step closer to him, but still kept beyond the reach of a weapon. His hand rested on the hilt of his own sword, and Cyrus stared at the pommel of the deity’s blade. It looked familiar.


  “I don’t remember scheduling an appointment with you after that,” Cyrus said hoarsely. His throat felt as though it never known the touch of cool water.


  “It was unspoken, but still,” Bellarum said, “I expected you—you, of all people! Cyrus the determined, Cyrus the unbroken—and you didn’t show up. Appalling.”


  Cyrus felt dazed. “So that you could kill me once and for all? Where was this supposed to be?”


  “No, fool,” Bellarum said, running a hand over his chest. “I did not wish to meet to kill you—quite the opposite, a very different sort of sacrament than shedding of blood. Oh, come on—I know you know about it—the chamber beyond the Trials of Purgatory.” He cocked his head at Cyrus. “The place of Evil, where the dead can be returned to you …”


  The sun suddenly turned cold as the chills ran over Cyrus’s skin. “You mean—”


  “I thought you would want to bring her back,” Bellarum said, clenching a fist and drawing it to his chest, where it rattled against his hard-angled breastplate. “That your great and abiding love would conquer all and draw you in to that place, where we could meet and make this thing right.” He sounded … almost regretful.


  Cyrus took a staggering step back. “Va … Vara …? You wanted me to …”


  “To bring her back, yes,” Bellarum said. “We could have done it together, you see?” He had a conciliatory warble in his voice. “I waited for you there. I thought you would come, that you would cut through the Trials yourself, with your friends, striding high and angry all the while, ready to take back what was yours. I would have helped you! I stood ready to.” He shook his head. “But you didn’t come. It was very disappointing. I know we’ve had our differences, that you’ve made your own choices, become your own … insolent little man,” the God of War’s irritation bled through, “but in this cause, I thought we would be united. Bringing back Vara for you—it would a gift for both of us, really.”


  Cyrus’s hand shook as he lowered it and it found Praelior. “Did you … without me, did you …?” His legs wobbled.


  “What?” Bellarum touched his breastplate again. “Would I bring back the love of your life as a blank slate? Would I do that?” He smiled, the corner of his lips turning up. “Consider the possibility … she would be malleable, none of the … ridiculousness poured into her head by her elven upbringing, by her silly paladin code … she would be an empty, near-formless piece of clay for me to meld. Like a child with the body of your wife.” He sounded strangely satisfied. “What could I do with that, I wonder?” He paced the cliff’s edge. “Or more properly … what would you do for her, returned to you … but without all that infernal weakness?” He looked back, his helm hiding his expression, but not the red eyes, nor the smile that shone through in his voice. “She would be a proper consort to a true warrior, wouldn’t she? The perfect reward, enticement for the aimless follower who had strayed and lost his way …”


  Cyrus felt his breaths coming quickly, hand shaking as he stood staring at the God of War. “You … you … you … you did this just to … to control me?”


  “I’ve controlled you nearly all your life, Cyrus,” Bellarum said. “You’ve been my greatest servant. When I needed Mortus killed, I sent him right to your loving embrace and you took care of him for me with that sword I granted you. When Yartraak’s course had run, I set him in your path and off you went, all righteous anger and indignation, and there went his head, under your sword, and if not by your hand at least by the hand of your … your valkyrie. Your warrior woman. True, you failed to establish my kingdom after that, but … I’m the forgiving sort, to a point. I want your service, and these last days … you have served me well.” He cackled lightly. “How many gods have you killed? How many rivals have you eliminated, power blocs destroyed? Why, there’s scarcely a functioning army left in Arkaria, thanks to you. War has seen its day and it has been a grand one, but that day is drawing to a close and we come to the dawning of a new era of peace.” Bellarum steepled his fingers. “I’ve gloried in war, but now I’m ready for some quiet—I want the last of the other gods destroyed, and then I’m going to set about the business of cleansing this land of those mortals who won’t serve. We will see a new age, one marked by the union of this land under one banner—mine. No more kingdoms, no more confederations—only the loyal, for the disloyal will be dead. Now, I could step down into the mortal world and run that the way Yartraak did—or I could give it over to a warlord, a man of skill, a general of capability, and he could enforce my will while I … well, explored other realms, growing my considerable strength and, ahh … tinkering with other possibilities.”


  “And I would be the one to sit astride Arkaria in your name,” Cyrus said, voice nearly a whisper.


  “With a blazing queen of war at your side who could bring your elven subjects right into line,” Bellarum said. He stared at Cyrus. “I can see the wheels turning in your head, your mind in motion like a runaway wagon down a hill. So let me finish explaining. If you don’t wish to partake in my glorious vision for a better Arkaria, here is how your life will proceed.” He raised his fingers and ticked off the points one by one, “Your army and anyone who swears loyalty to you will be annihilated, your warrior queen will become your destroyer and reign over a near-empty Arkaria, as close to the ruin of Luukessia as I can create with my own hands—and I can create great horror, I think you know,” he said with an amiable smile, “and finally, every single member of Sanctuary who has survived will die, painfully, at my hand, while you watch.” He sniffed. “Except, I think, the troll.”


  Cyrus stood there, the wind slipping through the joints in his armor to his sweaty underclothes. “Vaste? Why him?”


  Bellarum shrugged. “I find his insolence a welcome burr in the arse of others whom I despise. I think I would keep him as a jester, in thickest chains of quartal, and have my servants feed him pie while he mocks everything in his sight.”


  “I’m not sure whether he would consider that a good fate or a terrible one,” Cyrus said.


  “I don’t care what he or anyone else thinks,” Bellarum said. “I have sown the seeds of chaos from before your birth, opened the realms of gods to men, caused the theft of their sacred weapons by other powers, arranged their assassinations, brought all their greatest fears to fruition. I have worked my plans in the cold and lonely exile they granted me, and seen all others fall away or swear fealty to me.” He seemed to grow, from the size of a man to that of a troll. “I have done things they could not imagine in service of aims they cannot fathom. I will square the wrongs done millennia ago, and see this land put right again. I, who have gone farther than any of the rest.” He bowed his head. “And now you have a choice to make, Cyrus Davidon.” The God of War looked right at Cyrus.


  “To serve,” Cyrus whispered, “or to die.”


  “It is a choice you have faced before,” Bellarum said. “When Alaric Garaunt urged you to be a shield to the world of mortals—a defender. Not even an avenger of the wrongs done to you, but a champion of these faceless masses, a crusader bent on protecting the hopelessly doomed.” His voice dripped with spite. “You chose to be the benevolent master of Sanctuary rather than the conquering warlord I intended you to be. So I moved the machinery of the lands you tried to protect and had you declared heretic …”


  “But I survived,” Cyrus said.


  “Yes, you survived,” Bellarum said, “and now we stand with you facing the same choice again. I offer you the chance to become what you should have been before—eternal, timeless—join with me now and recapture the destiny I set out for you before you threw it away.”


  “What destiny?” Cyrus asked, feeling numb, his fingers clutching Praelior’s hilt. “What was I supposed to become? A ruler of the lands of man?”


  “A legend, Cyrus,” Bellarum said. “Like me. Something that lasts beyond the memory of mortal men, something that endures the ages without threat. Become my servant again, and I will restore to you the glory you should have had all along; right the wrongs done to you as I balance the accounts of this land.” He stuck out his gauntlet, palm open. “Take my hand. Join me. Serve again, as you once did, but willingly this time. Leave behind the mantle of the fools who toil for a life without meaning or purpose, and become … eternal. Become great. Leave behind the curse of miserable ignominy and weakness the way you left that old guild of yours when its time had passed.” The disgust dripped from Bellarum’s voice. “You and I together will achieve wonders that no one here has ever seen.”


  Cyrus stood there, his mind strangely still, his eyes fixed on the red ones before him, on the open hand extended to him.


  He has Vara.


  That’s not Vara. It will be … nothing like her. A shell.


  But he has her.


  “I have known who you are from the days before you did,” Bellarum said, hand still outstretched. “Stop denying your nature. Cease rejecting your destiny. Accept your place in a greater plan and take up your purpose in my service.”


  Purpose?


  “You know my strength from when last we clashed,” Bellarum said. “You could not stop me then. I have grown stronger in these last days. But I would not rule these lands alone. Join me.”


  Cyrus blinked at him. Something the God of War had said gave him pause. He stared into the red eyes. “How … how would you become more powerful in mere days?”


  Bellarum paused, and Cyrus could almost see the canny way his eyes moved even through the red glow. “Because while I waited for you beyond the trials … I broke the veneer and did what you’ve been doing … I crossed over and met the God of Evil … a god not like us, not a mortal made eternal but a true immortal being.” Bellarum raised his gauntlet and darkness seemed to surge from it, squelching the light of the sun as surely as an eclipse or the fall of night. “And I didn’t just meet him … I killed him … and I took his power for myself.”


  Cyrus swallowed and took a staggering step back. I couldn’t beat him before.


  How do I beat him now?


  “You see my power,” Bellarum said. “It is foolish to resist. It has been foolish all along, but I acknowledge that the best servants are not passive lackeys but the ones with true power, true strength, insight of their own. I can use you. Your fellows have a place with me. You will rule as my right hand in this land. And there are other things I need done—things that only you can do.”


  Only one thought came to Cyrus’s mind, though, mired in misery, cloaked in sorrow, and it welled up inside him and permeated his whole being from top to bottom:


  He killed Vara.


  He destroyed Sanctuary.


  And whatever he has of my wife … is a mere ghost of the woman I loved.


  “Choose my way,” Bellarum said, extending the hand, taking another step toward Cyrus. “Come with me. We will seek out powers you have never known. You will find purpose that you never knew before—”


  “I knew purpose,” Cyrus said, and the sound of blade leaving scabbard sang at his side as he drew Praelior and held it before him in a defensive guard. “I knew purpose, and love, and home—and I will never forget that you are the one who took all of that away from me.” He narrowed his eyes, and watched the God of War.


  “You have made a poor decision,” Bellarum said, almost whispering.


  “Not as poor as yours,” Cyrus said, “when you thought to gain my loyalty by taking away everything I loved.” And he raised his blade and came at the God of War, no longer caring whether he lived or died.




   


   


   


   


  60.


   


  Alaric


   


  “Nooo!” came the shout over my shoulder, and a blade slashed hard against the Eruditia’s staff, turning it aside before it crushed my face. I rolled, breaking out of my stunned inaction and getting out from between the legs of my foe and Rin, who had blocked her killing stroke. I saw his face, torn with emotion as he stepped up where I had fallen. “You will kill this man, sacrificing him on the altar of your foolish idealism!”


  “I will sacrifice everyone I need to in order to end this atrocity,” Eruditia said, eyes narrowed as she looked at Rin over their crossed weapons, “but I’ll start with you.” She raised a hand, barely a movement, and Rin was thrown back by a bubble of force that sent him upward, as if he’d been kicked hard in the groin. He turned in the air and slammed down, his sword rattling free of his hands.


  I saw the sword as it skittered across the floor, its wide blade spinning in a slow circle on the stone. I darted in, forcing the Eruditia to raise her guard again in surprise as I attacked her. I could tell by how she used her staff that she was not used to defending herself physically. My ineffectual blade made no dent in her wood staff, and I stared at it, confused. How could metal fail against wood?


  She swept low and I darted back; my level of training scarcely eclipsed her own skill as she raised a hand and directed a spell toward me that I was forced to leap and roll to evade. It was not unlike the others she’d used; directed force, blasted from her palm in the way of the spell I’d turned against Curatio in the Coliseum, but stronger. Each blast carried a blue glow and hammered the stone floor, showering me with shattered fragments that drew blood.


  “You won’t stop me from killing him,” Eruditia said tautly, “and I have no need to save you now, fool. This is all distraction and theater, but I won’t be taken in by it. You’ve provided me just the sacrifice I need to make this point—this point that the empire must see, must feel, must bear the shock of down to the very heart of them. They need to be awakened from their stupor.” She stopped, and I could tell she was gearing up to cast something more dangerous, probably another wide-focus spell that I wouldn’t be able to dodge away from. She closed her eyes for just a second—


  I swept in and slashed at her belly. Only a fool or an amateur would close their eyes mid-battle with an opponent right at their side—the kind of fool I had probably been when I’d come to this land. I drew blood and a cry of shock from the Eruditia, whose eyes opened and then burned scarlet, magic light twinkling out of them as she swelled in fury. She lashed out with her staff again, too swiftly, and it struck me in the jaw and broke the bone. My vision flashed with the pain as I dropped and hit the ground, coming to a stop face-up, staring at the dark ceiling overhead.


  “You cannot stop the tide of this change,” Eruditia said from somewhere beyond my vision. The pain was excruciating, unbearable. “No pardwan could, nor Protanian, nor anyone from beyond these shores. This righteousness, its hour has come around at last—and all it requires is a small sacrifice.”


  I raised my head in time to see her standing over Rin, whose head was lolling as he laid there, eyes unfocused. He appeared slightly less conscious than I was, and blinked stupidly at the Eruditia. I could see dark spell-light twinkling around her fingers, and it occurred to me that it was exactly the kind I’d seen just before Curatio had taken my eye. She meant to kill Rin in such a way that no one would be able to resurrect him.


  I fumbled for my sword but couldn’t find it. I tried to get to my feet but wobbled, as the spell glowed dark in her fingers. She whispered the incantation under her breath, eyes shining fanatic conviction. “I am sorry,” she whispered to Rin as the glow grew darker, “but I—”


  A sword burst through the Eruditia’s face, tearing asunder bone and splattering blood as she hung there, suspended, the dark energy of her spell blasting outward like a splash of water, covering her body as it dispersed. Her muscles went limp, and she fell over, the sword dragged along with her, the hawklike nature of her face vanishing beneath its blade.


  She thumped facedown to the ground, and behind her stood the man who’d killed her. His cheeks and jowls were not nearly as pronounced as when we’d left Enrant Monge together so long ago, but his eyes seared with a fury as he looked over her corpse at me.


  “Olivier,” I said with a muffled gasp, barely pronouncing his name through my broken jaw, and then I sagged to the stone floor, unsure what to do next.


  “Ungh,” Rin gasped, eyes half closed as he looked over, taking in the sight of the Eruditia’s destroyed face and blinking. “Oh … oh, no.”


  I pushed to my feet, trying to ignore the pain as I cast a healing spell on myself. It flared white in the dark, and showed me the melee going on behind me as my soldiers crushed in on the shrinking rebellion of humans, trolls and others. I watched Stepan hammering away at one of the mighty, green-skinned creatures that stood a head above him, bringing his sword to bear and cutting open the creature’s belly. Writhing guts slithered their way out.


  “What have you done?” Rin asked, still grunting, getting to his own feet. I glanced at him, trying to decide whether to throw myself into the battle behind me. I felt a strange desire to do so, to fight and claw my way through with those men.


  “I didn’t,” I said, looking at Olivier, who had knelt and picked up the Eruditia’s staff and was holding it in his hands, staring at it longingly. I watched the hint of indecision play through him and then he stood, claiming it as his own with a motion.


  Rin bowed his head, grimacing in pain. I saw the resolution in his eyes as he cast a healing spell on himself. He did not stop grimacing once it took hold, however. I watched him cast another spell, this one on the Eruditia, but nothing happened, and he closed his eyes and looked away.


  The sounds of battle began to die down behind us; my men were finishing the fight, and that last trace of desire to enter the fray myself faded as I stood there, torn between that odd calling and wanting to find out what was going through Rin’s mind. Finally, I spoke. “Rin?”


  He looked up at me, still pained. “Yes?”


  “Is she …?”


  “Oh, yes, she’s dead,” he said, nodding. “The curse she was casting on me must have dispelled around her the moment before she loosed it. No healing spell will take hold on her.” His lips pulled back tight in a pained grimace. “They will not be pleased with us for this, you know.”


  I glanced at Olivier and lowered my voice, stepping close to Rin. “We didn’t do this—and he saved your life and mine.”


  “We need to take the blame,” Rin said, lowering his eyes. “You for saving my life by killing her, for no other excuse would be tolerated. Chavoron will be able to protect you, which is more than I can say for your friend there if he were to take it upon himself.” He glanced at the blade still wedged through the Eruditia’s head, and I caught a hint of longing. “I worked so hard on that weapon.” He wrenched it loose of her corpse, and his face went an ashen blue in the moonlight that had worked its way through from outside. “Everything is going to change now.”


  “How do you mean?” I asked, feeling a little trickle of sweat, as though the heat of the original swamps had somehow intruded past the barriers of magic set up to defy nature in this place. “What’s going to change?”


  “Someone has killed a Protanian,” Rin said quietly, “something that has not happened in the memory of our people.” He looked up, a weariness in his eyes and a weight on his shoulders. “Nothing is going to be the same.”




   


   


   


   


  61.


   


  Cyrus


   


  Cyrus could feel the heat of the sun on the back of his neck, Praelior’s hilt clutched tight in his hands. His jaw was set, teeth clenched, and he stared at his foe across the small distance between them.


  The God of War stared at him with red eyes aglow, in disbelief, his head cocked slightly to one side, his right hand on the hilt of his own blade. “You foo—”


  Cyrus charged at him, weapon raised, all his hatred poured into this strike. I’ll only get one shot, but if I can get inside his guard before he can draw his sword—


  He covered the distance between them in a second, churning the earth with the strength of his footsteps, chunks of dirt ripping free of the ground and tossed behind him with the force of his steps. Cyrus’s arms were tensed, ready to strike, ready to pour his anger into his attack, to unleash this pent-up fury into his act of war against Bellarum.


  The smell of grass and dirt filled his nose, lingering on the back of his tongue, combined with the smell of the sweat that ran down his face in rivulets. It stung his eyes but he ignored it, running hard as he watched the red eyes widen, the hand of Bellarum tensed around the hilt of his blade. He’ll never raise it in time, Cyrus thought, but no smile came, no satisfaction …


  Cyrus brought down his sword, remembering the last time he’d clashed with Bellarum. The eyes, he thought. I have to strike for the eyes, avoid the armor and—


  Bellarum moved subtly, so subtly that Cyrus’s eyes barely caught the motion of the hand not holding his sword. The God of War’s legs did not move, his stance did not change, his upper body did not so much as quiver save for that one hand, which came ’round and hit Cyrus squarely in the breastplate with an open palm—


  Cyrus saw Bellarum’s hand extended as in a dream. It was a tap, little more, that landed with but a single extended finger against Cyrus’s breastplate. Cyrus had been in full charge, the power of Praelior and his own strength all bent toward this assault. His momentum was forward, all his desire bent upon his charge—


  And it was all arrested in the moment he met Bellarum’s finger.


  The rattle that ran through Cyrus’s armor was as if a gale had struck it while it hung loose upon a wooden dummy. The pieces of plate and chain crashed against one another, a symphony of metallic sound. The force of the blow reminded Cyrus of a time when he’d been struck by a horse at full gallop, yet it was even more powerful.


  Knocked off his feet, he sailed through the air, the calm blue sky and grassy plains distorted into a whirl of color.


  He seemed to spin for hours, for days … then he smashed into the earth in a cloud of black dust and pain, his armor rattling as he rolled, all Arkaria spinning around him. His fingers were numb, his legs in agony. He looked down and saw one of them askew, tilted in the entirely wrong direction.


  His face was partially buried in the ground, blood seeping into his eye, the smell of it thick in his nose. He drooled a great foul glob of it out of his mouth, his split lips kissing the wet dirt. A hard piece of something pressed against his cheek on the inside, and Cyrus realized belatedly that it was a tooth knocked free. The pain took him over for an age, and there was a sound like bells ringing in his ears.


  “I never aspired to be the God of War,” came a voice heavy with regret from somewhere over his shoulder. Cyrus’s eyes felt heavy, and he struggled for breath. “I wanted to protect people, too. I never wanted to be called killer, murderer … demon.” A sharp intake of breath racked Cyrus with a painful cough, but the words kept coming nonetheless. “Never wanted to be scorned, hated. You embraced my name when few would.” There was a pressure at Cyrus’s shoulder, and he was suddenly turned over, Bellarum’s hand glowing in front of him. The pain subsided, but only barely, and the glowing red eyes met his as Cyrus found himself incapable of speech.


  “I guided your steps when you were in danger of faltering,” the God of War said sadly. “Tried to teach you the lessons I learned by hard experience—that protecting people is a foolish dream. Your people, my people, the elves—it doesn’t matter.” The God of War looked up into the sky, surveying it. “A dog has more decency and loyalty.” He made a noise somewhere between a sigh and an angry snort as his gaze fell back upon Cyrus. “I had thought you could be different … but perhaps you aren’t. You have in your hands the power to deliver to me that which I truly want.” He leaned over Cyrus and clenched a mailed fist, angled points sticking off the armor menacingly, capable of perforating Cyrus’s face with a punch that would destroy him. “But you won’t.”


  Bellarum stood up straight, stiffly, and was silent for a long moment. “You are wounded, but not fatally any longer. Crippled, perhaps. I don’t know, but I doubt it. I have healed you minimally, for you need time—time to think, to consider. The path you now walk is folly.” He looked down, hurt glowing behind the red in the eyes. “To challenge me is to die, and if you haven’t completely lost your reason, you will see that. I can reward you or break you, and which you receive will be your choice, Cyrus.” He reached for the hilt of the sword in his belt and drew it, waving it before Cyrus’s eyes.


  “That’s right,” Bellarum said as Cyrus’s dulled gaze slid over the sword as it blurred in front of him. It looked dimly familiar. “You recognize it, don’t you? It belonged to your wife.” His words cut through the fog in Cyrus’s mind, bringing a fresh pain of their own. Cyrus blinked at the sword as the God of War went on. “Consider carefully what I offer you—what I could return to you.” His voice went hard. “And consider what will happen to her if you refuse me again.” He sheathed the sword with an ominous, rattling clatter. “Think about it all—and we will talk again when you’ve had some time to regain your strength—and hopefully your senses.”


  And with that, the God of War left in a twinkle of spell-light, and Cyrus stared at where he had stood until the pain of his injuries dragged him away into what felt like darkest night.




   


   


   


   


  62.


   


  Alaric


   


  When Rin and I told Chavoron what had happened, I was consumed with worry. My stomach felt as though the hand of one of those massive green-skinned trolls had reached into my guts and twisted them into knots. I expected the patient man’s fury to finally break loose like one of the Tempestus’s storms, relentless and pounding, lightning dancing across the sky and thunder rattling the windows.


  We had killed the Eruditia. For the first time in an age, a Protanian had been murdered.


  Whatever I expected, fury and storm, fire and rage, I received none of it as Rin’s calm, measured words came out slowly, dropping the weight of responsibility for what had happened almost entirely upon himself. The way he explained it made me sound like a hero who stepped up to save his life as the Eruditia cast the spell that was her own doom.


  Chavoron listened quietly, pensive as ever, his hand folded over his mouth, expressing no reaction as Rin’s story came to its inevitable end. Silence hung in the Citadel of Light and Hope, no light nor hope evident as the three of us stood in a silence that I found almost more unsettling than the thought of Chavoron murdering us all in a fit of temper.


  We stood in that silence for ten minutes as Chavoron stared straight ahead with unfocused eyes. Truly, his mind was a wonder, constantly taking in and evaluating information, churning out answers to problems he had perhaps not considered only moments earlier. I could see his quiet thinking draw to a close as he blinked twice, and tears streamed out both his eyes and down his navy cheeks. “All right,” he pronounced at last, “thank you, Rin, for your report.”


  Rin stood stiff at attention, as he tended to do, and opened his mouth. I could see the words warring to get out, uncertain ones, his face flickering with the animus of eight arguments, of things he wished to add, but finally he flushed a darker shade of midnight and simply bowed his head and left soundlessly.


  Chavoron stayed standing for a long moment after Rin had left, and I waited to see if he would command me to depart. Part of me expected him to lose all pretense of control and fling me bodily out the balcony door, over the edge of the tower and down, down to the street below.


  He did not. He finally pulled his hand calmly away from where it had been stroking his goatee, stepped toward his bed, and started to prepare himself for sleep as he did every night.


  He followed his ritual even more carefully than usual, a blank look in his eyes all the while, his mind far, far away, most probably in Zanbellish. I watched him go through the motions, fingers fumbling in a way they never had before.


  Chavoron lay down wordlessly, without saying so much as a “Good sleep” to me, the way he usually did. I found my bed in silence as well, forgoing my usual ritual, instead crawling between my sheets in my muddied tunic, wondering if I would be throttled to death or stabbed or similarly disposed of in the night.


  I had supposedly killed a Protanian, after all, and I was still truly no more than a slave.


  I awoke from sleep I did not know I had entered to the sound of soft weeping from somewhere ahead. I sat up in my bed, the cool night air filtering in from an open balcony door. I had surrendered my sword in Zanbellish before I’d returned with Rin to the Citadel, when I’d parted ways with my men. Even through the fatigue and pain of the battle, I had seen the look of satisfaction in their eyes at their mission being accomplished.


  My covers slipped off as got to my feet and padded toward the balcony door. I peeked around its edge and found Chavoron standing there beneath a naked moon, not a cloud in the sky, his skin ashen grey in the moonlight.


  He sniffed, and I felt strangely drawn to this display, something I would have thought of only months earlier as weakness in the extreme. To weep in frustration had occasionally been my lot, and I loathed myself every time it happened, every time the potency of my emotions overwhelmed my control like a river rising in flood.


  “I suppose you think I am being ridiculous,” Chavoron said softly. “I would probably think so if I were you.” He turned, the tears sparkling like stars on his cheeks where they had fallen. “Coming from the place you do, where fights and death come with alarming regularity.” He sniffed again and turned away, looking up into the sky.


  “Death comes here, too,” I said, watching his back as I stood at the door, afraid to come further onto the balcony, as though I were intruding. “To the old. To the sick.”


  “Natural death is not to be feared, it is to be embraced,” Chavoron said. “Or by most of us, at least. I would celebrate it, the wending path coming to its end, like a journey to finally reach a home long unvisited. Others, as you have heard, do not embrace this thought so willingly. There is room for debate, for argument, for a multitude of views, but on this we all agree: the permanent death of one of our peoples to fighting, to murder … it is like a rift in our souls, a great carved-out hollow within that cannot be filled.” He hung his head.


  “She was going to kill Rin,” I said. It was close enough to the truth, but the words still felt somehow like a childish excuse.


  “I do not blame you for your unenviable choice,” Chavoron said. “You did what I sent you to do. But this thing that has happened is akin to … to two horrible choices, neither one palatable, yet the decision still needs to be made.” He shook his head. “There is little doubt in my mind that the Eruditia would not have stopped with Rin. She had a point to make, belief in her heart that it needed to be made. Only death would be a sufficient brake to her plans.” His voice cracked. “Yet I mourn her still … and all that her end portends for the rest of us.”


  “Rin said that everything would change,” I said. “But … I don’t understand.”


  “Our most important commandment has been violated,” Chavoron said. “How can things not change?”


  “But why would—”


  “Because now their eyes are open to the possibilities,” Chavoron said, extending a hand over Sennshann. Lights twinkled across the city, and I looked out, realizing that more of them than usual were lit in the night. “Even now, the word spreads. The Eruditia has brought a calamity upon us in forcing this choice. It is as bringing magic to your people—a cork has been removed from the bottle, and its contents will seep and stain. The Eruditia will not be the last of us to die.”


  “I don’t understand,” I said. “You’ve made this the pillar of Protanian society. Why does one death change that?”


  “Because there can be no reprisal for it,” Chavoron said calmly, and he turned to look right at me. “Do you not see? You and Rin are the instruments of this decision that the Eruditia made, and she has effectively won even by dying. If I punish or kill you, I would be committing a great injustice in order to enforce this rule.”


  “But if you need to, then do it,” I said, my mouth dry. Had I really just suggested he punish me? The words seemed to slip out naturally.


  “I appreciate the offer,” Chavoron said, “but to uphold our law by creating more injustice is … it would be the basest hypocrisy on my part. I talk about consequence, about trade-off. This trade-off, of punishing you and Rin for taking up this task, for preserving your own lives … it would be a dark, cynical maneuver, calculated to sacrifice you in hopes that it would restore the order that the Eruditia’s choice has upset. Sacrificing justice to restore order is—it is a trade-off I am not willing to make. I don’t care for the kind of ruler it would make me.” He turned around, and said, more quietly. “And I am not willing to sacrifice your life in the vain hope that it will set things right.”


  “This can’t be the end,” I said. “There are—there are things yet to be tried, things we—we need to accomplish to—”


  “Of course,” Chavoron said. “But they will not be discussed anytime soon. People will be talking of these events for months. Progress in other arenas will be impossible.”


  My mouth felt dry, and I wanted to curse what had happened. If only there’d been another way; I imagined Olivier with his hand around the sword, blade buried in Eruditia’s face, and I remembered my promise to him. “You think people will hate you for this. Blame you for what happened.” I thought of Olivier and how he had turned on me.


  “I know they will,” Chavoron said, “and they would be right to at least consider the possibility.”


  “One of my men,” I said, tentatively, wondering if this request would distract or set off Chavoron, “no longer wishes to be associated with me.” Chavoron turned, eyes straining to look at me in the dark. “I don’t know what you intend for them—”


  “I will uphold the bargain you struck,” Chavoron said quietly. “They will join our house, for to break my word would be an even greater pox upon this day. This lone man, though—what do you want done with him?”


  “He wants to go elsewhere,” I said. “A different house, if possible.”


  “Anything is possible,” Chavoron said. “But you will have to find the house willing to take him, for any of your men associated with this … this thing that has happened,” he said delicately, “they will be unwanted by any other house, as even a slave, let alone in any other capacity.”


  “I don’t know what I’ll do, then,” I said. I sighed, my ideas, my visions, my thoughts of gathering power to return home evaporating in the storm of the moment. “If you don’t wish to sacrifice me, then, at least, is there anything I can—”


  “You should leave for a time,” Chavoron said quickly, as though he’d been waiting for the offer. He looked up at me, and here I saw his mind at work, solving the problems before him.


  I opened my mouth in surprise. “Where … where would I go? To your … sanctuary?”


  “I think not,” Chavoron said, though he did not elaborate. “You should go to Jena, see her home.”


  “Her father hates me,” I said.


  “I doubt that is the case anymore,” Chavoron said quietly. “You should go there for a time, see the mines, see … see all that the Eruditia fought against.”


  “But my actions killed her,” I said, taken aback. The smell of the night air was cool, threading its way up my nose and into my mind.


  “And you should do her the grace of at least carrying that weight properly,” Chavoron said, turning his back to me once more. “Tomorrow you will go, then, and stay … for a time.”


  He did not say any more on that subject or any other, though I stayed there at the door for hours, waiting to see if he would speak, would acknowledge me, would deign to notice my presence or give command.


  He did not.


  And in the morning I left for Jena’s home without a word spoken between us, sure that Chavoron was forever done with me.




   


   


   


   


  63.


   


  Cyrus


   


  “Are you ready to go home now?” Vara asked, the sun glinting on her shining hair like burnished gold.


  The chill that had seemed to have crept into Cyrus’s bones vanished like snow on a warm day when the sun rose in the sky. He felt the warmth seeping in, soaking into his skin through the layers of armor and mail as he teetered slightly atop Windrider. He took a deep breath and fresh air rushed into his lungs to replace the stale smell of dirt that had been lingering on the back of his tongue.


  Windrider was moving forward at a canter, and Cyrus swayed gently with the powerful horse’s movements. It was a feeling of freedom under the open sun, and Cyrus blinked as he stared at his wife. She was right there, almost close enough to touch, her silver breastplate gleaming in the sun. She wore an impish smile that teased him, urged him forward. There was suggestion and promise hidden in it, that lazy curve of her lips beckoning him forward at her invitation, as if to say that to go home would hold another possibility, one that was warmer even than this lazy afternoon.


  Cyrus took another deep breath and felt his lungs swell as he closed his eyes again. The brightness shone through his shut eyelids, and he felt a smile spread slowly across his face. He opened his eyes and she was still there, still atop her horse, eyebrow slightly cocked in the way she did, questioning him oh-so-pleasantly. “Well?” she asked, holding tightly the reins of her stallion, the Plains of Perdamun spread out in every direction before them. “Are you ready to go home?”


  Cyrus let out his breath slowly, and the answer bubbled up easily from within along with a warmth that went much farther than skin deep. “Yes,” he said, sure that he’d never wanted anything more in his life.


  “Then let’s go,” Vara said, eyes dancing as she brought her horse about and he followed. Her visor shaded her face as they came around, and Cyrus could see that they were atop a hill. As he came about, the shadowed tower on the horizon caught his eye; an awe-inspiring sight stretching out of the plains into the sky like a titan looming above. His gaze fixed on the top of the structure, the tallest point at the tip of the roof in the central tower, and he felt a pull toward it in the distance, like a lodestone had taken hold of his armor and was inching him forward happily.


  Windrider went into a gallop, as if he could feel his master’s desire drawing them onward. Vara cut out in front with a smile, a catch-me-if-you-can look as her horse broke into a run. She laughed as he spurred his horse to follow with a smile of his own.


  He chased her across the plains under the sapphire sky, the thump of hooves and the laughter of his elven lover echoing in the quiet under a natural breeze. Cyrus could feel the wind in his face, kissing his cheeks where the warmth of the sun lingered. It slipped through the cracks of his armor and teased him like a precursor to his wife’s touch. She kept casting looks back at him, urging him forward.


  The walls of Sanctuary swelled in the distance, gates open and welcoming. Cyrus could see the individual stones as they got closer, the other towers swelling as he rode under the open portcullis. He passed under the shade of the arch and came to a slow halt just outside the doors.


  The smell of good food wafted out at him, the scent of meat pies and stout ale in the wind as distinct as if he were sitting at a table with them piled high in front of him. He closed his eyes again as he dismounted, standing in the shade of Sanctuary’s grand and open doors. He could hear faint noise from somewhere within, the sound of songs and glory being sung, and under it, distant voices that faded into the background like crickets chirping on a summer eve.


  A strong hand grasped at his armor and pulled him forward as he opened his eyes in surprise. He found himself nose to nose with Vara, her lips upon his, soft as the caress of moonlight. Cyrus flushed warmer, felt the swell of excitement and something else, and closed his eyes as he returned the kiss, feeling—


  —so cold—


  The warm day had faded for a moment, and Cyrus startled, pulling back from Vara as he took a hard breath. It came out ragged, like he’d woken from a nightmare, but the disorientation had remained.


  She stared at him in mild concern with those blue eyes, her hand still gripping his armor. “What is it?”


  “I …” His breathing ran hard, as though he’d just covered the distance of their run without Windrider beneath him. “I … don’t know …”


  She stared at him, her red lips pursed in concern, and—


  darkness and chill washed through, erasing the warmth of the day, the distant voices near—


  Cyrus—


  —he’s in terrible condition, I just don’t know if he’ll—


  —Cyrus!


  “Cyrus?” Vara asked, and her fingers threaded into his, their gauntlets clinking together. The sensation felt somehow alien to him, even though they’d held hands with their plate on many times, and it was perfectly natural to him. “Are you quite well?”


  “I’m—”


  —cold, so cold—


  “—not—”


  —pain rushed in like water when a dam broke—


  “—sure.” He stared at her, the flashes of dark leaving her face mired in shadow. He couldn’t fully see the blue eyes anymore, and he looked up to the facade of Sanctuary, wondering if the sun was merely trapped below its spires and arches—


  —darkness, like night had closed in and erased the sunny day—


  And suddenly the sun was back, out from behind a cloud. He could see Vara clearly again—but just for a moment, and then she was fading like mist in the morn, her hair losing its golden shine, her breastplate’s gleam turning dull, her blue eyes losing their luster.


  “Are you ready to go home?” she asked again, but her voice sounded distant, as faded as the rest of her, as though she were slipping beyond his grasp.


  Cyrus reached out and found her fingers gone from his. She was within the foyer now, her hand outstretched, watching him, reaching out for him—


  But she was so far away.


  “Vara!” he gasped, and tried to move forward, but his legs were leaden, and the pain was so great he could not even move. He sagged to his knees like the ground had snatched him up, mired in its grasp, and he reached out for her, trying to take her hand—


  She vanished as the doors slammed suddenly shut in front of her, a hard rattle that echoed the length of the land, and Cyrus watched in horror as Sanctuary disappeared altogether, taking the only thing he wanted anymore with it.




   


   


   


   


  64.


   


  Alaric


   


  I never truly knew darkness until the day I set foot in the tunnels of the Yartraak’s chief mining camp south of Sennshann. I was escorted through a portal by a guard and handed off outside the camp to another who guided me silently into a gaping maw of a cave carved into the earth. Whether he was silent by choice or because he viewed me as not worth talking to, I did not know nor care to inquire. I was cloaked in misery, feeling that Chavoron had exiled me to this place because my hour of use had passed, and I felt certain that whatever reception awaited me—other than Jena’s—was bound to be frigid, to say the least.


  I needn’t have worried.


  We marched through wide chambers in earth lit by miniature versions of the kind of sun I’d seen in Chavoron’s domain. There was a burgeoning camp in the chamber I was guided through, and at the far end, we came to something akin to a palace carved in the rock, waterfalls flanking it on either side and giving it a majesty in spite of its location deep within the earth.


  I was led to the wooden front door of the palace and then ushered inside by my guard with a grunt that indicated I should go forth, so I did just that. Within, I found walls covered in hardwoods, almost as out of place here in this dark cave as the faux sunlight that waited just outside the palace door.


  “Alaric, my boy,” came a voice as I took the room in. The sound of someone speaking my name jolted me; the fact that it was not Jena was doubly vexing. I took a deep breath as I turned to my right and found the Yartraak waiting, arms extended awkwardly in what appeared to be him beckoning me forward for an embrace.


  I shuffled toward him, unsure, his smiling face strange in its gauntness. His skin tone was greyer than any of the other Protanians, and indeed, greyer than I recalled seeing it when last we’d met. He looked different somehow, thinner even than he’d been before. When I got close enough, he enfolded me in a spindly hug, pulling me close. He smelled of dust and a sweet, sickly scent, and after a moment’s embrace he placed a hand on each of my shoulders and brought me to arms’ length, then made a show of looking me over.


  “You’ve had a difficult few days, no doubt,” he said, licking his lips. “You will find rest here, a chance for your soul to recover.”


  “I … thank you,” I said, and he released me with a broad smile.


  “Jena will attend to you,” he said, in a way that made my skin crawl with discomfort. “The service you have done for us shall be commensurately rewarded.” Something about the suggestion, about the way he said it, put me in a mind to think he was offering his daughter as some sort of prize. I held in my revulsion, though a faint wave of nausea rolled through my stomach.


  The Yartraak swept a hand to the side and snapped his fingers. The door to my left opened and two human slaves came forth, heads down, clad in slightly more impressive tunics than the one I wore. They gently took me by the elbows and led me back the way they had come.


  “We will talk more at dinner,” the Yartraak promised. His voice was warm and eager, but at that moment I would have buried myself in a collapsing cave to avoid meeting him again.


  The slaves led me through passages of near darkness. I cast a spell on myself to improve my eyesight and let them lead me. We passed corridors that were blocked and ended in rubble, apparently yet to be dug out, and turned corner after corner, until finally one of them bowed to me as they opened a door and ushered me into a quiet chamber before closing it behind me.


  “Thank goodness you’re all right,” Jena said, crossing a lushly appointed room and enfolding me in an embrace considerably warmer and closer than her father. She put her head on my shoulder and breathed relief down my neck. I felt some of my tension bleed away at her touch. Thus far I had played up my affection for Jena more than I’d felt it, but after the past day, I found being in her presence was the most soothing thing I could imagine.


  “It was a near thing,” I said without thinking. “If not for Rin and Olivier, I would be dead.”


  Jena stared at me. “Is Olivier not that contentious man who verged on rebellion?”


  I blinked. “He is. When I left Enrant Monge, he was my only friend. Now he hates me. But he decided to assist me in hopes of … getting far, far from me.” I shook my head. “I feel honor bound to arrange his will, and Chavoron has agreed to grant it—if we can find a house that would take him into their service.”


  “You should talk to my father about that.” Her brow was furrowed. “He has never yet refused the service of a human pushed his way.”


  “I doubt Olivier is looking to become a common mining laborer,” I said.


  “Not all humans under my father’s command labor,” Jena said. “Even in the strata of the slaves, there is more than one level. It is entirely possible my father would find a use for your former friend that Olivier would find palatable.”


  “It is curious to hear you talk about your father in a favorable way,” I said as Jena pulled from me. She held her body stiff, crossing her arms over her belly. She wore a flowing gown that joined just below her breasts, accentuating them and hiding her lower body in the folds. “I’ve grown used to hearing only the dismal, dark words about him.”


  “Those are the easiest to find,” Jena said, her back to me, “the others would require digging, and as you well know, I will not be taking over as the Yartraak, so why would I spare the time to mine them out?”


  “Still,” I said, easing up behind her, “at least he’s offered me a place to go for now.” I put my hands on her shoulders and she stiffened. “A haven in this—”


  Jena came around, her brow furrowed. “For now? Whatever do you mean?”


  It was my turn to stiffen, bristling, a tinge of worry working its way over me. “Well, I mean … that your father offered to take me in for the time being until things settle—”


  “He didn’t agree to take you in temporarily,” Jena said, her eyes closing, but not before she could show her concern through them. “Is that what Chavoron told you?” Her eyes opened again, and they welled slightly, wet.


  “I don’t understand,” I said, though I had a tingling feeling that, in fact, I did.


  “You won’t be staying here for a short while,” Jena said, looking over to the bed. There was furniture here, clearly new, as though this place had been only recently prepared for its occupant. My stomach dropped as though the Falcon’s Essence spell had just worn off. “Chavoron sent the word himself—you’re to stay here indefinitely.”




   


   


   


   


  65.


   


  Cyrus


   


  The pain was like an echoing voice in the distance, far off but becoming clearer as Cyrus started to drift out of the darkness. It grew nearer and stronger, his bones aching as though they’d been smashed with a hammer or crushed beneath the gargantuan feet of a titan. His chest hammered in pain where he’d been hit by the force of a god.


  A god? His thoughts came slowly, a touch behind the speed of the pain’s arrival.


  Cyrus opened an eye, fluttering in the darkness, hints of orange somewhere over the horizon like a sun preparing to rise.


  The pain settled on him like a troll sitting on his chest with the spiked greaves of a dark knight. Cyrus grunted, and it hurt, his rib cage radiating agony from the sternum down his sides. He considered trying to sit up and dismissed the idea immediately.


  “Do you come back to us now?” a calm voice asked in the darkness. A faint light glowed, and a blue face leaned in over him, age lines under snowy white hair leeched of its vitality now as the man reached the end of his days. He pushed against a purple-tipped staff and stood, slightly hunched over, looking down at Cyrus from his bedside with deep concern.


  “J’anda …?” Cyrus asked, and he groaned again as something ached in his hip.


  “It is I,” J’anda said, and his staff glowed slightly lighter, as though the enchanter had imbued it with the Nessalima’s light spell. It lit the corners of the shadowed room. Cyrus could tell by the ambient darkness and the chill he felt even through the thick blankets that he was back in Saekaj, in the palace. “How do you feel?”


  “Like Bellarum strung me up like a dirty rug and beat me until I was near clean or near death, hard to say which.” Cyrus coughed and pain shuddered through his whole body.


  “Your mother returned to Sanctuary to seal the portal against unwanted visitors,” J’anda said. “She found you in a bloody heap next to the crater.” He pressed his lips together, the wrinkled lines around the enchanter’s mouth deepening. “So it was the God of War?”


  “Either that or I fell under the paw of a rampaging dragon,” Cyrus said, feeling the cold chill as he remembered his conversation with Bellarum.


  “He didn’t kill you,” J’anda said. He sounded to Cyrus’s ears as if he were fishing for an explanation.


  “I’m not so sure you’re right about that,” Cyrus said, and a searing pain ran through his fingers. He lifted his hand to find his gauntlet gone, two of the fingers bandaged together. “On second thought, I doubt death would hurt this much.”


  “Why do you think he let you live?” J’anda asked.


  “Said he wanted me to rule Arkaria as his right hand,” Cyrus replied, bitterness creeping into his tone. “Apparently he finds uses for me that I cannot find for myself.”


  J’anda seemed to consider this for a moment. “You have shown ample ability to kill his godly allies and enemies, but …”


  “But he could kill them himself if he wanted at this point,” Cyrus finished J’anda’s thought. “He presented this … offer … to me with the suggestion that he had other, better things to do than run Arkaria on a day-to-day basis.”


  “And in return for managing his affairs here?” J’anda asked, still probing gently. “You receive the gift of not dying?”


  “Clemency for the rest of you, too,” Cyrus said. “And … other considerations.” His whole body tensed at the thought of Vara, of what Bellarum had done. It’s not her, he thought, but the thought was not fully convincing.


  “I feel that is a generous offer, for my own sake, of course,” J’anda said, watching him carefully. “I also feel you are leaving something out.”


  “Something, yes,” Cyrus mumbled. He pondered it only a moment. “Bellarum went into the chamber beyond the Realm of Purgatory.” He closed his eyes, welcoming the darkness. “He resurrected Vara and killed the God of Evil, absorbing his power as his own.”


  There was a long silence, and Cyrus finally opened his eyes to see J’anda looking utterly horrorstruck. “You can’t decide which one of those things is worse, can you?” Cyrus asked.


  J’anda moved just slightly, grimacing in disgust. “It is a close-run race between those, yes. He has violated the spirit of our friend by bringing her back as a … what? Empty vessel?”


  “Supposedly.”


  “And he now has power beyond …” J’anda stared blankly into the darkness.


  “I couldn’t even touch him,” Cyrus said. “He was so fast … maybe if I had both Rodanthar and Praelior again, but …” He shook his head. “No. Not even then. I might as well have been standing still given how fast he moved, how hard he hit.”


  J’anda pulled back, settling into the chair. “This … this is …” He brought up a wrinkled hand and placed it over his face. “This is not what I was hoping to hear after waiting so long for you to wake up.”


  Cyrus blinked in the darkness. “How long have I been out?”


  J’anda pulled his hand away. “A month. I have … had to keep you unconscious in order to allow your body time to heal from what was done to it.”


  Something clicked in Cyrus’s head, and he recalled at once the summer’s day, the ride through the gates of Sanctuary. “You’ve been using mesmerization to keep me subdued.”


  J’anda looked abashed. “I would have preferred not to, but … your wounds were … you moved around like a wild boar with a spear through its side, feverish and refusing restraint. I had no choice.”


  “Fine,” Cyrus said, voice tightening, thick with emotion. “But J’anda …” The enchanter looked up and Cyrus met his eyes. “Don’t do it again.” He swallowed and glanced away. “I don’t want to live in my heart’s desire any longer.”


  J’anda looked down. “So you’re one of those, then.”


  “Those what?” Cyrus asked.


  “When a disaster strikes, when we lose someone we love,” J’anda said, still staring down at his hands in the lap, “people have one of two reactions to a mesmerization. They embrace it wholeheartedly, wishing to dive in deep and live their life in the depths of the illusion.” He glanced up at Cyrus, meeting his eyes. “Then there are those who, once the illusion is broken, refuse to indulge that dream world any longer. It becomes almost a personal affront to them.”


  “I’m not affronted,” Cyrus said, staring at the darkness. “But it’s a waste of time, thinking about what … might have been.”


  “What could be again?” J’anda asked. “If you fall in line with the God of War’s wishes?”


  “He’s a liar and a murderer,” Cyrus said, looking down at his chest. There was still bruising along his bare skin, dark in the glow of the purple light. “He will say or do anything to get what he wants from me, from anyone, that he can’t get by force.” Cyrus swallowed heavily as the truth settled on him like a leaden blanket, and he sighed hard. “And I can’t—we can’t—beat him.”
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  Alaric


   


  In spite of Jena’s presence, the days passed in the dark of the Yartraak’s Saekajaren Sovaren—his mining city beneath the soil—with infuriating slowness. I assumed my enthusiasm for Jena would fade, associated as she was with the irritation I felt at being cast out. I had never been easy to deal with; after the news that I would be staying for an indeterminate amount of time, I felt certain that sooner or later, I would lose my temper with Jena over something trifling and perhaps be sent on my way.


  But somehow she avoided setting me off, disappearing during the times I felt particularly on edge—to give me space, she said—reappearing during the times when my despair required reassurance or other, more physical, ministrations, which she performed in the darkness, breathing in the silence, her eyes the only part of her I could see. In short, she became something of a miraculous companion, and one that Ulric Garrick could not have hoped to find anywhere in Luukessia. The fact that her skin was blue as the night sky made her all the more incredible to the part of my mind that resisted the fantastic changes I’d been subject to in the last months.


  Time trickled slowly through the hourglass. After three weeks, I tried not to ask the days any longer. I lasted two days, and then started inquiring once more. The Yartraak’s guards were unfailingly polite, as though cut from the same cloth as Jena herself. I could not even find it in myself to take out my petulant anger at being treated like a child on them—which was also a new experience for the former Prince of Luukessia.


  It was just at the close of my first month imprisoned that Stepan came to visit me, ushered in to my surprise on another cool, musty day in the mines. He wore a new tunic, much like the one I’d received when I’d entered the service of the House of Garaunt, and his usually impassive mien was broken by a very slight smile as he came into my room and stood at attention—such a marked change from how he’d looked at me before we’d left home.


  “It is good to see you,” I said sincerely. Even my father’s advisor was a welcome sight now, imprisoned as I was in a rocky cage.


  “And you as well, my prince,” he said, bowing his head, doing me honor he never had before.


  “How are the men?” I asked. I’d had occasion to think about them in my time of solitude and reflection and found myself dwelling often on their fate. I didn’t think Chavoron would have them killed, or even treated badly, but I wondered what would befall them next.


  “They are well,” Stepan said with another slight smile. “We find ourselves in the service of your master.” He slapped a hand on the sword hilt resting in a scabbard at his side, and I stared. Chavoron had armed them?


  “What’s going on out there?” I asked, near a whisper. The Yartraak had been kind to me, as had Jena, but every attempt I made to inquire about the empire at large and the events outside the mines had been politely, and often cleverly, rebuffed.


  “The Protanians we speak with call it dark times,” Stepan said, the momentary satisfaction in his voice fading. “There is a tension in the cities, angry eyes and words flying everywhere in the streets. There has been talk of murders, of both slaves and blue men.” He looked around, as though expecting a Protanian might take umbrage at using their skin tone to describe them. “I don’t know how much of it is true, but it seems we are being prepared for … war, I would say. Guard duty, at least.”


  All this information raced in my ear and through my mind, round and round like a chariot in a hippodrome. “Then our actions in Zanbellish have had the effect Chavoron predicted,” I mused out loud.


  “Perhaps,” Stepan said, taking a step closer. “Perhaps not. The matters of these people … while fascinating, are not our concern.”


  I looked up at Stepan, feeling like a stupor had claimed either him or I or both of us. “We are here, Stepan. We are in their service, are their slaves, their prisoners, or perhaps their pawns. They concern us at least a little.”


  “They don’t concern me,” he said, and by the slight tremor in his voice I could tell there was a conflict in his loyalties. “I have been given leave by Chavoron to undertake a different mission.”


  I straightened, my breath caught in my throat. “What mission is that?”


  “He wishes me,” Stepan said, smiling ever so slightly, “to return to Luukessia with the aid of one of his people in order to bring a message from you, of your choosing.”


  I blinked. “A … message?”


  “Indeed,” Stepan said, clearly more pleased about this than I. “Any message at all.”


  I looked at Stepan, feeling a blanket of cynicism settling over me. “Any message? Such as … I will be home in mere months, with an army of unstoppable power behind me, ready to take up my throne?”


  Stepan’s eye twitched slightly. “I suggested a slightly more … temperate version of that message to him, and he consented to both it being sent and also to upholding the promise within it.”


  My mouth fell open. “I …” The implications here were immense. “With … all of us?”


  Stepan nodded. “He was clear. All of us, and any others he could muster who had been taken.”


  I could go home. With my people.


  My army.


  Stepan stood stiffly, the enthusiasm he’d brought into my chamber vanished as though I’d ripped it away from him like a child’s plaything.


  “Take that look of disappointment off your face,” I said, turning away from him, “I have no intention of usurping my father’s throne.” There was a taste of bitter ash in my mouth even as I said it; the idea, so appealing only months before, now felt obscene. I imagined myself charging an army through the gates of Enrant Monge, sweeping down upon any opposition, and disgust welled up inside me at the idea of bringing war to my own lands. They would be mine by right when the day came, and there was no need to batter my father aside and rip them out of his hands.


  “I am glad to hear that,” Stepan said, sounding genuinely relieved. “Does that mean you’ve learned something in your time away?”


  “As my father wished, I suppose,” I mused quietly. I thought about our rift, my chosen words. I hadn’t even revisited them of late, but when I recalled them to mind they seemed the declarations of an arrogant child, brash and furious, insecure in his own power because while he was promised all, he little felt he deserved it.


  “Perhaps you could create a new set of words on your way home,” Stepan said, and now he had that faint smile again, “but first, I must deliver your message as instructed. Chavoron is not yet ready to send us home.”


  “I imagine it would be politically problematic for him, yes,” I said, thinking it over. “Yes, by all means, carry a message to my father from me. Tell him … I will return as soon as I can. Ready to take my place as his heir, with far, far more wisdom and humility than when I left.”


  Stepan’s eyebrow quirked up. “And no mention of your strength? The power you’ve found? The men who will now follow you?”


  “I don’t presume to speak for them,” I said. Until my current imprisonment, I hadn’t presumed to ask about them, either. “If they want to follow, they may. I will offer them a choice, and if they choose to return to their homes or even stay here rather than come to Enrant Monge with me, I will happily allow them to call their service completed.” I nodded. “Those who came with us have suffered more than they should have. They deserve to be free, if they want.”


  “It is a curious and much-welcome change I find in you,” Stepan said, nodding once. “I will depart immediately. I have an escort who will take me to the new bridge, nearly complete, and from there we will cross the remainder of the Sea of Carmas by flight and horse. It will still be several months’ ride to Enrant Monge from the shores of Actaluere, but with my escort I shall be able to return swiftly to Sennshann once my message has been received in our halls.”


  “Good,” I said, feeling somewhat cold. The message itself seemed more than reasonable. Chavoron had given me leave to announce my departure, so why wait? I had wanted to go home since first arriving here, and clearly I had a reached a point where accumulating power in the Protanian Empire was no longer to be my fate. I was a pariah in this land, and the tides of war were lapping at the shores. It would be best to take my men and depart this place before it arrived, to bring them home to their families, and myself to mine. I would sit in those dimly lit halls and consider, ponder the way that Chavoron did, perhaps try and sharpen my wisdom for the days when I would be king and need to rule with fairness in my father’s stead.


  Jena would not take the news well, I knew, and I resolved immediately not to crush her hopes until I was certain I would be leaving. “I wish you good luck,” I said to Stepan, reaching forth and taking his hand firmly in mine.


  He met my eyes, and the years of bitterness between us melted away in that instant. We clasped hands, and he said, “I will deliver your message and return presently, Ulric Garrick. Take heart,” he looked around, giving my gilded prison a somewhat disapproving once-over, “for our days in this place are drawing to a close, and soon enough we shall be home in Luukessia, as we men were intended to be.”
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  Cyrus


   


  Cyrus’s days after his awakening were long and excruciating. He could barely walk, hobbling about on legs that pained him, bones all over his body tender as though ground in a mill. He stayed in the dark room in Saekaj, his disposition growing increasingly surly despite constant attention from a never-ending procession of visitors. He held his acidic tongue in for as long as he could, but seemed to find himself abusing each in turn until they left, and then another would come and sit with him. He had done this sequence with J’anda, Quinneria, Vaste, and even Cora. There was regret afterwards of course, for the harsh words, the irritability that bubbled from him like a wellspring, but none of his visitors seemed to take his jibes personally. They each left in peace, wishing him well, saying they would see him later, and passing beyond the door, soon to be replaced by another visitor.


  “Good evening,” Samwen Longwell said as he thumped through the door of Cyrus’s room, his lance in hand. He took the weapon and set it in the corner, rattling his armor as he seated himself and setting Cyrus’s nerves on edge. Cyrus had not seen his own armor or weapons since he’d arrived here.


  “Not that much good about it,” Cyrus grumbled. He glared at Samwen’s armor and lance in turn, feeling the jealousy rise inside.


  Longwell followed his gaze. “You’re wondering about your armor and Praelior, aren’t you?”


  “No one else seemed to realize that,” Cyrus said, looking straight ahead at the dark wall. “Spellcasters all, they couldn’t figure out why I wanted to know about my things.”


  “Oh, I understand,” Longwell said, nodding. “You’re worried they’re broken or not here?”


  “Well,” Cyrus said tightly, “I can’t fight at the moment due to injury, and my means to do so are not even in my sight. So … yes, the thought that my keepers are lying to maintain my morale has occurred to me.”


  “The reason they’re out of sight,” Longwell said, “is because your keepers were afraid you’d snatch up Praelior and inflate your own sense of ability under its effects. Terian’s physicians suggested it best that you just leave those things alone for a time, give your body a chance to heal under its own ability before armoring up and grabbing a sword again, charging off into hopeless battle.”


  “Apparently no one’s listening, then,” Cyrus said, shifting his gaze from coldly straight ahead to coldly at Longwell. “I know the fight is lost. I have said so. I intend to go nowhere, to fight no one, but to have my weapon taken from me is an indignity.”


  “Aye,” Longwell agreed after a short pause. “I’ll see if I can have them bring it all in, provided you promise not to go charging off, half-lame, into oblivion without the rest of us.”


  “Well, I’m not charging off into oblivion with you,” Cyrus said, blinking as he turned away from the dragoon once more. “Though at present … I don’t plan to charge into oblivion at all.”


  “That won’t last,” Longwell said, settling back in his chair. The wood squeaked under the pressure.


  “I can’t beat him,” Cyrus said wearily. “We can’t.”


  “So I heard,” Longwell said. “But that’s never stopped you before.”


  Cyrus swiveled his head around and found Longwell sitting there, watching him with an utter lack of concern. “I’ve never fought a full god before. Not just one of the other gods … This is one is powered with the strength of one of the gods beyond.”


  “Yeah, I heard that, too.” Longwell shrugged.


  “But you don’t understand,” Cyrus said, looking at the dragoon levelly. “I know you had a hard time cottoning to the idea of these deities of Arkaria—”


  “Because they’re not deities.”


  “—but they’re beings of power,” Cyrus adjusted. “Beings of extreme power.”


  “That can be killed,” Longwell went on.


  Cyrus let out a breath of mild, almost amused exasperation. “Yes, but—”


  “By us. Clearly, since we’ve wiped out so many of them—”


  “—but that’s not the same as—”


  “As killing a god beyond, I got that,” Longwell said, leaning forward. “Except … it can’t be that different, because one of the so-called non-deities killed this God of Evil. Bellarum did it. And he wasn’t always what he is now. Once he was like Malpravus, or Aurous, or any of the others we’ve slain.” He leaned back, a slow smile of satisfaction on his face. “You see, you think we’ve reached the end of the road, and I know why. It looks hopeless. You’re staring down the face of a rugged mountain, wondering what to do now that the path’s come to a cliff. Well, there’s ways down cliffs, and just because a road comes to an end doesn’t mean your journey’s over. What we need now is a new way.”


  “There is no way,” Cyrus said, staring at Longwell in disbelief. How can he be so obtuse? “Do you not understand? This isn’t a cliff; it’s the edge of the damned world, and if we fall off, we’re done.”


  “I don’t believe that,” Longwell said with another shrug. “We’ve come to too many places before where it’s been said, ‘That’s impossible. Can’t be done.’ And what have we done? Bloody gone and done it anyway.” He shook his head. “No, I won’t believe it’s over until we’re in our graves. We’re not dead yet, and Bellarum hasn’t come to murder us, so … we’ve got time. We’ve got some means—maybe they’re not enough, but we have them—and all we need to do is find a way forward through the impossible. Just like we have every other time.” There was a gleam of satisfaction in his eye. “Just like you have … every other time.”


  “You’ve been in the dark for the last couple years, Longwell,” Cyrus said. “I don’t know if you think you’re seeing light, but—”


  “Yeah, I see light,” Longwell said, eyes burning now. “I got hollow after all that happened, it’s true. But you spend enough time dangling on that edge, you start to see what’s what. You start to see who the people are who consistently lead you through the wastes, the dangers. That’s you.”


  “Your faith in me is misplaced,” Cyrus said quietly.


  “I don’t think so,” Longwell said. “Gods fall. You haven’t. I think my bet’s in the right place.”


  Cyrus felt the cave chill infuse him. “And if you’re wrong this time?”


  “Dead either way, so who cares?” Longwell asked. “Tell me … have you lost anything on this road so far?”


  “Everything,” Cyrus said in a muted whisper, staring at the dragoon in intense silence. “You know that.”


  “Then there’s nothing left he can do to you,” Longwell said. “You’re a man at the edge, nothing to lose, and Bellarum—he wants something. Something that involves you being alive. See, in this fight thus far, you’ve been the only one these last years crazy enough to run the storm, Cyrus. Everybody with a silver piece worth of sense knows to get in out of the rain and lightning. Meanwhile you’re running out into it and tearing the clouds out of the sky while they rumble. And yeah, you lost. I know the rest are telling you to hang on and get through and get better.” Longwell shook his head. “I lost my damned land and you lot are all I have left—but we’re fighters, fated to die on a battlefield or get old and die weak. Embrace that. We’re none of us expecting to come through this alive, so let’s dig in. Nothing to lose, and against the cliff’s edge. There’s a way, and we just need to find it.” He settled back in his chair, passion spent. “There’s hope.”


  “You been talking to Scuddar?” Cyrus asked, leaning his head back against the headboard. “All this thought of hope … I just don’t see it like he does, or the others do, like there’s life beyond for me. The way you say it makes more sense to my mind.”


  “No day beyond this one,” Longwell nodded. “No next fight. This might be where we die, but dammit, if we’re on the edge of that cliff, we know the spell to fly, so … I lost my thread there.”


  Cyrus frowned. “You … you may have a point.” He brought up a hand and held it over his face, then let it fall down his bare chest, empty of all armor, undershirt, and even the medallion he’d taken from Alaric on the Endless Bridge. “Maybe there is … some way.” He shook his head. “I just don’t see it.”


  “Yet,” Longwell said, standing up, armor creaking. “You don’t see it yet. Keep dwelling on it, I think it’ll come to you.” He smiled. “I’ll see if I can get your sword and armor.”


  As the dragoon slipped beyond the door, Cyrus sat there in the darkness, staring after him. “How do you defeat a god you can’t hit? How do you defeat a being so powerful, you can’t even strike at him, who can kill you and everyone in your army instantly?” Cyrus stared into the dark, in the silence, and waited for an answer. “Where do you find hope when your enemy has …?”


  In the silence, an idea began to dawn, and he felt a slow smile slide across his face.
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  Alaric


   


  I spent the weeks following Stepan’s visit vacillating between hope and fear—hope that Stepan’s message would be delivered, and fear that I would remain stuck in the darkness of these mines forever.


  I could hear the sound of picks clinking in the distance some days, as slaves tunneled new corridors in the Yartraak’s ever-expanding palace. It was faint yet maddening.


  When my door opened one morning, I was expecting Jena to enter the room. I had journeyed through the palace a few times to break the monotony, but the whole place was dark, gloomy, and depressing, so I rarely ventured beyond my room.


  But when the door opened, it was not Jena who stepped in, ushered by guards, but Rin, his face tired and drawn. He wore his armor, but there were stains here and there, as though things had been thrown at him. He wore his sword at his side, but his skin was paler blue than I recalled it being.


  “Rin,” I said, stunned. He was a ghostly sight, shoulders slumped and the vitality gone from him in a way I had never seen in the usually irrepressible guardsman. I met his eyes, and he glanced away. “Forgive me for saying so but … you don’t look well.”


  He forced a wan smile that lasted barely a second. “I am the most hated and yet beloved man in the Protanian Empire. I find myself praised and toasted by those I would have considered reprehensible only weeks ago, and am pilloried by those whose respect I might have wanted.” He let out a long breath. “It’s no secret why I do not look my best.”


  “What happened to you?” I asked.


  “Very little,” Rin said, stepping into the room further. “As I suspect has been the case with you.” He gestured to the stains on his armor, and I noted a smell I hadn’t detected before. “I walked in the streets this morning for the first time in quite a while.” He sniffed and made a face. “That was a poor decision.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said sincerely. “We were in a difficult position, and I don’t see how we could have done things any differently.”


  “We could have died,” he answered matter-of-factly. “In the place of the Eruditia. That would have at least quelled the fury of those currently angry at me. I suspect nothing less would satiate them at this point.”


  “Stepan came a few weeks ago,” I said. “He mentioned that there might have been murders.”


  Rin’s eyes flicked to the door. “Do they tell you anything here?”


  “Little enough as not to matter.”


  “Yes, there have been murders,” he said, watching my reaction. “Slaves have killed Protanians. Protanians have killed slaves. And though it’s not confirmed, for the suspects do not show their hands, I suspect at least a hundred Protanians have slain each other. Only one instance can be proven, because they were found with the knives in each other’s hands, driven into one another’s breasts.” He shook his head. “The empire is going mad, Alaric. I did not expect I would live to see such a day … nor that I would be in such shame when it came.”


  “At least we’re alive,” I said, not feeling entirely relieved.


  “Aye, but I’ve been cast out,” he said. “Of House Gronvey,” he added when I looked at him, perplexed. “Timmas—the Drettanden—he found my actions distasteful, called them coarse and dishonorable, against the code expected of our house.”


  “Surely … surely Chavoron would take you into—”


  Rin shook his head. “Chavoron will not have me in his house, nor I would ask him to, at present. He has quite enough to deal with in allowing your men to find shelter under his roof.”


  I stared at him. “Where will you go?”


  “It doesn’t matter.” He clenched a hand. “The empire—that matters more to me than my own life, and yet … the thing I thought we could do to protect it, to protect Chavoron, has uncorked madness beyond what I could ever have foreseen.” He smiled ruefully, but it vanished in an instant. “The Justice Minister—”


  “The Terrgenden?” I asked.


  “You’re getting better,” Rin said slyly. “Yes, him. He made what I considered to be a clearheaded decision, against his side of the table, and declined to order our prosecution. His office is under an onslaught rivaling that which Chavoron and I have received. The Nessalima told him that his justice was a joke and he was no more than a base trickster, such is the volume of anger at this turn of events.”


  “Is there any good news?” I asked quietly.


  “Little that I can see,” Rin said with a shake of the head. “I am going to leave and seek asylum in the northwest, beyond the banks of the river that divides us from the elven lands. We have a small outpost out there on the coast, beyond the swamps, where slavers capture the greenskins—I’m sorry,” he said, looking contrite, “I mean the trolls.”


  “You’re going to be a slaver?” I asked, somewhat stunned.


  “I’m going to go fight the slavers,” he said, giving me a look of irritation. “No one else has dared before, even though slaving in what is technically elven lands is against the law.” He looked discomfited. “I don’t know what else to do, and now that we’ve opened up this unfortunate opportunity … or cask of rotten meat … I feel like I should try and do some good, somewhere. Stemming the slave trade feels like my best chance of doing that.”


  “You’re going alone?” I asked.


  “Unless you want to come with me,” he said with a quicksilver smile. “For I doubt there are very many others in these lands who would welcome our company at the moment.”


  I studied him carefully and caught the hopeful look in his eyes as he watched me in return. The mess upon his armor was fresh, a mark of his outcast status. I could sympathize with that; Rin was repelled by people like the Yartraak who suddenly hoisted their glasses to his good health, but was cast out by those whose aims he respected. What else was there to do when you were shut out of good company and disgusted by all other?


  In my case, the choice was to go north as ordered on a march I never wanted, in an attempt to bend an army to my selfish aims. His was to strike out and do some good, to stop slavers from preying in an area where there was little to stop them.


  In that moment, I saw Rin as he was—a man beaten down by life, his hard edges always on display, but the vulnerability beneath the surface showing in his quiet hope that I would accompany him. He had been on the fringe of his house all his life, a man of talent who existed at the sufferance of others—here, under the Yartraak’s command until he met me, and then under Chavoron’s. His own self-loathing showed itself in the most peculiar times, undermining the confidence I would have thought he’d have as an able fighter, spellcaster, and speaker of multiple languages. I had seen his fierce intelligence and knew him capable of much, his admitted aims much closer to pure than my own.


  “We can leave right now,” Rin said, offering his hand. “You and I. We’re useless here, ruined. We’ll never see the inside of the council chambers again. Any meeting with us at Chavoron’s shoulders would go down in fury and possibly fighting.” He stepped closer, and I heard his plea. “Come with me. Let us step beyond the walls and do some good for someone—out there.”


  In that moment, as he stood before me, hoping that I would accompany him on his worthy quest, I felt the quelling hand of fear settle over my heart, shutting down my desire to go anywhere. Fear that Chavoron would call for me, fear that the Yartraak would be displeased, fear that I would lose my chance to go home if I acted disobedient.


  “I can’t,” I said, and there was nothing more than a faint flutter from Rin before he followed on with a nod. “I wait at the sufferance of Chavoron—”


  “I understand,” Rin said, nodding once. “You’re loyal. Were I in your shoes, with a homeland to go back to … I would likely do the same.”


  “You still have a home, Rin,” I said.


  “They don’t want me here anymore,” he said. He looked stricken, his mouth a thin line that quivered with emotion. He sniffed, regaining his composure, and stepped back, stiffening to military posture. “You will come through this, Alaric. I have faith in your future. You have shown them something that they would not have opened their eyes to on their own, and the course of this empire will be changed by your courage and your actions.”


  He saluted me, fist banging off his breastplate with a clang, and he disappeared into the light of a spell before I could tell him to wait, to stop, just for a moment, just so I could think. But before a word could leave my lips, Rin was gone.




   


   


   


   


  69.


   


  Cyrus


   


  “Scuddar, where is the ark?” Cyrus asked. He was staring across the table in the meeting room in Saekaj, the remaining officers of Sanctuary lined up in their seats around him, with Terian and his people opposite.


  “The … what?” Terian asked, first to respond. “Are you serious?”


  “The ark,” Cyrus said, not letting his eyes leave the desert man who sat down the row of chairs. He met Cyrus’s gaze with a flicker of interest. “It’s the legend of what the God of Good sent mortals as a final gift, sort of the other side of the coin to the chamber of … revival or whatever it is in the Realm of Purgatory.”


  Terian pondered that for only a moment and then spoke again. “So … you were serious about Bellarum breaking through to the God of Evil and killing him?” He paused as a dozen glances shifted his way. “Oh, as though it didn’t sound incredible to the rest of you. We finally had a concrete explanation for how the gods came to be, and whoomp! Now there’s another layer to the onion that we can’t explain. Gods beyond.” He pursed his lips in a frown. “And like an onion, it all stinks.”


  “I find the idea of gods beyond rather comforting,” Ryin said, catching a few glances himself. “Not that anyone cares about my opinion.”


  “Yes, we need more godly enemies at this point,” Vaste said. “Even if they’re just tasty snacks for our current enemies to help them achieve the next plateau of power so they can crush us at will.”


  “It sounded to me as though we wouldn’t necessarily be crushed,” J’anda said. “Provided our humble leader decided to bend the knee to the God of … well, soon to be everything, I suppose.”


  “I think we all know that’s not going to happen,” Calene said. “When was the last time Cyrus bowed to anyone other than Va—” She glanced down the table at him, blushing and clearing her throat. “Besides, now he’s here, inquiring about hope. Maybe we’ve turned a corner—”


  “I don’t give a gnome’s anus about hope,” Cyrus snapped, straightening his armor. It felt good to have it back on, including Praelior on his belt and the medallion around his neck. There was a familiarity about its weight that he’d grown accustomed to. “I want a weapon to fight Bellarum with.”


  “Oh, so you’re seeking this ark for the right reasons, then,” Vaste said. “Good. I was worried you just wanted to feel better about the stunning twists that have sent your life off the causeway and into a ditch below.”


  “How I feel is immaterial,” Cyrus said with steely resolve, eyes narrowing. He was keeping careful watch on Scuddar, who had yet to answer him. “How I win is what’s important.”


  “You mean how we win, right?” Aisling asked, cocking her head at him.


  “I would like to win, too, yes,” Mendicant said. “Please include us.”


  “No one’s going to win if Scuddar doesn’t get a chance to answer my damn question,” Cyrus snapped. “So let the man speak.”


  “I’m afraid I cannot help you in this,” Scuddar said, not looking away from Cyrus’s gaze. “The ark is legend and has passed into that place beyond knowing. No answers will be forthcoming, for there are no longer any answers to be had from the world of men.”


  “That is the cagiest damned answer I’ve ever heard,” Terian said after a long moment of silence. “He’s hiding something.”


  Scuddar looked at the Sovereign. “I hide nothing. The ark is a tale, something my people share between us in story. But I can no more tell you where it exists—or if it is even in this world—than I could prove it is a real thing right here, right now. It is an article of faith, a story for the ages, and those things do not lend themselves well to demands for proof.”


  “Well, I need a weapon,” Cyrus said evenly, still looking at the desert man, “and it seems Bellarum has decided to rip open the heavens and steal the God of Evil’s power, so I could really use an avenue to his counterpart on the side of good.”


  “Have you tried praying for help?” Vaste asked with something approaching a smirk. “I mean, really doing the thing right, maybe sacrificing a few goats, or a leprous dwarf or something—”


  “I save all the goats for you and the leprous dwarves for Ryin,” Cyrus snapped.


  “I– I—what did I do to deserve this?” Ryin asked.


  “Target of opportunity,” Cyrus said before drawing a deep breath and looking to Longwell, who had watched the whole meeting in silence. “We need a way forward, and this—this is the only idea I have.”


  “To answer a myth that the God of War told you with another myth that Scuddar told you,” Terian said dryly. “I know we lived in a world of gods until very recently, but I find the lack of empirical evidence in this plan alarming.”


  “How do you feel about Bellarum stuffing his mailed fist up your ass and removing your lungs rectally?” Cyrus asked.


  “More alarming,” Terian said, his voice straining somewhat. “I’ll have my, uh, scholars search the archives for references to an ark.”


  “Helpful,” Cyrus said, and looked at his mother. “Do you know anything about this?”


  Quinneria’s chin rested on her fist, her brow furrowed as she listened intently. “I’ve heard the legends, but I don’t know if you should spend much time searching in a vain hope that this ark exists.”


  “Did anyone else think that sounded suspiciously like his mother just told him to go outside and play?” Vaste asked.


  “I wish you’d go play in a vek’tag pit,” Terian said.


  “Are those the filthy, giant spiders you people ride like horses?” Vaste asked. “Because, no, I’m not going anywhere near those terrifying things, and I have to ask, what sort of mad, dirt-digging people are you to ride spiders? I mean, really. Spiders? Why don’t you try taming dragons?”


  “Because vek’tag,” Terian said with exaggerated patience, “are simplistic creatures that can be trained. Like trolls.”


  “Oh, you think you can train me—”


  “I doubt it, but maybe with a few solid whacks to the head we can impart some improved judgment. I’m certainly up for giving it a try, seeing as nothing else has worked—”


  “This is pointless!” Cyrus shouted, his voice echoing off the walls of the subterranean room. “We need a course, and I’m trying to set one. What are you trying to do?”


  “Use humor to mitigate the rising hopelessness stemming from the fact your plan is going nowhere with the speed of a legless gnome,” Vaste said.


  “As we do,” Terian said. “Always.”


  “Get out,” Cyrus said, his neck going slack, muscles aching. “All of you. Just … get out.”


  “Cyrus—” Vaste said.


  “Get out, Vaste,” Cyrus said, turning his head to stare at the bare stretch of wall next to him. “The meeting is over.”


  A quiet murmur ran through them, and they started to move. The exodus was swift, and Cyrus kept his head down for all of it, listening to the scuff and squeak of leather and metal boots working across the stone floor. The door closed quietly and finally he raised his head, knowing there were still others in the room.


  “I expressly told you to leave,” Cyrus said, looking at Vaste crossly.


  “When have I ever listened to you?” the troll asked.


  “When I told you to run from the Avatar of the God of Death.”


  “Yes, but you were running with me. Here, you’re not leaving, so I’m following your example again.”


  “Cyrus,” Terian said, “we know you’ve been battered—”


  “I don’t think that quite covers it,” Cyrus said, getting to his feet. He stood at an angle, the pain in his leg forcing him to tilt to the right. Quinneria lingered behind the other two, watching quietly, and he spoke to her next: “Something on your mind, Mother?”


  “Just worried to see you lashing out in all directions,” she said, “both grasping for a plan and striking out at your friends.”


  “We’ve gone from mopey Cyrus to angry Cyrus,” Vaste said, nodding sagely. When Cyrus gave him a flaming look, he sighed. “We’re concerned about you. If there’s anything that Bellarum could have done to you that was worse than what he already did, it’s breaking your body in addition to taking away almost all you care about. Now if you don’t go along with him, he’s going to kill us all—”


  “Not all,” Cyrus said, calmer now. He looked up and caught the three of them studying him with the question in their eyes. “He told me he doesn’t want to kill you.”


  “All of us?” Terian asked, perplexed.


  “Vaste,” Cyrus said.


  The troll’s eyes widened. “Me? But why?”


  “Because he finds your arse so plump and pleasing, tempting in a goatly manner,” Cyrus said, finding a surprising amount of malicious glee in his crafted answer.


  Vaste’s surprise turned to horror, his mouth falling open and his hands going self-consciously to the tail of his robes. “No—oh—no—oh, no—oh—no, no, no—”


  “Kidding,” Cyrus said, and watched the troll sag in relief. “He finds you amusing.”


  “Oh, well. That makes sense,” Vaste nodded. “I am adorable, after all. I mean, who doesn’t find me amusing?”


  “Almost everyone else in Arkaria,” Terian supplied the answer.


  “All the other gods,” Cyrus said.


  Everyone looked to Quinneria, who stirred at the sudden attention. “It’s all right. I find you amusing, Vaste.”


  “Oh, what a relief,” the troll deadpanned, “the sorceress finds the troll entertaining.”


  “I don’t find any of this amusing,” Terian said, “least of all the fact that we’re still working without a plan other than ‘Possibly find a gift that was maybe handed down by a god none of us can confirm actually exists and then hit Bellarum with it somehow.’ I mean, it’s not exactly the bridges of Termina when it comes to a strategic plan, is it?”


  “It seems unlikely we’ll be able to face Bellarum where we want to,” Cyrus said. “He’s more powerful than us, we’ll be attacking him on his home ground …” He sighed. “The ark … I hoped it could level the odds.” He gave it a moment’s thought. “I mean, what else is there? If he truly did break through and kill the God of Evil—”


  “He’s something of a liar,” Vaste said, “and a manipulator. It’s possible he didn’t do that at all, and he merely wants you to think he did.”


  “He moved so fast,” Cyrus said, shaking his head, “and hit so hard. I don’t know much about the powers of the gods, but … this was beyond the speed of anything I’ve seen from the deities.” He looked down at the wooden table, setting his fingertips upon its surface and making a dull clacking noise as he did so. “Perhaps Terrgenden or Vidara can tell us if … if he did what he says he did … and if there’s an ark at all.”


  “Wonderful,” Terian said dryly. “How do we contact them again? Because last we spoke, they were planning to lock the doors to their realms and not come out until we were ready to assail the Realm of War. And I know you were unconscious for that planned date, but they didn’t show up, which suggests to me—”


  “They’re either dead or hunkered down,” Cyrus said, looking down at the table. “And either way of no use to us.” He rammed his hand into the table, and cringed, the pain rolling through his body at the exertion. He hissed, trying to expel the pain through his breathing, and failed. When he opened his eyes again, the three of them stood before him, his mother closer than she’d been a moment earlier, as though ready to catch him if he fell. “I’m fine,” he said, waving her off before he paused. “No … I’m not fine, actually. None of us are.” He squinted his eyes shut. “Because once again, we’re back to having no way to beat this bastard.”




   


   


   


   


  70.


   


  Alaric


   


  The weeks passed, Jena the only thing keeping me from slipping into boredom and madness, along with the occasional luncheon with her father, who drove me to near catatonia by his insipid interest in prosaic things such as art.


  The walls of the cavern palace seemed to be closing in around me, more oppressive by the day. My instinct to fight came forth in a desire to smash my hands against them, to destroy what was keeping me penned in and cut off from the world outside.


  My thoughts often drifted to Rin, wandering through the wilderness swamps on the edge of the empire, attacking slavers and saving trolls. No other Protanian I had met would have undertaken such a mad cause, and yet this was what he had done, who he had been at heart. Twisted up, broken inside, yet still yearning to do good works even when out of sight of everyone.


  The other target of my thoughts was Stepan. I wondered how his journey was going, how far he had traveled in his quest to return home. Losing count of the days, I could not be sure, but sometimes I thought he must certainly be back in Enrant Monge by now, and on others I couldn’t muster the confidence to believe he’d even left yet.


  Jena’s quiet approaches in my moments of thought, her ability to soften the tension when I grew wracked with frustration, were invaluable. She led her own life out of my sight, and it was a credit to my selfishness that I never asked her where she went when she departed. She wore a wan smile now, worried, when before it had been brighter. I felt cold all the time, and it was as though she began to dress accordingly, making me wonder if winter was permeating its way into the earth because of her heavier robes, draped across her, wrapping her in their bulky softness. We had gradually drifted into a habit of less and less intimacy, my mind preoccupied with other thoughts, and her time occupied by other activities.


  What a fool I was, to have missed the signs.


  One day, a knock sounded at the door and once more, a guard stuck his head in. I had been dwelling on thoughts of Stepan and Rin all the day, and when the guard said, “Visitor,” I felt a surge of hot excitement, a thrill that had been lost as long as I could remember.


  I stood as the door opened wider to admit my visitor, holding my breath, as the man who had come to see me walked into my chambers. I stood staring at him in shock, certain that there had to be a mistake.


  “I don’t believe this,” I said, my mouth suddenly terribly dry.


  “You may believe or disbelieve as you care to,” Curatio the Butcher said, wearing long robes that draped over and covered his muscled physique. He examined the chambers around me with distaste, as though he had never seen such appalling conditions in his life, even though they were beautifully appointed. “I still stand here in front of you nonetheless.”


  “How did you get here?” I asked, watching him. “There’s no love lost between you and the Yartraak, is there?”


  “I doubt he knows I’m here,” Curatio said with the hint of a smile. “I had to pay a significant bribe to someone who used to work in this palace in order to receive the spell for the portal the Yartraak secreted into his back chambers. The guards there took me to be someone invited, the fools, and though it took some wandering, I now find myself here, with you—exactly where I wished to be.”


  I looked around for a weapon, but there was none at hand, for why would there be? Arming a human in a slave mining camp was the height of foolishness. “If I call out—”


  “Don’t be a fool,” Curatio scoffed. “I don’t wish you dead.” His expression changed, his usual outward confidence and prickliness evaporating. “I came here to beg your assistance.”


  I stared at him in silence for over a full minute, then looked around my chambers with exaggerated amusement, as if to suggest my resources were contained herein and were nothing to be impressed with. “My assistance?”


  “Am I speaking your language with obvious error?” he asked impatiently. “Yes, your assistance. You need not be an arse about it.”


  “You once tried to kill me. You cursed me and took my eye.”


  He flushed across his tanned skin. “And you took my pride and defeated me in front of the entire Coliseum. I would hardly call us even, but there is no remedy for the wrong I’ve done you.”


  “But you come to me now, at my lowest point, and seek favor,” I said, watching him shrewdly. “Very well, I am starved for entertainments in this place, so my curiosity begs the question—how can I help you?”


  If he had looked like he’d lost confidence when he’d initially asked my help, it was nothing compared to the helplessness I saw in him now; hesitation, pain, and embarrassment flashed across his face in an instant. “I come to offer—my sword and spell to your cause, whatever it may be.”


  “My cause?” My eyebrows rocketed toward my hairline far above. “You just said you need my assistance, and yet you have come to pledge yourself to my cause?” I left aside the fact that as of that moment, I had no cause.


  “Yes, I wish to aid you,” he said stiffly, “and in doing so, I will aid myself. That is the bargain I offer.”


  “That’s kind of you,” I said, dripping with sarcasm, “but I’m afraid I’m going to have to decline.”


  His face darkened. “Why? You know I have strength—”


  “Oh, your strength is not in question,” I said, wondering at what game he was playing at. “Your motives are. I have commanded many men,” I said, exaggerating slightly, “and I know where their loyalties lie, what cleaves them to me. Whether it be home or gold or love of brother, men are no mystery when they pledge to my army. You, on the other hand … have power surpassing mine, have a land of your own to presumably defend, and yet you come to swear your sword to me?” I shook my head. “I’m afraid that’s simply not good enough, no. I will have to decline.”


  Curatio’s teeth clenched as he bared them to me, though I doubted he was aware of it. He had just swallowed his pride and done something unthinkable, swearing service to someone who was all but a slave. It was akin to me pledging my fealty to a dog, I knew. “I come here,” he began, plainly trying to control himself, “in good faith—”


  “I would have to take your word for that,” I said, “and unfortunately, given the bad blood betwixt us and your lack of explanation, I simply cannot do that.” I folded my arms in front of me, daring him to challenge any part of that statement.


  He ground his teeth together, making a horrendous noise. “You wish me elucidate my motives? So that you can feel certain I am not preparing to betray you?”


  “It would hardly be the least plausible thing for you to do, especially to one who, as you mentioned, humiliated you in the Coliseum.”


  He stared at me evenly, the anger burning in his eyes, and I wondered for a moment if he would simply write this idea off as a bad job and strike me down. He took a breath and regained control of himself, then began to speak. “I have long loved a … certain someone—”


  “Caraleen,” I said, and the fury flared in his eyes as he looked up at me as though I’d stripped him naked in front of a crowd.


  He breathed quickly for a moment or two, trying to catch his breath. “So it was obvious all along.”


  “Yes,” I said simply, wishing to provide neither succor nor a further kick to the balls when he was already so exposed.


  “She has persistently rejected my advances,” he said, once he had settled himself, the simmering heat still present in his near-glare. “She is deft at this sport, turning me aside without insult and leaving me with enough hope not to break off pursuit. Her skill …” He stared off past my shoulder, clearly picturing something. “… it is prodigious, like my own ability in the Coliseum.”


  “Alas, if only she had your humility.”


  He pursed his lips in annoyance. “I spoke to her just yesterday, and found her in … perhaps the worst state I have ever seen her. Tearful, pained, worried … I tried my utmost to console her, but in her wounded condition, honesty shone through like a sunspear through a cloud.” His lips grew tight before the answer burst out like a charging horse breaking out of a line. “I am an angry, bitter, furious person, my rage seeping out in all directions—at her people, at my lessers—you slaves, I think she meant—and in due course she came around to the fact that I am not a solution to her problems of the moment, her peoples’, her father’s problems. I am, in fact, a cause.” He grew very still. “Another weight on the scales of her mind at a point when they need no further encumbrance.”


  “She did not spare the honesty, then,” I said, as delicately as I could.


  “Indeed not,” Curatio said. “I suppose I need not describe for you the nature of my feelings upon hearing this. The idea that I stood in front of her, the opposite of what she needed and the fact now made obvious, I was left with two choices—to either give up on my … affection for her,” and here I heard disappointment, and knew he was understating the depth of his feelings for Caraleen, “or else become the sort of man she would count as what she wanted.”


  I stood in silence at this point. I was no sage when it came to matters of love, having never truly felt the feeling myself, save for in my mild affection for Jena. My mind raced with considerations; this elf who despised me now wanted to swear allegiance to me for some reason I couldn’t quite understand. “How does this lead you to my door?” I asked.


  “Because when pressed for example of what she was looking for,” he said, and here I saw a flash of hatred and envy all mixed up in a thick stew of resentment, “yours was the name she brought forth as example.” His face strained at its bounds like a hungry dog chained just out of reach of a slab of beef. “Imagine my surprise. All along I’ve thought you were merely the slave help, and yet she paints you the hope of the Protanian Empire. Not a servant, but a rising master, doing your best to bring honor to your house and preserve the crumbling pieces of this hollow, rotting tree of a nation.” He showed no joy in his assessment of the Protanians, but hearing his words gave rise to new questions in me.


  “What are you talking about?” I asked. “When you call the empire hollow, I mean?”


  He made a pfft! sound, scoffing. “Have you not heard? Half the council sends bands of masked humans in the night to kill slaveholders to make example.” He barely held in a smirk, though it peeked through at the corners of his mouth. “Sennshann is alight with fear, tension in the markets making slaveholders afraid they’ll be cursed and skinned to death in the night. Their response is slow to come, but a few of these human bands have been caught by mutual defense and made example of, though their masters remain in the shadows untouched.”


  I stared at him, grim horror trickling over me. If that was true, that the right side of the council table was using slaves to execute masters in the night to make a terrifying example of them, and slaves were being caught and punished in reprisal … things were out of hand, indeed. My mind shot to Chavoron, considering his place in all this, wondering at the pressures he was presently under. “I don’t see why you—or Caraleen—think I could be of help in any of this.”


  “I don’t know why she thinks you worthy,” he said shortly, now more in control of himself, “but she sees virtues in you that I wish were my own.” He lowered his gaze in silent shame as he finished speaking. “I cannot possess what I do not see, and I am blind to most of my own faults.” He looked up at me again, and his eyes burned once more. “I know not what you have planned, nor indeed if you have any plans at all. But if you are the man she thinks you are, I would join you in your fight, aid you in your need if indeed you seek to hold this rotten carcass of an empire together before it rips asunder.” He looked down again. “Not for the sake of it, but for hers.” He looked up once more. “And for mine,” he said more quietly.


  “I will consider what you’ve said,” I said, my mind once more spinning along so fast I could scarcely keep up with it. “You are right to wonder at my plans, for I see little I can do here, in the depths of this place, to aid the empire. My mere appearance is unlikely to sooth the situation, either, seeing as half the empire considers me the spark that set this blaze alight.” I took a deep breath. “My appearance in their cities, even, would likely be seen as—”


  “Aye,” Curatio said. “An invitation to act in ways you would not find salubrious for yourself or the empire.” He bowed his head. “Yet my aid remains offered, should you need it.”


  “And the aid of your people?” I asked carefully.


  He shook his head. “Mine alone,” he said. “My people have no interest in this squabble, save to see the Protanians fall upon their arrogant faces. Something I no longer wish.” He swallowed heavily as he said it.


  “That puts you at odds with your people, then,” I said, and in this strange commonality I found a slight thread of respect for the elf. I had known discord with my own. “Perhaps we might find common cause, but …” I paused, seeking a direction for my words. “You know I am loyal to Chavoron.”


  He watched me carefully. “Indeed.”


  “He has exiled me here,” I said, trying to encompass the subterranean chamber with a wide sweep of my arm. “I cannot leave to pursue my own ends without consulting him. There was much left unsaid when last we spoke, and I need to go to him now,” my words grew stronger as I grew more certain in my course, “and see if … if there is anything I can do to help make this mess right.”


  Curatio raised an eyebrow at me. “I could take you to Sennshann, and perhaps even shield you against being seen for who you are. Should we walk the skies to the top of the tower, we should evade most inquiry and be able to speak to Chavoron, if he is in residence there. Say but the word and we will begin.”


  I drew a long breath, and began to speak. “Let us—”


  I was interrupted by the opening of the door. Curatio and I both turned, the elf apparently as caught by surprise as I was. He blocked my view of the entering party, his head turned, his shoulders squared so that I could not see the visitor. He nodded his head once, quickly, and then bowed himself out of the way to reveal Jena, clad in a dark cloak.


  “Hello,” I said, once I came back into possession of my wits. She was looking from Curatio to me with suspicious eyes, clearly trying to work out what was transpiring before her, to see the two of us speaking in such a strange situation. “Curatio and I were just … talking,” I finished lamely.


  “I heard as I entered,” she said, the accusation light but present in her voice, her gaze pointed as she watched me. “And I heard you about to give command to him. You. Give command to him.” She turned to look at Curatio. “And he looks as though he were about to obey.” She took a slow breath. “Peculiar times we are in, indeed, to see you two in some conspiracy.” Her sense of betrayal was obvious on her face as she stood there, cloak pulled tightly against her, staring at me as though I had just stabbed her in the back.
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  Cyrus


   


  The chamber was dark and cold, and Cyrus did not care. The embers of the fire that had once spread warmth from the hearth had long since faded, but he’d ignored the knocking of the chambermaids wanting to warm the coals. Others had knocked, too, and he’d turned them away as well. Vaste had accused of him mopeyness through the door in an effort to get him to open it.


  It had not worked.


  He had seethed, vacillating between furious anger and an inescapable sense of loss. His mother had knocked at that point and he’d yelled at her to go away, not caring that he was lashing out. The emotions within him were like a bottled storm, the Torrid Sea poured into a container and unable to find their full expression.


  But it was the desperation and sadness that were the worst, and they’d hit him full force most recently, pulling him to his knees. He lay, his cheek cold against the stone floor, staring into the darkness, not bothering to cast a spell to illuminate the room. He felt ashamed somewhere deep inside, and yet also defiantly uncaring. His bones, his very skin ached as he lay there, but he made no effort to rise.


  The embers provided the barest light, which he could barely see through the blur in his eyes. Faint orange spots lingered to his side, but he ignored them. The chill was in his bones now. He didn’t care. He hoped it would help numb him, that somehow he might beseech the floor beneath him to gather him up and drag him further into its depths. He was already in the ground, after all; what was the difference of a few more feet?


  A knock sounded, and he ignored it. He always ignored them at first. It came again, more insistently. He ignored this, too.


  “Cyrus,” came a clipped, irritable female voice. “Open the door.”


  It was not his mother’s voice, but it was familiar enough, and held enough sway over him that he forced himself up. His helm sat awkwardly upon his head, and the medallion beneath his armor, untrapped by its usual place beneath his underclothes, swung freely, rattling inside his breastplate. He pushed cautiously up to one hand. “Who is that?” he asked.


  “It’s Cora.”


  Cyrus frowned. He could not recall her coming to visit him before. Indeed, she was nearly the last person he would have imagined would come to speak to him.


  “Why are you here?” Cyrus asked, getting to his feet. They could have sent anyone—Longwell, Quinneria, Terian, Vaste, J’anda—hell, all of them had come more than once. Mendicant, Ryin, Scuddar, Zarnn, Calene—even Isabelle and Larning had taken it in turn to knock at his door, though he’d ignored them as though he were sleeping. He paced up to the door and leaned against it. “What do you want?”


  “Bellarum’s arterial blood to water the trees of my jungle home,” Cora replied with a subtle sarcasm. “I had counted on you to deliver this trifling request, but I’ve heard you’re incapable of this modest task set before you, so I’ve come to offer counsel.” She paused. “And perhaps a kick in the arse.”


  He opened the door without thinking, annoyed by her challenge. “My arse is too large for kicks from you at this point, I think.”


  Cora stood on the other side, looking at him with great amusement. “When your arse was smaller, I once took a length of wood to it, administering a flogging that caused you to burst into tears. You were a difficult child, especially for me, what with your father dead and mother gone, and in truth I did it almost as much to quell the annoyance I was feeling for you at the time as I did push you onto a better road.” She met his gaze, and her blue cloak stirred as she moved her hand beneath it. “The moment you began crying and the words flooded out—‘I miss my mother, I miss my father!’—my heart melted and my shame burned my anger away like mist on a hot morn.”


  Cyrus stared out at her through the open door. “A touching story, but hardly relevant to this moment.”


  “Oh, but it is,” Cora said, ducking under his arm and worming her way into the room. She put out a hand and flame jumped into the hearth, setting the ashes alight again, even without fuel of wood to burn. “I have seen you crushed beneath the weight of grief before.” She spun, and with a slight kick knocked the door free of his hand, closing it behind her. “I am not your mother, who might coddle you, and you are no longer a child without responsibility. You are a man. You are a warrior. And you are the only hope we have.” She drew herself up to her full height, which was a good several heads shorter than him. “There will be time to grieve and despair for your loss later. Right now, all Arkaria looks to you, even if they do not realize it.”


  “I’m trapped in the bowels of the earth,” Cyrus said, looking around him. “Hiding from the God of War because I can’t defeat him. Because we can’t defeat him. My ideas for strategy are vapor. Terian has investigated the so-called ark in the books available here and found nothing. My mother has looked in the library at Reikonos and found nothing, even with the aid of the librarians put fully at her disposal by the mayor. The archives of the elves, of the dwarves, the gnomes and goblins all come up with the same—nothing beyond legends, whispers of the past, handed down by the ancients and desert men.” He spread his arms wide, as if holding himself out for helpless sacrifice. “If I am the hope of Arkaria, then truly, we are without hope, for I have nothing with which to beat Bellarum.” He took a hobbling step; his leg had improved, but it still pained him. “I am not even yet what I was before he struck me down. So if you’ve come to speak words of brilliant inspiration to me, be warned—there is nothing to be gained by them. No idea shaken loose, no hope plumbed in the depths, only the cold reality of where we stand, hiding in the earth—like cowards.”


  Cora stood there, stiff and cool, surveying him with unmoving, iron eyes. “I don’t understand why you’re so fixated on this ark.”


  “Because I don’t know any other way to beat him than by narrowing the gap between us,” Cyrus said. “Than by somehow adding the strength of the God of Good to our own. If you face a superior foe, you need advantages lest you leave everything to luck. Luck is a fine thing, when it falls your way, but to count on it to save you, as if by a miracle of the go—” He cut himself off and looked down, flush with anger. “Well, the ones we might have called on for a miracle all these years would hardly be in a position to aid us now, even if we had not already killed most of them.” He looked her straight in the eye. “Relying on miracles is the domain of the foolish strategist. I would rather tilt the field toward my favor and then play the odds, but I have no favor to tilt my way, or at least not enough as to matter in this conflict.”


  “That is simply untrue,” she said. “There are others who are in this with you. We would have the numbers against his army—”


  “His army is irrelevant,” Cyrus said. “He could kill ours in single combat, thousands to one, and enjoy a fine meal while he was doing so.” He shook his head. “But he is not alone, I assure you. He has a horde, at least, at his disposal, and they will be fierce. Them, I feel confident, we could win against. But him …” He shook his head. “We would winnow our numbers against all his strength while he supped in the Realm of War, uncaring about the fate of his minions, and then, even if we had just won the grandest victory with the most minimal losses, he would stride out from behind his fortress walls and crush us all with his own fists.” Or his new blade, Cyrus thought with rueful anger, though he kept this to himself.


  “So you continue to say,” she went on coolly. “But there is a fight to be had, if you wished to fight, rather than shy away from it for fear it would go poorly. You have been wounded, it is true.”


  “I have been damaged beyond easy repair,” Cyrus said, taking a hobbled step. “But even if the months passed, and I were in prime form, ready to run across a field of war once more—”


  “You misunderstand,” Cora said, cutting right over him without remorse. “I don’t speak of your physical ailment, for yes, I believe you will be whole again soon enough.” She raised a finger and thumped it in the center of his chest. “I speak of your fearful heart, your courage brought low by all your perceived defeats, from Leaugarden to Sanctuary.”


  Cyrus stared at her blankly. “I don’t underst—”


  “You’re a general who has been crushed by war,” she said. “You think you’re the first to lose heart after defeat?”


  “I—I wasn’t just defeated,” Cyrus said, stumbling over his words, “I lost—”


  “Almost everything, yes,” she said with a curt nod. “But not all. Not yet. You fear to lose that last inch and endeavor to preserve it, while you watch it steadily retreat from your grasp. You hide in the dark, and it slips away day by day. The ultimatum has been made, Cyrus. Bellarum will come, whether you stay here in the dark or not. He will visit his wrath upon you, and you will have to answer his question.” She shook her head. “If you mean to go along with his request, then the decision is made, and you need no longer hide in the darkness.” She glanced up at him, and he saw that she was daring him with her words. “But if you are a true warrior—your own man, not his puppet, the way I saw you as a child before he tried to dig his hooks into your flesh through indoctrination—then you will fight, as your father did, for a worthy cause. Bellarum may have tried to influence you through the ages of your life, but you are who you are now, and in spite of his threats, he has left it in your hands. You fumble about desperately for some last-minute weapon that you would not know if you saw it, but the choice is still in your grasp. Choose, Cyrus. Choose whether you fight for what you have left and risk it all, or whether you want to watch it slip away and die just as surely, but without the fight. Only you can know if the fight is still within your heart, or whether it has …” She laid a hand on his chest, and then glanced at the fire burning in the hearth, “… gone out, all hope of rekindling passed with it.”


  Cyrus held still, her words stirring him. There was truth in her arguments that he had deliberately ignored … until now. He blinked, as though awakening for the first time since the meeting when he’d come once more to desperation. “It really is that simple, isn’t it? Fight. Or hide.”


  “And only you can choose,” she said. “No one would fault you if you chose the latter, especially seeing as the God of War tried to drive that out of you in your education, but perhaps the day has come when you should acknowledge that it is part of you … and claim it as your own, free of his hand.” She stirred within her cloak once more. “That, too, is your choice.”


  “I have been a warrior or training to be a warrior for as long as I can remember,” Cyrus said quietly, standing in place, so struck by the simplicity of what she said that he almost didn’t dare move, as if afraid the spell she’d cast to bring him back would somehow be broken. “How did I lose … what I am?”


  “Because he shaped it, and you see that now,” she said quietly. “Because now it’s laid bare all the effort he’s put in to battle for your soul. Because you’ve lost so much, because you’re holding on to what you have left with a numb, dead hand so tightly you can’t feel it slipping beyond your grasp. You must know, though, and you must choose today, who you are to be—the broken man or the implacable warrior.”


  Cyrus stared at the darkness. I knew who I was … I knew what I believed, what I fought for, until Sanctuary was destroyed and Vara was taken. All this doubt, all this agonizing … it’s all mud in a spring that should be clear.


  Why would I stop being what I’ve been at the core all this time?


  The man she loved.


  “I am a warrior,” Cyrus said into the darkness. “And yes … I will fight … even if we can’t win.”


  “That’s lovely sentiment,” came a voice from behind him, and Cyrus turned, drawing his blade. His instincts were slow, rusty from disuse, but when Praelior sang in its rise from his scabbard, something clicked back into place within him.


  I am a warrior.


  “Terrgenden,” Cyrus said in disgust as he stood, weapon ready, realizing the identity of his other visitor. He did not put the weapon away. “What are you doing here?”


  “Listening to this foolish discussion and hoping you would have come to a different conclusion than the one you did,” he said, shaking his head slowly. “However, I see now … that I am going to have to save us from your foolishness before it consumes us all.”
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  Alaric


   


  “Jena,” I said, feeling the weight of accusation in her gaze, “I …”


  My voice trailed off, as I saw the hurt within. I’d seen these looks before, often in the gazes of maidens back at Enrant Monge who had become my lovers for a short time and then been spurned quietly, my promises unkept. I had found them easy to ignore before I came here, but something had changed in this land. Something had changed within me.


  “What?” she asked, waiting for me to come up with an explanation. I didn’t know if she suspected my flimsy denial had tapered off because I’d lost the thread of it or she realized that somehow she’d triggered a guilty feeling in me that I had never experienced before. “You’re leaving. Without word. Without explanation. How am I to take it?”


  “This is an awkward moment,” Curatio said, causing both of us to swivel our attention to him. I detected a slight surge of pleasure in the elf at my discomfiture.


  “Perhaps you should wait outside,” I said, trying to hold in my irritation.


  “I didn’t say it was awkward for me,” Curatio replied. “I’m rather enjoying myself.”


  “Kindly wait outside, Curatio,” Jena said, not looking at him, “or else I might have to question our guards to determine how it is that you came to find your way into the palace.”


  Curatio bowed quickly and made for the door. “As you wish. I shall be waiting outside.” He caught a significant look from Jena. “Down the hall. Considerably down the hall, out of earshot.” And he disappeared out the door.


  “I think I know what you’re going to say—” I started.


  “You’re conspiring to leave with the elf who took your eye,” Jena said. Now the accusation was gone and she seemed simply tired. “Is being here with me that much of a curse?”


  I was by no means experienced in relationships at that point in my youthful life, but I recognized her words for what they were. “You’re trying to make me feel guilty so I’ll stay.”


  She opened her mouth slightly, then smiled, just a trace. “Perhaps I am.”


  “I need to talk to Chavoron,” I said, putting the force of feeling behind it. “I’ve been trapped here for … I don’t even know how long. Curatio told me about what’s happening out in the streets—slaves being sent against masters, killings rampant—”


  “All true,” she said quietly, “but I don’t see what you can do about any of it as you are—”


  “I don’t know!” I said, and for the first time with her I raised my voice. “I don’t know that I can do anything! That I’m worth anything! I don’t know my place in this empire, or if I even belong in this empire as anything other than your lover and pet, kept safe in the dark.” I saw her blanch at my harsh words. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do; I’ve been a fat, arrogant prince, a weak slave, a determined gladiator, counselor to the head of an empire, and all the while the cause of more misery than I would ever wish to bear.” I took a breath and tried to collect myself. “I don’t know who I am anymore. Chavoron was giving me direction, teaching me a kind of wisdom that I’d refused from my father, that I’d never learned anywhere else, and in his service I ended up inflicting damage to this teetering empire in a way I’d never meant to. Maybe it’s irreparable. Maybe I can’t do anything to help. If so … I should leave. I should go back to my homeland, take what I’ve learned, and try to be a better king or prince or whatever they need—cook in the kitchen for all I care, I’ve been a slave already, after all …” I stared at her. “But I can’t keep living here, in this darkness, in these depths, like this … buried in the earth, kept prisoner from the world by my mistakes. If my fate is not in this empire, then I need to know it so I can move on.”


  I came to the end of my soliloquy, and Jena blinked at me several times. “I didn’t expect you to stay forever,” she said, quietly. “I suppose … I didn’t want you to leave, either, though.”


  “I know,” I said, feeling the hurt radiating off of her. “I have no idea what you see in me—”


  “I see you,” she said softly. “All that you could be. All the … possibility for you.”


  “I don’t see what you see,” I said. “But I see a step forward. I see a possibility for me to shed some of my past sins, my irresponsibility and callousness, but only if I leave this place, if I at least try and help fix this mess I’ve helped make—”


  “This empire was a mess long before you arrived on these shores,” she said. “You merely opened our eyes to the state of things.”


  “Well, the state of things is worse than when I arrived,” I said, “and I feel responsible. Now it’s up to me to at least try to help fix it. And that starts with talking to Chavoron.” I drew myself up. “I understand if you don’t—”


  “I will come with you,” she said softly.


  “You need not.”


  “I need to be with you,” she said, and she rustled beneath her robed tunic, hands emerging a moment later with something long, something impressive, covered in a leather scabbard. The pommel caught my attention; it was a skull with onyx eyes that stared at me like twin pools of black. “I need to help you in these dark times—and in more ways than just this, though this is the first.” She looked up and met my eye with her own. “I made this for you. I call it … Aterum.”


  I took the scabbard from her hands, drawing the blade. My eye was fixated on the runes that ran its length. “It’s … beautiful,” I said, feeling the heft. I felt something else as well, a strange speed that I hadn’t had before. The hilt had been carved, and I could feel the ridges in my palm. I looked at it and saw Protanian lettering that I could not read. I may have been able to converse in their language, but I was nowhere near literate in it.


  I swung the sword to the side experimentally, and found when I looked back at Jena she was moving slowly, as though trapped in amber, her words coming out like honey rolling down a glass jar. “Do you like it?” she asked.


  “It’s marvelous,” I said. I heard her laugh, though the sound came like a rumble of an animal in its slowness.


  “It has a spell upon it to speed the movements of the holder,” she said, still slowly. “It is permanent, part of the binding spellwork laid into the metal. It is forged of my father’s finest, made in the white city that he rules in his own domain—”


  “I thought this was his domain?” I asked.


  “He has another, elsewhere,” she said, and I remembered Chavoron saying something about that as well. “Another mining concern, turning out metal of the kind your blade is forged from. It is stronger than any other metal, and you will find it grants you a boon of strength as well as a few other qualities that I was able to enchant into the weapon.” She paused, and looked up again, asking the same question. “Do you like it?”


  “I truly do,” I said. I returned it to its scabbard and hung it on my belt. “Curatio!” I called, wondering if he would hear me through the door.


  I waited and he appeared a moment later, ushering himself in. “You called?” he asked. I could tell he was still getting used to the idea of being at someone else’s command.


  I looked right at Jena, and she nodded once. “I think … we are ready to leave,” I said, and he came in, shutting the door behind him. The three of us inched closer together, the elf coming forward uncomfortably, ill at ease with shuffling closer to me. “We need to go to Sennshann, in disguise, and speak to Chavoron. From there we’ll make determination of how next to proceed.”


  “Very well,” he said with a sharp nod. “I will—”


  “You handle the disguise, if you would,” Jena said, rustling her long, heavy robes. “I will take us to Sennshann and set us aflight.”


  He nodded once, and I felt a shiver of magic run over my flesh as the air rippled. I knew he’d cast an illusion of some sort on me, though his appearance remained as it was. “We stand ready.”


  “Then let us go,” I said, nodding once at Jena, who began to cast the spell to take us to Sennshann. With a crackle of green energy, she whirled us away from the grey walls imprisoning us. For the first time since I’d come into the ground to hide, I felt alive, as if I were rising from the grave and taking my first steps back into the world of the living, into freedom, and into something greater.
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  Cyrus


   


  “I don’t have time for this,” Cyrus said, rolling his eyes and moving toward the door. The thick chill of the Saekaj palace air was upon him, and his patience was gone. He’d found his course and was ill disposed to argue with a god about it. “I have had my fill of thought and consideration, God of Mischief. It’s time to act, as I should have done sooner.”


  Had I remembered myself sooner.


  “That’s what he wants you to do. You realize that, yes?” Terrgenden asked.


  “He wants me to join him,” Cyrus said. “Not charge into his jaws with blade and war.”


  “Fine, fair enough,” Terrgenden said, “it’s his second choice, having you attack him.”


  “And his third must surely be picking Cyrus and the rest of us apart piece by tiny piece, person by person,” Cora said. “We are losing by the day, how do you not see?”


  “Do you know what he has done?” Cyrus asked, his own anger building. “That he’s—”


  “Killed the God of Evil? Yes, I’ve heard,” Terrgenden said, nodding. “And it makes me want to avoid him, frankly.”


  “I was going to say about Vara,” Cyrus said.


  “And that’s another thing,” Terrgenden said, “that tells me you are not thinking clearly. You have not considered the consequences of all this.” He wagged his finger. “You want to charge into battle with him? Fine. But you know you’re going to have to face her, right?” He watched Cyrus for reaction.


  Cyrus felt his guts slide lower. “What? No—”


  “Oh, yes,” Terrgenden said. “It’s why he brought her back. You will fight her if you come for him. He has had months to turn her into a workable servant, loyal, fierce … mold her into what he wants her to be. He will keep her as his bodyguard, this vessel he has made his own. He will orchestrate it so that you have to face her to go against him, and he will watch you fail. Even if you succeed in killing your own lover so that you can face him again—” he held up a lone finger, “—your fragile emotions will be so battered by the time you reach him that he will disassemble you with another single blow, taking your life as well as your heart.” He leaned in. “Bellarum will make her as close to the real thing as possible before this encounter. She will walk like your Vara, talk like her, fight like her. But if you look her in the eyes,” he drew back and shook his head, “they’ll be dead. As any creature who serves wholly as his slave would be.”


  “What would you have us do?” Cora asked, breaking in as Cyrus stood there, mind numb, the possibilities stunning him into silence. “Stay here and die by inches?”


  “This is going to sound ridiculous,” Terrgenden said, “but I think the safest path is that the hiding must continue until conditions improve.”


  Cyrus rounded on him. “How in the hells are conditions going to improve if we just lie low and hope things blow over?” he asked.


  “I don’t know,” Terrgenden said. “I only know that if we face him while he holds the power of the God of Evil …” He clapped his hands together sharply and the echo rang out in the dark room. “Fortune will not only not favor us, but we will be splattered into refuse. But if we wait … the world is changing around us.” He held out his hands, palms up. “The Torrid Sea has becalmed with Ashea and Tempestus dead. Did you know that? It is no longer nearly impassable. There is a world beyond—beyond even his reach, I think.” He leaned forward. “I am from there, originally, beyond these shores. If we hide for a time, prepare ourselves … he cannot focus on us forever. He cannot see everywhere. There will come a moment when either his power will slip, or we will escape his notice, and then we can simply … leave.” He shrugged. “Live. But if you charge into battle now?” He brought his hands together once more and clasped them. “I wish you luck, because you will be a distraction, and not even that much of one.”


  “You’re a coward,” Cyrus said, the words out before he had a chance to stop them, though he was not sure if he would have even if he’d seen them coming. He felt disgusted by the God of Mischief and wanted to distance himself as if the god’s cowardice might be contagious.


  “Of course I am,” Terrgenden replied. “No shame here. Cowardice has kept me alive for ten thousand years, led me to this once-wonderful land. Cowardice is a preserving force for life, and I wish to preserve my life, which is why I don’t want to fight Bellarum. If there was hope of victory … certainly. Why not? Give it a chance. But with none in sight? Why bother, I ask you—unless you simply don’t wish to live.” He stared at Cyrus with a knowing gaze, and Cyrus broke away. “Though I feel honor-bound to tell you … that’s not bravery.”


  “Where’s the ark?” Cyrus asked, ignoring the God of Mischief’s comment.


  “I don’t know,” Terrgenden said. “I didn’t even think it was real, but … as far as I know, it hasn’t been seen in ten thousand years.” He shrugged. “Vidara would know more about that than I would. I, for my part, didn’t care much about legends until they became … more real.” He paused, reconsidering. “Perhaps I should have.”


  “Yes, perhaps you—” Cyrus began, but did not get a chance to finish.


  Something struck Terrgenden in the side, and Cyrus watched the pain wash over his face in a flash. The God of Mischief was thrown sideways, slamming into the wall just past Cyrus. There was a splatter as he struck, his head dissolving as it hit stone, and the rest of him followed, sluicing dark liquid and fragments of meat and bone all over Cyrus’s quarters.


  Cyrus’s whirled his gaze back to where Terrgenden had stood. Red eyes glowing in the darkness. A dim silhouette took a step out of the shadows, and Cyrus’s hand flew to Praelior’s grip. He felt the power surge through him, but the figure in the darkness stepped more quickly, even though his manner seemed languid. He stopped in front of Cyrus, a mere arm’s length away. Through his bulky helmet, Cyrus could hear heavy breathing.


  “I always wondered what it would take to shut him up for good,” Bellarum said, as he stood before Cyrus, looking down at him. “I guess I found the answer, and it was more delightful than I would have reckoned.” The red eyes focused on Cyrus, leaning closer, staring at him with infinite menace for a few moments until the voice spoke once more, and said, altogether too cheerfully, “So. Cyrus. How have you been?”
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  Alaric


   


  When we appeared in Sennshann, it was above the ground this time, in a portal in a quaint, quiet square surrounded by tall buildings. I looked up at them and marveled; my eyes had been fixed no higher than a stone ceiling for untold months. I looked upon the sky, grey as stone, but far above us, the clouds rolling through, and felt a drop of water catch me on the forehead. It was unexpected pleasure, and I wondered if the Tempestus was allowing a storm.


  “It’s not the Tempestus,” Jena said tightly, as though reading my thoughts. I looked over at her, all bundled up in her expansive robe. “It is like this always, now. Winter is settling on the bones of the land, leeching it of its vitality uncontested by the either the Tempestus’s power to halt storms or the Aurous’s will to hold back the change of seasons. It is as though they care not for their tasks any longer.” She shuddered.


  “I have heard Zanbellish has been similarly afflicted,” Curatio said, pulling his own cloak tight about him. “That the air grows heavy again, and a storm whipped through only this week that flooded parts of the city.”


  “What madness takes hold here?” I murmured as Jena cast the spell to give our feet freedom from the ground. I floated a foot above the stone rock and surveyed all I saw around me.


  The streets were quiet. Only a few figures scurried here and there, almost dashing as they went. I watched them, astounded. The streets of Sennshann had been filled to the brimming with people when last I’d seen them. Now they were empty, fear bleeding the heart out of this city. “We should go,” I said, tearing myself away from the grim spectacle.


  “Aye,” Curatio said and hurried off, running up into the air at a sharper angle than I felt comfortable following. I ran in a spiral, trying to catch him while angling my way up more slowly.


  Jena followed with me, apparently no more desirous of the hard climb that the elf was making than I was. “I hope you find the answers you seek in this meeting,” she said, and I heard the regret echo in her voice.


  “So do I,” I said tautly, coming out above the top of the nearest tower.


  I stared out over Sennshann, the endless skies capped at the bottom by the peaks of Protanian buildings. They rose like spires out of a field of rocks, and it took me a moment to locate the tower. “There’s the Citadel,” I said, realizing a moment later that my companions already knew where it was and also, that I had called it by my own name for it.


  “What did you say?” Curatio asked, looking back at me curiously.


  “I call it the Citadel of Light and Hope,” I said, flushing a little.


  He let out a belly laugh. “That is perhaps the best name I have ever heard for it. A beautiful needle inserted into the pustule of Protanian arrogance.” He laughed again. “Yes. Yes, I think I will call it the Citadel from now on as well.” His eyes danced. “Thank you for that.”


  “You’re welcome,” I said, not quite sure how to take his amusement. Instead of dwelling on it, I marked the Citadel myself and started running toward it.


  It hung there, just slightly above the other buildings, its bulbous top tapering to the tower that extended upward a few floors beyond the immense, multi-purpose room where Rin had taught my lessons. I could almost see Chavoron’s balconies from here, but not quite. I hurried along, glancing back. Curatio was right there, but Jena was lagging behind, breathless.


  I started to slow, but she waved me on. “Go. Without me. I will … catch up.”


  I hesitated, and Curatio must have seen my wariness. “I will stay with her,” he said. “You will not need my aid to talk to Chavoron in any case, I would imagine.” He slowed to a walk, and started to double back to Jena, who was all but staggering now, looking pained.


  “Are you sure?” I asked her, and she nodded, waving me away.


  “Go,” she said. “We’ll be along shortly.”


  “All right,” I said, and let my selfishness lead. I needed answers from Chavoron, and it wasn’t as though I was leaving either of them undefended, or in some sort of danger. Curatio was the fiercest gladiator in all the land and had no reluctance, I suspected, to kill a Protanian should one happen upon them with ill intention. And Jena was no delicate flower, either. Her spell magic was fierce, as I had learned firsthand.


  I ran the eternal distance to the tower top. I felt my wind affected by my months of captivity, but I ignored it, questions whirling in my head, questions that begged to be answered. I asked them to myself and discarded almost as many, having a conversation in my head that I had played out over the course of months spent in the ground.


  What can I do?


  How can I help?


  What can I do to fix this?


  How can I make it right?


  Do you want me to go home now?


  The last one struck me hard, echoing in me like someone had hit a chime within my chest, and I wondered why it ran through me so.


  Do you want me to go home now?


  I blinked as I ran, fixed on my target ahead, but an uncomfortable question bubbled up in its wake, jarred loose by it for the first time.


  Where is home?


  Where do I belong?


  There?


  Here?


  Or perhaps … nowhere?


  I was not far from the tower now, only a few hundred feet. I could see the balconies, the doors thrown wide, and I angled my approach toward the nearest. I could see the darkness within, the tower silent, only a single light burning inside. It was hidden from view by the wall before me, and I came around and saw within the building, the familiar setting.


  It all looked the same; the furniture all in order, the bed in the corner, neatly made. I could see movement, a figure sitting with his back to the door, focused on something in his lap and with a wine goblet on the table at his side.


  The cold wind blew at me, and I shuddered as I came over the balcony and dispelled the floating magic. My feet hit the stone softly, and I watched as Chavoron tensed, sitting up straight in his chair. I heard his book thump closed with a deep echo of a heavy volume’s pages slamming together, and he reached for his goblet, taking a drink and then replacing it awkwardly. It tipped and fell to the stone floor with a clatter, the wine spilling out. He draw a sharp breath. “I have been expecting you,” he said quietly.


  “Have you?” I asked. “How? For I didn’t know I was coming until just now.”


  Chavoron stood, suddenly, coming around with surprise on his face. “Alaric,” he said, nearly breathless. His face warmed at the sight of me, and then fell. “You can’t be here,” he said, paling visibly to a lighter shade of blue. “Not now.”


  “I can’t wait any longer,” I said, taking a step forward. “I tried. Tried to live in your exile, but I can’t. Questions … they dance around me night and day, eating away at me with guilt. I have to know. Have to … you have to tell me …”


  He stared at me carefully. “You want to know if there’s anything you can do to make things right.”


  I sagged in relief. He already knew the workings of my heart. “Yes,” I said, suddenly warm, like I’d returned indoors after a long excursion in winter snow. I felt …


  … Like I’d returned where I belonged.


  Home.


  “Come sit,” he said softly, ushering me forward with an extended arm, his eyes warm, and his smile welcoming. “Come,” he said, and I stepped into the tower further, feeling that—at last—perhaps the answers I sought in my soul were finally at hand.
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  Cyrus


   


  “Again?” Cyrus asked, hand still holding fast to Praelior’s hilt, blinking in astonishment at the God of War, looming before him in the darkness.


  “Yes, you see, it's a traditional manner of greeting,” Bellarum said. “So…are you well? Exceptionally well? Poorly? Exceptionally poorly? Just asking after your spirits, your health.”


  “I’ve been recovering from what you did to me,” Cyrus said acidly, looking sidelong over his shoulder. Cora stood there, transfixed, staring at the God of War as he spoke politely.


  “So … constitution poor, spirits good?” Bellarum asked, as though trying to prompt a reply. “Or are you fully mended and raring to go, spirit and flesh in harmony?”


  “No,” Cyrus replied stiffly. “I find myself in rather poor spirits, and my leg still hurts.”


  “It’ll pass,” Bellarum said dismissively. “I must confess, though I am asking after you, I’m not really here for you.” He gestured to the wall beyond, where the messy splatter dripped, indicating the passing of the God of Mischief. “This is the first time he’s stuck his head out of his little rat hole in months, so I couldn’t pass up the opportunity.” He looked over Cyrus’s shoulder to Cora and spoke. “Sorry you had to witness, that, but I expect you’ve seen worse, haven’t you, Cora?”


  “On a few occasions,” Cora said, the worry apparent beneath a thin veneer of calm. “Though I can’t recall ever seeing one god kill another in front of me, so … that’s new.”


  “They’re not gods, you know,” Bellarum said, shifting, his armor making noise like Cyrus’s did as he stood taller in the low chamber. “I suppose I should include myself in that—as I was, not as I am now, for I am a god standing before you at this moment, yes.” His breastplate rose, puffing with pride. “I no longer need to play the games we played in those days, hiding from you mortals, exaggerating our strength.” He looked right at Cyrus. “As a boy surrounded by enemies might feign that he is stronger than he is, more vicious, in order to keep them off him. You understand.”


  “I understand,” Cyrus said. “And I remember the days when it became no longer necessary to hide.”


  “That’s why I like you, Cyrus,” Bellarum said soberly. “You understand me in a way that few others do. You were beaten down, brought low, crushed under the boot, but you never let that hold you back or define you. You’ve seen the fire and forged yourself harder coming through it. Pain and suffering were the instruments you used to drive out your weaknesses. And you’ve seen plenty of it, oh yes. I see it burning out of you even now, bit by bit.” He looked meaningfully at Cora. “Inch by inch.” He looked down at Cyrus once more. “Well. Do you have an answer for me?”


  Cyrus opened his mouth to gape, and words fell out. “Do I need one yet?”


  Bellarum stared at him. “Don’t be a fool. How hard a decision is this? Join with me and I spare your friends. Deny me and I kill everyone.”


  “Except Vaste?” Cyrus asked.


  The red eyes glowed. “Will killing him motivate you one way or another? Because I could be flexible, my amusement is not as key to this as you might hope.”


  Cyrus took a step back. “You’re bartering with me like a trader.”


  “I could try killing you like a warrior, if you’d prefer,” Bellarum said, but there was no menace in his voice. “Get it through your skull, Cyrus—I’m not the God of War anymore. Not locked into that shallow ideology. I still believe in strength—but I have it all now. Obedience is still important, but now that you cannot oppose me … why not try a little mercy as well? I can afford patience now, for war has come and come again, and now all I have wanted is in my grasp.” He held up a hand and clinked his gauntlet together, making a fist. “I have all the time in the world because the world is mine. Three gods yet live, and two are with me. It matters not, for I could kill all three as easily as I sent Terrgenden to his doom. And your armies?” He made a scoffing noise that was muffled beneath the helm. “Send them all, if you wish them to die. You know the truth of this. I know it runs circles in your mind on the long nights where sleep eludes. You are a great general—which is why I would have you be mine. You know what you face. You know what is on your side …” He clucked his tongue beneath the metal faceplate, his mouth hidden from view. “But you don’t entirely know what’s on mine, except that I could kill you myself with ease.”


  Bellarum reached out a hand and placed it on Cyrus’s shoulder, and he felt the weight of the massive paw. “Don’t be a fool. I have what you want. Survival for your friends. The love of your life. Purpose for yourself.” He paused and glanced at Cora. “Hope … for your future.”


  Cyrus stood there, the weight of the hand on him, and turned his head to look at Cora. She stood, stricken, in the corner, her face pale and washed out. Her eyes met his, and she opened her mouth. “Cyrus, the ark is—”


  There was barely a jerk against Cyrus’s shoulder to indicate Bellarum’s movement. Even with his hand firmly gripped on Praelior, Cyrus could only see the motion as though the God of War had moved with speed beyond his sight. There was a sound, and he saw the pain barely register on Cora’s face before she hit the wall behind and dissolved into blood and gore the way Terrgenden had.


  “Right,” Bellarum said, “that’s enough of that.” He pushed gently against Cyrus’s shoulder, adding just a hint more weight as he lifted his hand off. Cyrus stumbled slightly. “You need some time. I understand. You’ve been through a lot. Consider it carefully, but I think you’ll find at the end of your deliberation, it’s a very simple calculus—ignominious death if you deny me, for you and all you love. Or—glory, success, loved ones, acknowledgment, power, riches … all you’ve ever wanted.” He made a sound behind the helm like he was smacking his lips. “Think it over. We’ll talk again soon.”


  The door swung open before Bellarum reached it, and before Cyrus had worked his way out of the stunned disbelief that the God of War had left him in. His eyes flew to the doorway as it swung wide, and the unmistakable armor of Alaric Garaunt stood silhouetted in the light of the hall, causing Cyrus to draw in a sharp intake of breath.


  Alaric.


  His heart sank, then sank again as he realized who blocked the passage of Bellarum. No.


  Oh, Terian, no.


  “Isn’t this a cozy little meeting?” Terian Lepos asked, blocking the doorway.


  Bellarum stared at him, fixed in place. “Good gracious,” he said at last, after studying the dark knight for a time, “I really thought you were him for a second, until you spoke.” He chortled. “Terrible armor. Do you know from whence it comes?”


  “It comes from Alaric Garaunt,” Terian replied without missing a beat. His hand was already on the heft of his axe, which was ready at his side.


  “Terian, no,” Cyrus said, his own hand on Praelior, desperation rising. “Don’t—”


  “Shhhhh,” Bellarum said, holding up a finger to silence him. “The armor wasn’t Alaric’s originally. It was the armor of the Protanian Empire, issued to all their guards. Of course, their guards all died in the war, but Alaric managed to cling to that set of armor in the last long night, and here you stand with it.” He looked Terian over. “I used to wear a set exactly like it myself once, did you know that?”


  Terian stood there in silence for a long moment. “If you’re trying to convince me to take it off and throw it away, you’re doing a surprisingly fine job of it.”


  Bellarum chuckled, then seemed to reappear next to Terian, his hand clutching Terian’s axe near the broad head. “I’m glad you ended up with this. I meant for you all to get your hands on the godly weapons, but you were just too slow.” He yanked Noctus out of Terian’s grip with ease and examined it before glancing at Cyrus again. “I wavered in those moments, I’ll admit. Lost faith in you. I’d gone through all the trouble of dissolving the barrier to the upper realms so you people could get in, and meanwhile my supposed foremost warrior couldn’t even keep a guild together.” He looked down at Terian and sighed. “Part of that was your fault, though, you contentious little shit.”


  Terian did not step back, even without his weapon. “Yes. It was.” He squared his chin and looked Bellarum straight in the eye.


  Cyrus’s breath caught in his throat, and he drew Praelior. The sound caused Bellarum to look around at him slowly. “Shall I make another example of him, Cyrus? Would that help in your decision-making? Would a little flick of my finger,” he mimed bringing up a hand, aiming it at Terian’s chest, “persuade you at all?”


  Cyrus’s mouth was dry, his jaw open. “It would persuade me that no matter what … I would never be able to trust you.” Not that I could anyway.


  Bellarum studied him with those glowing eyes. “Trust is important.” He pushed Noctus back at Terian, who grabbed it as the God of War pushed its haft against his chest, the paladin staggering back from the force. Bellarum looked once more at the dark elf. “Perhaps you live to see another dawn, Lepos …” He chortled again. “Oh, that name. Irony.” He clapped his hands together. “Very well, then. This is where I leave you, gentlemen.” He looked pointedly at Cyrus. “Think it over.” And he twinkled away in a burst of light unlike any spell Cyrus had ever seen.


  “But don’t think too long,” his voice came, shaking the very earth as though the presence of the god who had departed were still with them, and would be with them always.
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  Alaric


   


  Chavoron stared at me across the gulf between our two seats, and I stared back at him. He was leaning forward, but his hand slowly retracted back, coming to rest on the arm of his chair. A grim quiet settled over us as I looked at him, unsure, all that he’d just told me in the moments since I’d entered the room raising a confusing tangle of new questions in my mind, without a single old one answered.


  “I … I don’t understand,” I said. “That doesn’t … that doesn’t resolve anything for—”


  “Take my instruction,” Chavoron said. “I had written this all out in a letter that would have been presented to you, but … this is better, I suppose.”


  “But how do I make anything better with—”


  “You will find a way,” he said, and now he leaned back in his chair, gaze slipping away out the door, as though he were finished with me now that he’d said his piece.


  “Why are you telling me this now?” I asked, reeling. I felt a curious weight around me that was new, that I’d not had coming into this meeting. Something dawned on me. “You … were expecting someone else this eve.” I stood, looking out the balcony the way I’d come, hoping Curatio and Jena would have appeared by now. It had only been a few minutes, though, and they were likely still making their way slowly toward us.


  “I was,” Chavoron said, his words heavy.


  “Who were you expecting?” I asked, my eyes trying to penetrate the darkness, whirling from balcony to balcony, searching for movement until I saw—


  Someone came in through the balcony to my left, a shadowed figure approaching from a direction that I knew was not the one Curatio and Jena would be coming from. There was a clink as armored feet came down on the stone, followed by another pair, and another.


  Three men in heavy armor brushed their way into the Citadel tower, the man in the lead a familiar sight. His hair was dark, that same whorl of hair visible over his forehead, and his square jaw was set in determination. At the sight of me, his expression flickered into anger. “I didn’t expect to find you here,” the Drettanden said. Behind him, his men drew swords as he pulled his own. It glowed a faint blue along the length of the blade, barely visible. He smiled slowly. “What an unexpected pleasure. I thought I would have to hunt you down, yet here you are! Convenient.” He beamed at me, and I shivered.


  “You knew they were coming,” I said.


  Chavoron nodded, then turned his attention to the Drettanden. “My friends … I know why you have come, and I am prepared to give you what you want—”


  “We came for your bloody head, Chavoron,” the Drettanden sniffed, all his kindness and mercy gone. He was unlike the man who had introduced himself to me before, kind and generous. He now looked angry, almost feral. “I doubt you’re willing to part with it so easily.”


  “I am perfectly willing to,” Chavoron said evenly, not even looking at me as he spoke, and I knew in that instant he spoke true. “Provided you let my friend go.”


  It dawned on me: he had been waiting for them to come and kill him.


  The Drettanden paused, looking back at one of his soldiers as though he were being deceived and looking for reassurance. “You’ll let us … kill you?”


  “Willingly,” Chavoron answered. “I have come to the end of my days, and my time as First Citizen is at its close. But you must spare Alaric and let him depart before I surrender my life to you.”


  “I smell a trick,” the Drettanden said, frowning.


  “No trick,” Chavoron said. “The scales must be balanced, and my death, I hope, will achieve that aim. I will die willingly to save this empire.”


  “No—” I started, but Chavoron held up a hand to stop me.


  “What do you say, Timmas?” Chavoron asked. “Do you accept my bargain? In the spirit of good faith, for the empire we have tried to rule.”


  The Drettanden stared at him from behind smoky eyes, and I could see him trying to decide. “Alaric cannot be allowed to live,” he finally seemed to decide, “for he is the symbol of everything wrong in this place, and with him—and you—dead, perhaps finally we can sculpt the empire we desire out of the ashes of—”


  I didn’t get any warning before Chavoron unleashed his magical ability. It was not like the fire spells that Jena had shown me. This was a golden fire, blindingly bright, and it swept forward with a flash. I watched the Drettanden throw his hands up in front of him, a blue light of his own flaring. The flames swept to either side of him and turned his guards to ash before I could blink my eyes. One moment they were there, the next they were gone completely.


  The Drettanden lashed back as the flames faded, a pink glow coming from his sword as he struck at Chavoron. Chavoron held up an arm and light blasted from where his shield met Drettanden’s spell. I jerked out of my shock.


  I cast a small flame spell, taking a step to the side and hurling it at the Drettanden. It was paltry, but it hit him in the arm and left a black mark on his armor. He turned his head to glare at me, and his eyes started to glow. I sensed danger and jumped behind Chavoron as an ice-blue line of magic burst out of both. It took a few seconds for it to appear after the initial spell began to cast, but when it hit, Chavoron stumbled back under its onslaught.


  “Your courage is great, Chavoron!” the Drettanden said as the spell energy met and broke upon Chavoron’s shield. “Your skill is more than proficient. You are a master in every way. And yet—you cannot save them all!”


  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I muttered from where I crouched behind Chavoron, pulsating blasts of spell bursting like repeated hammer blows upon Chavoron’s shield.


  “He and his fellows have started to liberate the slaves,” Chavoron said. I could see the strain on his face as the Drettanden struck at him again and again with his elongated, glowing blade, the spell-magic turning it into something akin to a spear, trying to find a weakness in Chavoron’s magical guard. “They are herding them together here in the city, slaughtering their masters.”


  I fought to my feet, still cowering in the shadow of Chavoron. “Then they mean to win this dispute of yours, once and for all.”


  “Indeed,” Chavoron said, brow sweating as he paused. His shield, translucent and glowing yellow, suddenly grew spikes that flashed outward for a second like pikes ramming forth. The Drettanden stumbled back, his armor taking a half dozen hits, the spell-magic melting the metal at the points of contact. His reflexes were incredible, and I realized that had he been a second slower, Chavoron would have perforated him with enough holes to surely bring him low.


  The Drettanden went left and Chavoron pushed at me to the side, putting us in a slow rotation opposite our foe. I wanted to charge but the fear bound me, holding me back. The Drettanden prodded the shield with his magical sword extension and where the magic met, hisses and pops followed. I could see the Drettanden’s face more clearly now, the section of helm that covered his forehead melted away by Chavoron’s spiked shield.


  “I ask you again to consider my offer,” Chavoron shouted over the din of the competing magics. “You will win this war, Timmas! I am reconciled to this. Your side will be victorious, and you will have everything you have wanted, with me cleanly out of the way. Your vision of our empire will triumph, you will be nearly unopposed save for the last holdouts.” A hint of pleading entered his voice. “All you need do … is spare Alaric.”


  “What is your affection for this pardwan?” Drettanden nearly laughed, his sword held high to guard him against attack. “He was a simple gladiator who merely proved that his people are more than dogs. Is he a pet to you?”


  “Your boundless commitment to the freeing of my people is breathtaking,” I said.


  “I am under no illusions about what you are,” Drettanden said, scoffing. “I have labored long to see your people freed.”


  “Freed for what?” Chavoron asked, and in his question I sensed a sort of trap of the kind he regularly set in conversation, especially when he was trying to make a point.


  “So that they need not be held down by us any longer, Chavoron,” the Drettanden said. “So that they can enter into regular service with us and choose their own fate—”


  “To be our serving class,” Chavoron said, “perhaps with less … starvation? Less whips of the masters at their back?”


  “Exactly,” the Drettanden said. “So we can free our consciences of—”


  “Of any responsibility for their well-being,” Chavoron finished, and suddenly the Drettanden looked starkly different. He was somehow darker, more shadowed.


  Annoyance crossed the Drettanden’s face, the shadows lengthening. “That’s not what I meant.”


  “For my part,” I said, “I wouldn’t care to serve you anyway.”


  “That’s good,” he said, “because you’ll be dead. You may have opened the gates to this calamity, but my brethren and I will walk through them, and build a new empire, free from the stain of the old—free from the stain of you and your kind.” He sneered as he said it.


  “Why?” I asked savagely. “Because we dared to stand against one of yours?”


  “Because you are a symbol of all that is wrong in this place,” Drettanden said, his anger flaring and turning the glow of magic around his sword a deeper red. “You stood with them against the best interests of your own. You are a traitor to your own people and cause, and you will die as such, a sick root of a twisted tree.”


  Chavoron’s shield blazed and he pressed forward against Drettanden again, this time battering at him as the shield grew several moving appendages. They each came at the Drettanden and he was forced to scoot back, casting the spell to bring his feet off the ground. He ran out the balcony behind him as Chavoron launched a spear of light after him. I saw a subtle glow in Chavoron’s hand, and suddenly it was replaced by a blade; he’d somehow summoned his sword, Rodanthar, to his hand.


  “Is he—” I started to ask, ignoring the fantastical appearance of his weapon in his hand. It was clearly magic of some stripe at work.


  “No,” Chavoron said, and the Drettanden came blazing in again from our left, his magical sword held high, and a second weapon, composed entirely of spell-light, extending from his other hand. He struck at Chavoron and pushed him back. My feet tangled upon themselves as I hurried to move with him, causing me to fall as the Drettanden brought his blade down between us. Chavoron continued to move away until he realized we’d been separated, and then it was too late; the Drettanden’s magic cut us cleanly from one another. He leered as he held a glowing hammer just above my head, ready to drop.


  “I believe you wanted to make a deal, Chavoron,” the Drettanden said. “This looks to be your chance.”


  Chavoron stared at me through the glow of his magical shield. I could see his face, lit by the yellow light, weathered and tired by the casting of his spells, and then it faded as he let them go.


  “No,” I said, and felt a tingle as the power of the magical hammer above my head caressed my hair, causing it to tingle along my scalp. “Don’t do this.”


  “It is already done,” Chavoron said heavily, looking at me. He dropped Rodanthar with a clatter, and it echoed in the tower. He smiled sadly. “Do as I have asked you to do, and all will be—”


  The red glow that had stretched from the Drettanden’s blade went bright blue, then darkest black, and surged into Chavoron’s chest, making a hole in his middle. Chavoron jerked, his face showing the pain as it ripped into him, his eyes locked on mine. His mouth moved, he tried to say something, but failed.


  Chavoron’s face went slack, and then his body lost balance, and he fell, the magical weapon ripping him asunder as he plummeted to the stone floor. I watched, helpless, feeling the hammer suspended over my head, and knowing that it would descend soon.
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  Cyrus


   


  “We’re going to fight,” Cyrus said to the assembled council. It was not like the old Council of Sanctuary, but for the familiar faces: Quinneria, Ryin, Scuddar, J’anda, Mendicant, a Terian who was so stonefaced that it almost looked like Bellarum had taken him after all, Aisling, Longwell, Calene, Vaste, who wore his concern plain on his face, Bowe, Dahveed, and Zarnn, who looked desperately uncomfortable and out of place among the others.


  They had guests, as well—Gareth from the southern elves, a mournful expression on the ranger’s face. Larning from Burnt Offerings sat next to Isabelle, who was still radiant even in the darkness, her white robes immaculate. Cattrine was another quiet presence, lingering down the table from Cyrus, her eyes ever anchored upon him.


  “About time,” Vaste said. “We haven’t done anything terribly foolish in months, and frankly, that’s the kind of sane, sensible action I simply cannot countenance from this group.”


  “So is this to be a hopeless fight?” Terian asked numbly. He looked up, meeting Cyrus’s gaze. “Because … while I, too, am in favor of doing anything but sitting here and waiting to die, it seems to me our circumstances haven’t changed, save for losing Terrgenden and Cora.”


  “No,” Cyrus said, drawing a deep breath of cavern air. “No, it’s not a hopeless fight. It’s a desperate one, but as Cora said to me …” He looked around the table. “We either fight now and lose grandly or lose by inches over the coming months.”


  “Or you could do as the God of War asked,” Calene said, warbling slightly. “Not saying you should,” she explained when she caught glances from the others, “merely stating that it was an option … on the table … to save lives.”


  “Don’t think I didn’t consider it,” Cyrus said, feeling a strength in his step as he started around the table. “For a long time, actually. It was agonizing, considering what would have to go into this choice. With but a simple acknowledgment, I could take my place ruling over all of you, lording it over you lesser beings—”


  “Oh, I see,” Vaste said, “he’s giving us a very compelling reason why this would be the worst decision ever.”


  “Yeah, I don’t really want to be a citizen of Cyrus, God of Arrogance’s realm,” Terian said sourly.


  “Point made, excellently,” Ryin agreed.


  “We either take a chance and die on our feet,” Cyrus said, letting all that pass, “against incredible odds, but free. Or we live on our knees, and watch Arkaria bow before Bellarum.” He shrugged. “Maybe I don’t have the right to make that decision, since I’m not your god emperor—”


  “But you would be if you chose to take Bellarum up,” Vaste said, “so really, you’re making the decision to either get us all killed or have us all live under your tender mercies as … I don’t know, Overlord of Arkaria? Something of that sort?”


  “We didn’t discuss titles,” Cyrus deadpanned. “Probably for the best, because if he’d offered ‘Arch-King of the Troll Conquerors,’ it would have swayed me in his direction.”


  “Hell, I’ll call you that,” Vaste said, “so long as you don’t boss me around.”


  “Well, I’d be your Arch King, so I think I’d have to boss you around at least a little.”


  “I’m not calling you that, then,” Vaste said. “I thought you were promising troll conquest.”


  “I promised troll conquest once,” Quinneria said dryly. “Or was it conquest of the trolls? Pedantic, I suppose, but now I’m curious …”


  “I don’t want to live as a slave,” Cyrus said, drawing them all back. “I’ve been a poor man, I’ve been a prisoner of the Society of Arms, I’ve lived my life under a few boots, but since the day I left the clutches of that place to strike out on my own and eventually joined Sanctuary … I’ve been my own person, set my own path.” Cyrus straightened. “I won’t enslave all Arkaria in the name of saving them. Perhaps they’d choose differently, but I’m a warrior, not an emperor.” His face hardened. “And not a god.”


  “We’re all well aware of that,” Isabelle said.


  “Some of us more than others,” Aisling said, then flushed slightly bluer when she said it.


  “Amen to that,” Cattrine muttered at the far end of the table.


  “I’d rather die defending this land,” Cyrus said, frowning at the two of them, “than live lording over it. So … we fight. Or at least, I do. I hope some of you are with me.”


  Terian stared at him, mouth slightly open. “Of course we’re with you, numbskull. We’ve been waiting for you to make this decision all along.” He threw up his arms in exasperation.


  “It’s mopeyness,” Vaste said sagely. “Gets in the way of the decision-making clarity.”


  Ryin chuckled dryly. “Yes, well … I am all for fighting, but … I suppose I’ll be the one to ask it. Do you have a plan?”


  “I have many plans,” Cyrus said, any trace of mirth evaporating.


  “Oh, heavens, we’re screwed,” Vaste said.


  “They’ll be scraping us off the stones in the Realm of War,” Calene said.


  “In the future,” J’anda said, “when asked if you have a plan, you should know that saying, ‘I have many,’ sounds a bit like false bravado—or flat-out lies, really, because—”


  “I actually have many plans, you assholes!” Cyrus said, thumping a hand down on the table.


  “We are so very dead,” Vaste said. “We should pre-plan our funerals, hire bakers to make cakes and such—”


  “I was kind of hoping to make it through this,” Calene said sadly, “I’d figured maybe, you know, we’d come wandering off the field. Maybe a few of you would die, true, but I could have stumbled out in the end with my fancy new claws … maybe a limp? I could have lived with a limp. Maybe a broken arm …?”


  “I suppose we just throw all our spells out at him at once, then,” Mendicant said, seeming to be musing aloud. “No point in holding back, after all …”


  “If you’re going to die, go out big, I suppose,” Longwell said, nodding. “I don’t want to live a slave, either.”


  “You know,” Cyrus said irritably, “I am so very, very tempted to become your damned Overlord now, you faithless shits. Suddenly it’s clear to me why Bellarum is so determined to rise to power alone.”


  “Sorry,” Aisling said with a polite cough. “It’s just that … usually you deploy your plans with considerable more confidence and drama. Like, for example,” she leaned into the table and adopted a somewhat leering facial expression, her voice deepening as she spoke. “I have a plan,” she said in mock imitation of Cyrus, and then broadened into a grin. “And it’s a marvelous one.” She held like that for a second, and then looked back up at him. “Like that. With … feeling. And a dramatic pause at the end, for silence. Not …” she slumped in her seat, “I have many plans, each as likely to fail as the last.”


  “I didn’t even say that last part!” Cyrus said, face creased with annoyance.


  “I thought it was implied,” Ryin said.


  “Zarnn heard,” Zarnn said. “In subtext.”


  “‘Subtext’? My goodness, who gave this troll language lessons?” Vaste asked. “Oh, right. Probably me. Advancing my peoples’ cause and all that.”


  “Learned from Calene,” Zarnn grunted. “Ranger very smart.”


  Calene blushed. “I also taught him a few human curse words, he was so bad at it.”


  Cyrus felt his eyes rolling, and found himself looking at his mother, who was watching with amusement. “And you, Mother?”


  “I’m waiting to hear your plans,” she said with a faint smile.


  “Someone’s soft in the heart for her baby,” Vaste said.


  “If you shut up now, I’ll give you a pie,” Quinneria said.


  “Done!” Vaste said. “I stand with you in suicide, Cyrus!” And he feigned locking his lips and throwing away the key. A pie slid before him.


  “A ringing endorsement from the troll,” Cyrus said sourly.


  “Elicited by shameless bribery,” Isabelle said with a smile.


  “You are all ruining my meeting,” Cyrus said. “I was going to come in here with my plans, and my fierce determination, and inspire you all in the fight to come, and now I’m just …” He threw up his hands.


  “So we’re not fighting?” Terian asked, sounding jaded.


  “I didn’t say that,” Cyrus said, giving him a sidelong glare.


  “Be a shame to waste those good plans,” Vaste said through a mouthful of pie.


  Cyrus gave a long sigh. “All right, well, we’ll get together some other time and talk about plans, I guess.”


  “Oh, don’t get all maudlin and filled with self-pity on us now,” Aisling said.


  “Yes, some of us are waiting with bated breath to see how we figure into this,” Cattrine said.


  “Really want to keep all my limbs,” Calene said. “Broken, sure. But gone? No, I don’t care for that thought at all. I need both these hands—”


  Cyrus covered his eyes, kneading the bridge of his nose between his fingers. “I should have just let him strike me down with Cora.”


  “I, for one,” came a strong voice at the back of the room, “want to hear Lord Davidon’s plans.” Every head in the room turned, and Cyrus caught a flash of aqua hair as Kahlee Lepos slid into the room, her gown trailing behind her. “He’s the victor of more battles than I can recall, has killed more gods than most can name, so …” She came to a gliding stop next to her husband, running a hand across his helm, laid flat on the table. “As Lady of Saekaj Sovar, I want to hear them, and the rest of you should shut up and listen.” She smiled at him.


  Cyrus’s lips twisted in amusement. “Thank you, Lady Lepos.” She nodded back to him in gratitude.


  Cyrus stared at the quiet assemblage, and took one moment to compose his thoughts. “Here are the problems we’re up against—one, we don’t know the geography of the Realm of War. Two, we don’t know what enemies lurk in the Realm of War, other than—most likely—Bellarum, Virixia, and Rotan. Armies of some sort of minions are most probably waiting as well, but it will be impossible to say for sure until we set foot on the field of battle. Three, our allies thus far are mostly ill-equipped armies of nation-states, with few spellcasters. Burnt Offerings and Endeavor being the obvious exceptions. Five—”


  “Wait, I thought there were plans,” J’anda said. “This is just a list of problems.”


  “You didn’t think there were plans,” Cyrus said crossly, “and I’m listing the problems to be overcome so none of you jesters gets complacent about how much thought I’ve put into this while you all assumed I’ve done nothing but moping and groaning this last several months.” He straightened. “I can do both. At the same time.”


  “Like walking and chewing pie,” Vaste said with a mouthful of blueberry, the dark filling sliding out of the corner of his mouth.


  “Like crushing enemy skull and picking teeth,” Zarnn said thoughtfully. “No. Wait. No do both at once, enemy skull paste will fly into open mouth.”


  “I’ve never had that problem,” Mendicant said, looking up at the troll across the table.


  “Once we’re past the armies,” Cyrus said, deciding to ignore them all, “we could face traps that we’ve likely never seen before. That’s five. Six and seven, once we’re past all that … we come to Bellarum himself.”


  “So you assigned him two numbers out of the sheer scope of the threat?” Isabelle asked, sounding once more too much like Vara for Cyrus’s taste.


  “If I’d assigned him more numbers to correspond with how much of a threat he is,” Cyrus said, “he’d be numbers six through ten million. No, I gave him six and seven because we have two major problems with Bellarum himself—his magic and his physical ability to strike us dead with a single blow. Eight, if you wish, can be his damned armor, because I’m guessing that’s a significant hurdle as well.”


  He paused to see if anyone else would say anything then went on. “Now, some of you have been urging me to simply rally for this final battle, just charge him down in one glorious—I don’t know, line of horses or something, like the wars of old. But this isn’t the wars of old. This isn’t even the gods of old, whom we have killed in great numbers. This is a deity who moves so fast we can’t see him, casts spells of a sort we’ve never seen before, who wears seemingly impenetrable armor, and who lives in a realm none of us have seen with support we can’t even guess at.” He folded his arms in front of him. “And we’re going to fight him.”


  “Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to lose an arm,” Calene said. “Or a leg. I draw the line at both, though. I could hop—”


  “A few more minutes of this depressing plan and you’ll have talked yourself out of needing to keep your head,” Terian said.


  “I feel as though all my effort is going into keeping mine at present,” Aisling muttered. “Is it time to panic yet? Because this sounds panic-worthy.”


  “These are our problems,” Cyrus said, “and I have plans to deal with … well, most of them.” He hesitated. “Some of them require help we don’t yet have, and might not get.” He took another breath. “In any case, I’ll need your assistance. All of your assistance.” He scanned the table. “But even if every one of my plans to level this battlefield works, we will still be facing a god beyond any we’ve faced, his unfathomable army, and two others deities, on unfamiliar ground.” Cyrus took a deep breath, and it felt as though all the air had left the room. “Now … who wants to hear how we take the fight right to this bastard?”




   


   


   


   


  78.


   


  Alaric


   


  “Chavoron,” I whispered, feeling the power of the Drettanden’s magic coursing inches away from my skull. It seemed certain he would bring it down soon, but my mind was on the man who had just been killed in front of me, taken before my very eyes.


  “You poor, pitiful little human,” the Drettanden whispered, just over my shoulder. “You never really had a chance, you know.”


  “Why?” I asked, feeling the cool indifference of knowing I was dead and not caring if my answer gave great offense. I tried to steady my mind, keeping my sword at my side and non-threatening.


  The Drettanden hesitated, as though he thought the answer was obvious. “Because you’re human, of co—”


  I brought up my hand and blasted him with a concentrated force. It shot out of my palm and hit him in the face. I brought my head and sword around in time to see him go limp as he flew out the balcony door, his eyes already closed, unconscious. He sailed over the railing, and I came after him, looking down to see him tumble all the way to the bottom. A blossoming cloud of dark liquid splashed outward on the stone below. I knew there was not a healer in Sennshann talented enough to undo what I’d just done to the Drettanden by surprise and luck.


  “What in the human piss has happened in here?” Curatio’s voice called from inside the tower. I came back in to find him kneeling over Chavoron’s body, his fingers glowing to no avail. Jena stepped in off the balcony to my right, her face lit with concern as she looked at Chavoron.


  “The Drettanden came to kill him with two of his finest soldiers,” I explained wearily.


  Curatio blinked at me. “And what happened to them?”


  “Chavoron killed the soldiers,” I said, “but the Drettanden struck him down. He had me, but … he made the same mistake you did and lowered his guard when he was calling me an inferior human.”


  Curatio’s eyes narrowed. “And is he …?”


  “His blood and all else dots the stones below,” I said, gesturing in the direction from whence I’d just come. Curatio, curious, got up and went past me, out on the balcony and looked over. Apparently satisfied, he returned a moment later and gave me a curt nod. “Chavoron,” I said, turning my attention to the lifeless body on the tower floor. I cradled him, looking into his eyes, but they were empty.


  “Alaric,” Jena said her hand resting gently on my shoulder. “What has happened here? Why did the Drettanden come to kill Chavoron?”


  “He called us a stain on the empire,” I said, looking anxiously down at Chavoron as I tried a resurrection spell. The light glowed but failed to take hold on Chavoron. It was only then that I fully appreciated, looking into those dull red eyes, that he was truly gone. His face was at rest, showing none of the barely hidden amusement he had so often exhibited in life. I half-expected him to smile at me, to say something to suggest he was plotting even now, dealing with the problem that we now faced.


  But his lips did not move, and there was nothing but silence from the First Citizen of the Protanian Empire.


  I looked up. “They’re rounding up the slaves, taking them somewhere. Killing the holders. The Drettanden said something about … building a new empire free of the sins of the old.”


  “That has an ominous tone,” Curatio said. “Half the empire had at least one slave. A reprehensible practice to be sure, but I’m not sure how you cleanse an entire land of such a … mark.”


  “Scourging it,” Jena said quietly. “With fire.”


  “That’s extreme,” I said, “even for them. No, most likely they’re going to attack the slaveholders who resist, kill them all, and call this new freedom peace. Start over again with all the slaves freed. I can sympathize with that cause, but in excising the fever I become concerned they may kill the body as well.” I stopped and scooped up Rodanthar from where it lay. The hilt of the blade felt good in my hand.


  “What do we do, then?” Curatio asked, just as light flickered in the corner of the tower. The three of us turned, guards up. I held my dual swords before me, unsure of how to use both at once.


  The light faded to reveal Stepan, along with a Protanian clad in a deep red tunic. The Protanian took one look at the scene before him and cast a spell, disappearing in a blaze of green light.


  “That … will probably not aid our cause,” I said as the silence held in the wake of his departure.


  “What in the name of the ancestors has happened here?” Stepan asked, standing there, mouth agape, looking at the three of us standing over Chavoron’s corpse.


  “Death,” I said, lowering my weapons. “Death has happened here.” I stared at him for a moment, taking in the look of him. He was well-dressed and clean, his beard shaved away. “What news from Enrant Monge?”


  Stepan deflated, the tension that had filled him at the sight of us standing over the body of the First Citizen of the Protanian Empire apparently a lesser concern than what had been on his mind before. “I come bearing word of ill times.” He blinked, hesitating. “Your father is dead.”


  I stood there next to the body of Chavoron, and felt a strange detachment, as though in the moments before this news I had already mourned the death of my father. “When?” I asked.


  “A day past,” Stepan said, “but he has ailed for months. I delivered your message, and he took hope in your return a wiser man, but …” Stepan swallowed. “The vultures circle. Syloreas, Galbadien, and Actaluere were sitting upon our borders with armies when I left, like carrion birds waiting to peck at the dead. You must return immediately, and even that might not be swift enough to prevent calamity.”


  I stood there cold, in the tower, and now torn. I had work, I had a purpose, and that was to finish the job at hand and somehow prevent the fall of the Protanian Empire. My loyalty to my old home seemed a far-off thing, and my attachment to the last duty given me by the dead man at my side was here, now, urgent and important.


  Which would I choose? A kingdom that was mine by right, that once I would have betrayed as I groped blindly for power and the throne? Or an empire that I had helped ruin by my action, that stood right here, right now, and was slipping into the abyss as I watched?


  “I cannot go,” I said, “not yet.”


  Stepan stared at me. “The bridge is complete. It lies finished to the east. All we need do is cross it, on horse, and we could be at Enrant Monge in weeks. You can save your kingdom and rule it at last.” He put a hard, grasping hand on my shoulder, as if to shake me out of foolish action or stupor. “It is all you have ever wanted, now for the taking.”


  “I cannot leave these people,” I said, feel the tug of desperation. “I cannot find such … mercilessness in me any longer, Stepan.” He flinched slightly at my use of the word. “You, of all people, should appreciate that.”


  “There is blood loyalty before you,” Stepan said. “Obligation you need to take up.”


  “I agree,” I said. “But here first. This empire will fall, and people will die in countless numbers.”


  “That is not your problem,” Stepan said. “Your duty lies over the sea—”


  “My duty lies where the need is,” I said, discovering something that rang true in me. “This land needs help. I will make right what I have helped do wrong here, and then we will depart.”


  “And if it is too late?” Stepan asked. “If you have to return and conquer your way through Galbadien, Syloreas and Actaluere?”


  “Well, then, my old words might at last come in handy,” I said, and nodded to Jena and Curatio. “We will need help if we’re to stymie the endeavors of the anti-slave portion of the council.”


  “What help did you have in mind?” Curatio asked shrewdly.


  “I need my men,” I said, glancing at Stepan, who stared back sullenly, as though I’d betrayed him. “And after that …” I sighed, not sure what to say. “I don’t really know.”


  “We need more than that,” Jena said, stepping forward, voice firm. “We need to speak with my father. He has an understanding of this conflict clearer than our view from here. We need to know what is going on before we can act in good faith, with assurance that we won’t make terrible things even worse.”


  I stared at her, and she stared back at me. The intensity in her eyes burned up the space between us. “She’s right,” I said. “If this is a war of division, we know one side is against us. If we mean to preserve this empire and save all we can, perhaps alliance with the other side—however loathsome—is our best option.” I nodded to her once, and then turned to look at Stepan. “And you?”


  “And I what?” Stepan asked sourly.


  I looked evenly at Stepan, feeling the dissolution of the loyalty we’d found in the common cause of a return to our homeland. “Are you with me in this? Or do you wish to return to Luukessia?”


  Stepan closed his eyes for just a moment. “I cannot return without you. I gave my word that you would come back to them there in their hour of need, and to leave you here, unaware of when or if you might come back … it would be a betrayal of my word.” His eyes opened again, and I could see the brooding dissatisfaction in his glare. “I will come with you.”


  “Then let us be off,” I said, nodding to Jena, “and visit the Yartraak to seek his council.” I lowered my voice. “And let us hope that in seeking his guidance, we don’t damn ourselves to make worse a war already bad enough.”




   


   


   


   


  79.


   


  Cyrus


   


  The grey wastes lay endless in all directions around them, and Cyrus shielded his eyes against the bright sun that pierced its way through the thick clouds above. He looked down at the dirt and ash that stood below his feet and took in a breath of air. It stank of smoky dust, of something burning in the far distance, and it gave his tongue a gritty feeling. “I hate this place,” he said aloud.


  “Then why did you drag me here?” Terian asked. They stood alone in the middle of endless grey, stretching all the way to the horizon, hilly in places and flat in others, but lacking the distinct geography of greener lands like the Plains of Perdamun.


  “You know damned well why,” Cyrus muttered. There was not so much as a rock to sit on, and he feared to drop to the ground without something to separate his arse from the earth. The sandy grey powder upon which they stood looked as though it would search out any crevice in his armor and worm its way into his greaves and boots.


  Terian made a frustrated grunt. “I can’t believe I’m here. Again. With you.”


  “You just keep following me,” Cyrus said, “like a dog following a man with bacon in his hand.”


  “You don’t have bacon,” Terian growled, “or else I’d have justification for following your long arse. You carry death instead.” He froze, and Cyrus saw the Sovereign’s expression soften. “I’m sorry, Cyrus,” he said, “that was callous of me.”


  Cyrus stood still then shook his head. “It was honest. I can’t fault you for it.”


  “If it held a ring of truthfulness at all,” Terian said, a little more cautiously, “it’s because you keep daring mighty things while others live pedestrian lives. Better to die in grand spectacle of battle than to have your throat slit in the alleyway behind a whorehouse.”


  Cyrus cocked his head as he looked at the dark elf. “Given it some thought, have you?”


  Terian shrugged. “It seemed likely for a time, given the way I lived my life.”


  “But no longer,” Cyrus said. “You’ve gone from lecherous dark knight to virtuous paladin, from whore-wrangling drinker to the Sovereign of Saekaj Sovar. Quite an impressive climb.”


  “Well, I had the name of Lepos to aid me,” Terian said. “That was no small advantage given my house’s position when I began life.” He stood very still for a moment. “But honestly, it was the faith of Alaric in me that most aided my cause.” He made a soft hrm-ing noise and kicked at the dust at his feet. “If it weren’t for Alaric … I’d be dead in that alleyway somewhere. He led me out of that life, one slow step at a time.”


  “If not for Alaric …” Cyrus said, voice trailing off as he considered the thought. “I’d likely have died in that first dragon raid. But because he put together Sanctuary, someone saved me.” Cyrus drew a deep breath of smoky air and coughed at the taste. “Or, I suppose, if I were very lucky, I might still be struggling as the poorest warrior in Reikonos to this very day, if I hadn’t died as an applicant to some guild.” He stared into the distance, looking at the grey skies. “I would never have met Vara. Or any of you.” Cyrus brought his hand back against the pommel of Praelior, and it clanged loudly. “A different life, indeed.”


  They trailed off into silence, and Cyrus looked up at the sun, still hidden behind the low-hanging clouds. Terian spoke first. “How long do you want to wait? I think we’re past the time.”


  “How can you tell, with the sun hidden so?” Cyrus asked, trying to figure out its position in the sky. Things were different here, in any case. “Besides, I’ll wait until nightfall and beyond if need be.” He settled both hands on his waist. “This is help we need, Terian.”


  “Any help we can get is help we need,” Terian muttered, but then he shifted, looking off into the distance and slightly up. “I think … I think they’re coming.”


  Cyrus turned and looked along the dark elf’s line of sight. He could see shadow there, in the distance, but it was too soon to tell whether it was the ones they were waiting for. “Let’s hope so,” Cyrus said, letting his hand rest easy on Praelior’s hilt—just in case—as he waited, the shadows drawing closer and closer to them, as they stood in the midst of nothing but dust and ash.




   


   


   


   


  80.


   


  Alaric


   


  We appeared in the cool depths of the Yartraak’s domain, stepping out of a small closet-sized room into a palace hallway. Curatio looked unsurprised, and I intuited that this was the portal he had used to visit me earlier, the one he had bribed someone to obtain the spell for.


  “This way,” Jena said, hustling us along the stone-lined corridor. The Yartraak had ordered much work done in this place to make it look like an interior of a building made of stone rather than what it was, a warren of tunnels that used to be mines. I wondered if he had employed craftsmen to do the job or somehow simply used magic to make it to his own specifications.


  Jena pushed through a door at the side of the corridor without knocking, and I followed, Curatio and Stepan a few feet behind. We entered a room that was lit as bright as if the noonday sun hung overhead. I noted one of the Nessalima’s magical conjurings hanging in the air over a map table, and saw the Yartraak’s gaunt, skinny body covered over with his robes leaning over it, another figure next to him pointing with an unnatural hand. It was the Mortus with his four arms, intentionally using one of the new ones as if to show it off.


  Both of them looked up as we entered, and a flicker of surprise showed across the Yartraak’s grey face. Someone of the blue seemed to have leeched out of his complexion, leaving him with a more ashen look. “Daughter,” he said, almost a challenge, as we entered.


  “Father,” she said, walking to his side, hobbling slightly as though carrying a heavy burden, her long dress dragging on the stone floor. “I come with grim news.”


  The Mortus stood up straight across the table. “If it is about the events in Sennshann and elsewhere in the empire, be assured we already know and are planning.”


  “Chavoron is dead,” I said, causing the Mortus and the Yartraak’s heads to snap to me immediately. “The Drettanden has struck him down. He nearly killed me in the process, and they are killing slaveholders and marching the slaves elsewhere.”


  “Chavoron,” the Yartraak whispered, stunned, his mouth a grim line. “They are finished with any pretense of peace, then.”


  “This is war,” the Mortus agreed. “Fully declared. I think we can be certain now that the Vidara and the Pacem were not killed in the slave revolts.”


  “The Vidara and the Pacem?” I asked, stepping closer to the table. “Almost certainly not, no.”


  “They will come for you,” Jena said, sounding more worried than I might have assumed given her strained relationship with her father.


  “They will have great difficulty digging me out of the ground,” the Yartraak said, his small frame puffing with pride. “My soldiers stand on guard, ready to fight, and a more significant force they shall not find outside of Sennshann.”


  “I will be forced to close my realm,” the Mortus said, thinking out loud, his voice like a rattle in his lungs. “But this puts our other news in a different light, does it not?” He brought his arms together, templing his fingers on every hand with their opposite. It was a strange sight.


  “What other news?” I asked.


  The Mortus grimaced slightly, as though being addressed by me gave him an ulcer. He did answer, though. “I received a report from a trader leaving Zanbellish for my realm. He saw a red light in the sky, magic employed on a massive scale.” He licked his thin lips. “I believe our foes have decided they will sacrifice the lives of those they so hate, and that they have done so there first.”


  “Zanbellish is a slave city,” Jena whispered. “If they employed this magic you speak of—”


  “I have not been there to substantiate the rumor,” the Mortus said, a little huffily, “but I expect if true … it is now a dead city.”


  My head spun, mind whirling. “This is beyond … beyond freeing slaves,” I said. “The Drettanden spoke of … removing the stain of sin from the empire—”


  “We have been divided amongst ourselves for so long,” the Yartraak mused, “I expect he would find it difficult to separate those that believe as he does and those that do not.”


  “And even if you could,” the Mortus said, sounding slightly gleeful, “how to explain that almost all of those sympathizers take no action against this practice they abhor? Why, they are nearly as complicit as the rest of us, sitting in silence. Argument is not action, after all.”


  “It would appear that they have veered into the arena of action,” Curatio said mildly, drawing every eye in the room. “If this is to be believed, what cause would they have for destroying the entire city of Zanbellish, save gross overreach in this ideological war of theirs? Erasing all those lives seems … foolish.”


  “There is a second motive at work here,” the Yartraak said, and the Mortus sneered behind him. He fixed his gaze on Curatio. “You would not understand.”


  Curatio blinked. “I would not understand? I find that grossly insulting, especially given that you stand in the presence of a human and seem to believe he might.”


  I stood there, stunned at how swiftly Curatio had turned and insulted me. “I—”


  “You would not understand because you are true elf,” the Yartraak said, waving him off. “Not the half-breeds your people have made with the humans you’ve taken.” He had a gleam of triumph in his eye, as though he’d stabbed Curatio right in the belly. Curatio, for his part, did look mildly horrified at the cavalier way in which the Yartraak had just slashed at him, outside of the point he was making. “You will live forever. Your immortality is something you take for granted. We Protanians do not have it, but our highest spend their days coveting it.” He put his hand on the table, leaning against it, and the table squeaked. “The Mortus here discovered a … a new branch of magic … one that has enflamed the sensibilities of this divided council.”


  The Mortus shifted on the other side of the table, and suddenly I got the feeling he was quite glad to have it between him and us. “I am not proud of this discovery, and you are wrong to mention it so freely, my old friend.”


  “It is important,” the Yartraak said.


  The Mortus hesitated. “Very well,” he decided after a moment. “I have … communed with the magics between life and death for many years. My fascination with elven immortality is well known, but fails to take into account other paths I have studied in my time.” He slumped his shoulders, as though he were collapsing in on himself, and his manner reminded me of an insect fighting the urge to scuttle off. “In my studies I crafted a spell … one that can capture life energy from one living being and transfer it to another.” He seemed almost guilty as he stood there, looking at the table with beady eyes. “I never intended it to be used in this way, and certainly not on this scale. Entire cities? Of our own people?” He shuddered. “This is not a righteous thing to do, it is madness. I experimented with prisoners, with criminals, and with the dying, so that we might capture their vitality and harness it rather than see it wasted at the moment of death. This thing, though …” He shook, all four hands going to his shoulders, as though he needed reassurance and could find none but from himself. “It is an atrocity. The spell the trader described … it sounds very much like my lich spells turned loose on a city.”


  There was a pause of silence as the Mortus’s confession sunk in on all of us. “You have found a way to drain life?” Curatio asked, his voice brittle. “Truly, you have gone mad with your spell-lust, taking what was a natural phenomenon that could be channeled and turning it into something … unnatural.” He said the last word like the bitterest curse.


  “It has good uses as well,” the Mortus said, puffing up defensively. “The dead, when they go, are lost, of no use, their energy flown from this plane. Someone who could channel that, capture it at the moment of departure, could harness an unbelievable source of magical energy akin to that which … some of my fellows,” he looked jealously at the Yartraak for a moment, “have at their disposal in their own realms, their seats of power.” He shuffled about for a moment. “For example … Chavoron,” and here his eyes grew hungry with lust, “his soul was a powerful one. Imagine it, turned free of his body. If you could channel it, you could make his power your own, add it unto you—”


  “This is despicable,” Curatio said, echoing the sentiments I could not form with my mouth.


  “And it has happened right now in Zanbellish,” the Yartraak said, turning our attention back to the matter at hand. “If someone has worked up the nerve to destroy that city …” He looked at each of us in turn. “Do you expect they’ll stop there?”


  “Who would have done this?” I asked, and felt Jena slip her fingers into my hand. They were cold in the cave air, but I found them reassuring nonetheless.


  “It could have been any of them,” the Mortus replied. “The Aurous, the Nessalima, the Levembre, the Tempestus—”


  “Spare us the list,” Curatio said, ire running through every word. “It could have been all of them together.” He bowed his head, eyes flicking about in thought. “This empire is large. If someone has made the decision to do this … this appalling thing—”


  “They won’t stop at Zanbellish,” I said, and Curatio nodded. “We must stop them,” I said, finally sure of my purpose.


  “Stopping them will be impossible,” the Yartraak said. “They now have power beyond you. You will be destroyed, just the same as if you had challenged the Drettanden—”


  “I killed the Drettanden,” I snapped, and saw the Yartraak’s long, thick eyebrows rise. The Mortus, behind him, brought his hands together again, stroking his fingers against one another. It seemed strange at the time, but he looked almost … hungry at my admission.


  “Still,” the Yartraak said, speaking sense that I wanted to ignore, “if you stand in the middle of—of Sennshann, for it is the only other sizable city in the empire, and the next most logical target, you will be consumed by the spell the same as anyone else in its path. Best to hide,” he said, stepping forward, putting an awkward, thin-fingered hand on my arm. “Stay here, with us. We will close our gates, bury ourselves and those here with us. We will be safe here—all of us, human and Protanian and dwarf alike.” He made a face like he was trying to smile but didn’t know how to do it very well.


  I felt a strange quiet in me. My men were still in Sennshann, my small remnants of an army. If whoever had done this thing to Zanbellish truly did intend to move beyond it to elsewhere in the empire, Sennshann was the place to go, more victims there than in any of the small outposts that dotted the landscape outside of that metropolis.


  But I had faced the Drettanden and been a liability to Chavoron during the entire battle. He had died for me, died trying to protect me from the overwhelming power of one man turned godlike.


  How could anyone protect me from more than one of them?


  And how could I protect the people—the slaves—trapped in Sennshann, now sacrifices in someone else’s bloody attempt at cleansing their empire of sinful mistakes and rise to unfathomable power at the same time?


  I pictured Varren, the others, waiting around because of my bargain with Chavoron. They were in the heart of the city, in the middle of where the storm would land, if the Mortus was right. Something about the way he’d explained it resonated in me, tugging at the strings inside that worked in my heart. I was certain that this fit, that it was exactly what the Protanians who had argued against slavery would do. They had lost sight of their original objective in their rage; the Drettanden’s fury had convinced me of that. Now they saw anyone who argued against them as an enemy, and were leaping quickly to the idea that their enemies needed to be destroyed, damn the consequences for any in their way.


  “I have to go,” I said, whispering the words at first, because they made no sense coming out of my mouth. Yet came they still did, and rang in my ears, and I was then sure that I had spoken true.


  “Why?” the Yartraak asked, agape. “Why would you leave safety for—”


  “I need to go and protect the people,” I said, my voice growing stronger as I became more certain. “To shepherd them.”


  “The Protanians will not listen to a pardwan,” the Mortus said in disbelief. “You are no fool, Alaric. You know this of our folk. Even among those about to be sacrificed, fully half hate you furiously for your part in quelling the uprising in Zanbellish, and the other half view you as less than them.” He held out all four hands. “You will die to no effect, and it will be a … terrible waste.”


  The Yartraak looked sideways at him, but nodded. “You will die in this foolishness.”


  “Then I will die with him,” Jena said, and her fingers clutched more strongly to mine, drawing an ireful glare from her father. She looked right at me, bright blue eyes anchored on mine. “I can dispel the effects of this sacrificial magic, at least within a certain area. If we can find a place to harbor the people we are trying to save, I can perhaps protect them there, but it will require—well, a massive tower or something of the like.”


  “Something like the Citadel of Light and Hope?” Curatio asked dryly. “Which is almost sure to be empty at this hour, now that Chavoron is dead and the rest of the council is moving.”


  “But the slaves we saw,” I said, focusing on those we might save, “they were being marched to the Coliseum. Could you defend—”


  “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I can channel the magic through our stone’s enchantments, but the Coliseum is open air; to try and create a roof of magic to dispel anything coming through the sky above … it is beyond my skill.” She swallowed hard.


  “How do we get the slaves to the Citadel?” I asked, mind racing. “I mean, they were still being marched through the streets when we left, countless …” I sank into silence; there were so damned many slaves in Sennshann, the task was beyond daunting.


  “You won’t be able to get them all,” the Yartraak said, and I sensed he was clutching feebly at any straw he could, anything to stop us going.


  “Yet we have to try,” the answer came from me, instantly, in reply to the Yartraak’s fatalism. I nodded at Jena. “Let us return to the city, then.”


  “I wish you good luck,” the Mortus said.


  “Don’t be a fool, daughter,” the Yartraak said in a low, desperate hiss. “We have—we have slaves to protect here as well, and also our own people. You could help us—”


  “You will be fine,” she said coolly, and then took a breath, gathering her robes around her tightly. “I will endeavor not to do anything that shames you, Father.”


  The Yartraak lost his composure for the first time since I’d seen him. “I’m not worried about shame, or our house—I’m worried about your bloody life being lost!” He pounded his chest with a skinny fist. “You are dear to me. Put aside foolishness and—”


  “Put aside fidelity,” she said calmly, “put aside honor, the bonds of friendship, and all conviction … what would be left?” She looked around them. “It would be as to snuffing the light out of this place and living in darkness, always.” She raised a hand, and started to cast a spell.


  As the green magic lit the room, it cast the Yartraak’s face in stark horror, and he watched his only child disappear to follow her convictions—and me—away from the safety of his realm.
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  Cyrus


   


  “Do you think we have a new ally?” Terian asked as they reappeared in the dark confines of the palace, their return spells carrying them across the miles from where they’d had their meeting in grey, windswept wastes.


  “I hope so,” Cyrus said, tapping his helm and watching dust drift off in wafts in the darkness. He blinked; he hadn’t even realized he’d cast the Eagle Eye spell upon himself without conscious thought or word aloud. Getting better at this magic business. “They know where we’re going and when; it’ll be up to them to decide whether to join us or not.”


  They stood in the middle of a dark room in the back of the palace, and Terian worked his way toward the door, armor squeaking slightly with every step. He walked with exaggerated weariness. “How do you think the others fared?”


  “I daresay we’re about to find out,” Cyrus said, as they made their way down the cool, stone-lined hallway toward the meeting room.


  A buzz of activity was audible even before Cyrus opened the door to reveal those within. He could hear voices inside, Calene’s especially obvious before he finished turning the handle. He pulled it wide and stepped in to find a motley assortment around the table within. Some were sitting, some were standing, many were clustered around certain of their number in admiration.


  Cyrus smiled when he saw what they were looking at. “Good haul, then?” he asked with a faint smile.


  Isabelle made her way carefully through the small group that had surrounded her upon their entry, a length of beautiful wood clutched in her fingers. It looked to be about as long as her forearm, and no wider than her smallest finger. It had a faint red glow about it, nearly pink in the dusky light of the meeting room. She held it out toward him, pointing its tip away toward a wall, and said, simply, “Amoran—the Wand of Love.”


  “And was it easily retrieved?” Cyrus asked, looking over the weapon.


  “There were no guardians in her realm, no,” Isabelle said, blue eyes falling once more upon her prize. “It was as simple as striding in and taking it.” She looked up at him once more, and there was a hint of gratitude at war with other feelings there. “Thank you.”


  Dahveed had made his way through as well, holding a glowing orb in his fingers. He held it up for Cyrus’s inspection and said, “Hiemes, the Orb of Winter.”


  “Surprised that one wasn’t crushed,” Terian said, looking over his healer’s new prize.


  “It took a bit of digging,” Dahveed said with a smirk. He bowed his head to Cyrus. “Thank you for thinking of me for this bequest.”


  Cyrus felt a tug at his elbow and looked over to see Larning standing there, a powerful warhammer slung over his shoulder, tip extending out from a central haft. “Luminas,” he said, a glint in his eye as he looked sidelong toward his new weapon, “the Warhammer of Light.” He nodded once to Cyrus, and then cleared his throat, beckoning Cyrus to lean down. “I … can’t help but thinking …” Larning whispered, right into Cyrus’s ear, “you’re giving out the weapons of these gods you’ve defeated to … well, to people that aren’t your own.” Cyrus started to stand back up, but Larning caught him. “I know you’re a man who appreciates loyalty.” The dwarf’s eyes held a hint of warning. “They’ve been with you a lot longer than I have or … this Dahveed fellow has …” He made a slight shrug, as if to question Cyrus’s judgment.


  “And I’ll make sure they’re taken care of,” Cyrus said coolly, then smiled at the Guildmaster of Burnt Offerings. He rose and looked out over the assemblage crowding the meeting room. He saw Zarnn over the heads of the others, toward the back, and met his gaze. “How did it go?” he called to the troll.


  Zarnn grunted. “Some. Not all.”


  “Best we could expect,” Cyrus said, then glanced down the line to where Mendicant stood, nearly lost among the room’s occupants. The goblin met his gaze and then looked away, as if shamed. Just wait, Mendicant. A little longer. He scanned through the room until he found J’anda, then blinked at the enchanter. “Didn’t expect to see you back already.”


  “It was not a long journey,” J’anda said, holding tight to his staff, a smile upon his lips.


  “Will I need to undertake it myself?” Cyrus asked, finding the enchanter’s manner slightly maddening.


  J’anda held his quiet for a long moment. “You should,” he said at last with a nod. Cyrus felt his tension dissolve in the hearing of the answer. “And take some friends,” the dark elf added, as though he didn’t already know.


  Cyrus smiled, looking once more through the knotted crowd in front of him. “Ryin, Mendicant, Vaste, Scuddar and Longwell … with me.”


  “And that’s it?” Terian asked. “You’re not planning to start the battle early, are you?”


  “With us?” Longwell asked, picking his way through the packed room, lance over his shoulder. “We’d certainly be willing.”


  “Some of us would,” Ryin said with a moment’s hesitation as he stepped past Larning to join Cyrus. He adjusted his robes. “Though I’d rather wait for everyone to go at once.”


  “I’m curious what you need us for, Lord Davidon,” Mendicant said, sounding as subdued as his manner had indicated. “I mean … I know my spells will be of use to you in the fight ahead, but … I have felt … somewhat cast aside since we have begun preparations—”


  “That’s because I have an important task for you that needed to wait for another condition to be fulfilled,” Cyrus said as Scuddar wordlessly joined their small party. Vaste shoved his way past Terian and finished the small circle, frowning at Cyrus all the while. “All right, Ryin.”


  Ryin stood there for a second, then said, “Where to?”


  Cyrus smiled, feeling just a little wistful. A wave of sentimentality washed lightly over him. “Back to where it all began.”


  Ryin waited in silence, looking toward the ceiling as he seemed to try to make sense of the answer he’d received. “I … I don’t—”


  “Take us to the Mountains of Nartanis,” Cyrus said, his voice calm and strong, at odds with the roiling storm within. The druid magic began, as it always did, with a strong wind that whipped around him, and Cyrus was reminded of days gone by, of a raid upon a dragon that had taken him to the portal he traveled to now. Fortunately the spell caught him and yanked him off with the others before the full weight of that memory had a chance to settle on his heart.
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  Alaric


   


  Finding my men was surprisingly easy. We took to the skies as soon as we left the portal nearby, and were flying over the city moments later. Docile slaves were still being herded through the streets, guardsmen doing what they did any other day and making certain their charges reached whatever destination was set for them by their masters. They flowed through the streets like ants between the channels of Sennshann’s massive towers, rivers of slaves in a city now dry.


  “Chavoron had a small depot only a few streets away from the Citadel,” Jena said as we hurried along above the city, wind blowing furiously in the dark night. Her hair was swept by the intensity of the gusts, the Aurous having surrendered his control over weather. She looked at me. “It’s where he kept you while you ailed after … the Coliseum.” She glanced at Curatio, and I saw a tight line of his lips.


  I paused, watching a line of slaves being marched southeast, roughly, and looked into the distance to see the Coliseum on the horizon.


  “So they are taking them there,” I said, pointing to the wide, circular structure.


  “It makes sense,” Curatio said. “They could easily pen in however many humans and gnomes and all else within its walls and the camps around it. It’s ideally suited to holding the slaves.”


  “But it’s poor for our purposes,” Jena said. “Impossible to defend with my spells.”


  I stared at the Coliseum, wondering what was going on within it. It was lit, an unusual thing at this time of day, magical lights of the sort that looked like miniature suns hovering above the stands and shedding their glow over the place. I wondered if the slaves within were being treated well or with the same callousness I was seeing in the streets. “Come on,” I said, and we hurried on.


  I recognized Chavaron’s depot as soon as we set down on the abandoned avenue. It looked the same as it had when I was recovering. A forbidding wind whipped around us as we came down, and I felt as though the tension around us was taking tangible form.


  Curatio stopped me with a hand upon my arm. “These men … they are the ones you had when we met in battle in the Coliseum?”


  “The very same,” I said.


  The elf gnawed his lower lip. “You trust them?”


  I stared at him blankly. “They have since followed me into the slave revolt in Zanbellish.”


  “That does not mean anything if their motives were for themselves,” Curatio said, and Stepan paused next to us, listening to our exchange. “Did you offer them something for their part in that?”


  “Freedom,” I said, “of a sort.”


  “What do you intend to offer them this time?” Curatio asked. Stepan was watching intently, and I could tell he wanted to hear the answer for himself as well.


  I stood there, trying to decide exactly what I was going to tell them. I had started this journey assuming their loyalty, and had learned through hard experience that it was a poor assumption to make. The answer came to me, words of Chavoron’s sparking a response. “Suffering. Toil. Likely death.”


  Curatio raised his eyebrows. “I am not sure that is going to have the desired effect …”


  I pulled my arm from his grasp and hurried forward, my tunic blowing lightly in the breeze. “I will make it have the desired effect.”


  I stormed into the depot and found myself in a room guarded by two men with the standard of the Protanian guards. “Chavoron is dead,” I said. They hesitated, already surprised at my approach. “The council is broken. Some of the members are executing slaveholders and have destroyed the city of Zanbellish. They are likely coming here next. Gather your families and leave if you value your lives.”


  The guards looked at each other, and the one on the left, a tall fellow, spoke first. “Where … where would we go?”


  “Go to Saekajaren Sovaren,” Jena said. “My father is the Yartraak, and he is preparing shelter for this storm. Go.”


  The men exchanged but a look and left their posts, batons dangling uselessly in their fingers as they walked away. I heard them open the door and leave, talking among themselves in hushed voices, as if afraid death itself might hear them.


  I plunged through the unguarded door they’d left behind and found myself in a long room, the same one in which I’d ailed after my fight with Curatio, repurposed now to be a long barracks. There was a dull hum of conversation that died instantly the moment we entered, shocked faces turning to take in our appearance.


  “Ulric!” Varren said, vaulting to his feet from a bunk down the way. He broke into a smile over that shaggy beard. “You’re alive! You’re here.” He seemed surprised by the last part of it.


  “I’ve been … underground for the last few months,” I said, taking his hand. He shook mine firmly, and I detected that the warmth of his welcome was not matched by the others, at least not so quickly. “I apologize for not coming sooner, but events have spiraled out of control once more.” I paused, but the response was a skeptical silence. I could see a hardened resolve in the faces of the men, a reluctance to immediately buy what I was saying this time given that, to my eyes, they’d ended up in roughly the same position as they’d been in when last we’d encountered one another, before the slave revolt. The only thing that had changed was their quarters.


  “What’s happened?” Varren asked, earnestness written on his face. “Another slave revolt?”


  “No,” I said, and saw a sliver of the skepticism dissolve. “I’m afraid it’s worse than that. Those who have opposed slaveholding have crossed lines that no one would have believed they would cross. Their belief about the wrongness of this practice has reached a point where they’ve given themselves license to be right while all others are wrong, and mark as enemy anyone who has ever disagreed with them. They go beyond simple righteousness and have begun destroying all that they once revered.”


  “They are destroying cities,” Jena said, “draining less worthy lives to lengthen their own.”


  “Wh–who?” Varren asked, his grip on my forearm failing. “Who’s doing this?”


  “I don’t know, exactly,” I said. “One of the faction members opposed to slavery, I can’t say which. But whoever it is, their next target is likely here, and whoever is caught out in the open is going to die from their assault.”


  “What do you expect us to do about it?” came a rugged voice from somewhere in the crowd. I looked out and saw a man there, his features clean and shaven, and for a moment I thought I recognized him as the one who’d pounded my face in the wagon on our way to Sennshann for the first time. After a second look I wasn’t so sure.


  “I don’t expect you to do anything about it,” I said. “I’ve asked of you something already, and you answered, and while I did my best to fulfill the vow I made, clearly I failed.” I heard a mumble of agreement run through the crowd. “I have nothing left to promise, either. My patron has been slain by these foes. Others have suggested I run and hide elsewhere, but … if I were to go, I would be leaving behind untold numbers of our people here, without shelter against this storm of madness that comes.”


  I took a long breath. “You followed me out of Luukessia without choice, bound by the army and listening to your true leaders, true generals, rather than the spoiled princeling that I was. In the Coliseum, when we began, there was no faith among any of us. We were every man out for himself, and there was no hope of working together, of winning, because there was no hope … at all.”


  I extended my finger and pointed to Curatio. “But we beat back the Butcher—”


  “Careful,” Curatio said with measured annoyance.


  “—and saved our lives from that wretched blood sport,” I went on. “Then, when the head of this empire called, we came to his aid. It bought us nothing. You followed me then on the idea that you would gain, that you would be free, and while you may have been free in name, on parchment and in ink … clearly that was as far as it went.”


  I shook my head as a mutter ran through them. “I have no more freedom to promise you. If you want to leave, you may walk out that door right now.” I pointed behind me. “You will find yourself in a city nearly empty, the people cowering for fear of what is to come. Slaves are being herded away from their masters, and to my ears this might sound like an unvarnished good, if I did not have hints of what was following behind.”


  I looked through the crowd, tried to meet their eyes. “Death is coming. Coming for as many of these people as it can swallow. We are poison to the Protanians; they would not listen to my counsel nor heed my advice in this hour, but the slaves that are held in this city … prisoner here … they would take help, were it offered. And I mean to offer it.


  “If any of you wish to join me, I am striking out to save as many slaves as I can,” I said. “I will fight their guards, break their shackles, and take them with me to a place where we can protect them when the worst comes. I will hold vigil through the night, keep them safe against this coming calamity. If any of you wish to run, to take your chances, do so. I wish you all the good fortune. But if you are willing to pick up sword and help me defend against the blue men who brought us here against our will, that bent us to their service, that pulled from us our decency, our mercy, and now seem determined to wrest the last thing from us they have not yet taken … join me.” I almost whispered it. “Join me … and we will fight for our lives.”


  I waited, and the silence of seconds dragged on into infinity. There was scarcely a breath taken, not a word spoken, until Varren finally broke the silence.


  “Well, I would have been with you anyway, but since there’s no escaping this mess without help …” He shrugged, and looked around. “We’re in, right, boys?”


  “I’m in,” said another man, bald and ragged, nodding furiously.


  “I’m with ye,” said another, a hulking Sylorean.


  “In—”


  “I’m in.”


  “Of course I am—”


  “Til the end.”


  The chorus was quiet, filled with resolve, and not what I expected. “Thank you,” I said, and I rested my hand on the hilt of Aterum as I pondered the next move. “Now we should—”


  “Excuse me,” came Stepan’s voice, interrupting my thought. He was standing at the door, and I tensed, wondering if perhaps I was about to receive the challenge I’d been expecting from the men. His next words came as a surprise. “There are weapons and armor out here. Enough to make our task … easier, I think.” He smiled thinly, and I could tell that while he was along for this adventure, he was not as fully committed as the others.


  “We should prepare ourselves,” I said, nodding at him. I caught a nod from Curatio as well, as he contemplated what he’d just seen—and presumably went against everything he’d expected. “Because I expect we have many battles to go before we will see the end of this fight—which we will fight in the name of the house whose name we’ve taken.” I surveyed them all. “We fight in the name of the House of Garaunt …” My fingers tensed on my blade, and I remembered the word Chavoron had given in our language, “In the name of Requiem.”
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  Cyrus


   


  The Mountains of Nartanis hung in the distance, the shadows of evening growing long around Cyrus and his party as the winds of Ryin’s teleport spell gusted away. Ash stirred, blown across the ground in front of him as he started forward, boots leaving pockmarks in the soft ground with every step.


  The sun was behind the mountains, twilight rising. He heard the others fall in behind him, and his eyes flitted about as he walked. He could see hints of disturbance in the earth, signs of a battle that a year’s worth of blowing ash had nearly buried.


  This was where we fought off the ambush from Archenous and Amarath’s Raiders, Cyrus thought. She and I, with Isabelle. There was a great trench that had filled in on the sides, sign of a force blast spell that had carved its way through the earth. A sigh worked free of his lips. We fought the impossible here, too, she and I.


  “I don’t mean to interrupt what I’m sure are deep thoughts,” Ryin said, gathering his robes around him as he hurried up to walk next to Cyrus, “but I have a question for you.”


  Cyrus gave a glance back. Mendicant, Vaste, Scuddar and Longwell were trailing in their wake, talking amongst themselves. Probably speculating on why we’re here. “Is it about why I’ve brought you to this place?”


  “No,” Ryin said, “that I assume you will reveal at the most dramatic possible moment.” A quicksilver smile turned up the corners of his mouth. “If there’s a constant in Arkaria, it’s that Cyrus Davidon has a sense of theatrical timing in his revelations. No, I wanted to ask you something else.” He lowered his voice, presumably so the others couldn’t hear. “Ahm … Vara … what Bellarum has done bringing her back …”


  Cyrus felt his face freeze, but his steps continued with only a slight falter. “What about it?” he asked, his voice lower than usual even to his ears.


  “It is … an atrocity,” Ryin said, and Cyrus sensed he was choosing his words carefully. “Tearing her out of the grave in order to manipulate you, push you in the direction he wants you to go …” He swallowed heavily. “Were it me … with even a ghost of the person I loved hanging like a specter just out of reach … I don’t feel I would be as resolute as you are.” He pushed the wide sleeves of his robes together, joining his hands beneath them as he walked, keeping pace with Cyrus by making his steps long.


  “Have you ever lost anyone like that?” Cyrus asked. “I mean, in the days before Sanctuary?” He felt sure he knew the answer.


  “I lost almost my entire family,” Ryin said softly. “In my youth.” He stared at the far horizon, the sun glaring orange beneath the peaks of the mountains. “I was not as young as you were when you ended up in the Society,” he said quickly. “I was nearly a man, and had been in training with the Circle of Thorns for many years when a pox ran through our village. My father, mother, one of my younger sisters … all gone.” He blinked and looked down at the dust ahead. “It happened very quickly. There was no hint it was coming in their letters, just a … a notice one day from the neighbors delivered to me by the head of League, and I was off to their house to, well, to bury them and decide what to do next.”


  “You said one of your younger sisters died,” Cyrus said. “Was there another?”


  “Indeed,” he said with a swift nod. “She was in a League as well at the time, training with the Commonwealth of Arcanists. She now works for a transport company moving freight through teleportation spells at a high price. She lives in Fertiss now, managed to escape the Confederation at the start of the war with the dark elves and never came back.” He shrugged. “It hardly matters where a wizard hangs her hat, after all, since she can get anywhere she needs in short order and her job entails traveling mostly between portals at any rate.” He turned solemn, looking at the purpling sky. “It was to her house that I ran when Sanctuary fell.”


  “Those you lost,” Cyrus said, trudging along. “If the chance had come up, if you had an opportunity to see them again, even in a … a blank and unknowing form, where they couldn’t recall your name, your face, the … the touch of your hand …” Cyrus’s voice strained, “you would still consider throwing all you stood for in order to—what? Have that, that shell …” Revulsion washed through him like the waters of the sea running over the deck of Tempestus’s ship, “… to have that back?”


  “Yes,” Ryin said without hesitation. “I don’t know that I would take it, but … I would consider it at least.”


  “Well, I’ve considered it,” Cyrus said, thinking once more about the blond locks in sunlight, of the image of her riding through the gates of Sanctuary, and he felt a sharp seizure in his chest, as though his breath had hung there. “And my conclusion is that … whatever Bellarum has brought back … she would loathe him, if she knew what he’d done with her. To her.” His voice hardened. “She would hate him, and hate me for gambling on his good graces and mercy in hopes of—of holding to a fragment of her at the cost of my honor, my decency, my …” He swallowed hard. “Of everything she saw change in me that she wanted changed.”


  “I understand,” Ryin said softly. He did not look at Cyrus. “I might feel the same were I in your—” He broke off as his gaze swept the horizon, and the fading light broke over their destination. “What—what in the absolute hell …?”


  Cyrus might have beamed had he not just dragged his emotions through the dark place in which he had spent so much time of late. He tried to cast it off, to seize on what lay ahead instead, to blow on the embers of the excitement that he had felt when they’d started on this journey. Every step carried him forward, some of it against his will, old memories pulled along with him and unearthed …


  Just as the den of Ashan’agar, ahead of them and now in sight, had been unearthed.


  “You—you—you madman!” Vaste called, hurrying up behind him to look over the hole in the ground where rock and boulder had once collapsed into the earth. “What have you done?”


  “I paid dwarven miners a small fortune to excavate the Den of Ashan’agar,” Cyrus said, a little smugly.


  It was all laid out before them, the place where the Dragonlord had burst forth from the ground to claim his kingdom. When last Cyrus had seen it, it was a sunken indentation, like a pit, rock and debris all fallen in. It had seemed an impossible task, removing all that rubble in order to unearth that which lay beneath, and yet …


  “Here we are,” Cyrus said in a whisper and steered them toward the largest tent in the small encampment, where he knew Keearyn would be waiting.


  “My Lord Davidon!” Keearyn said as Cyrus approached. The dwarf had been resting on a camp chair near a fire that had been out of sight of them on the approach. His kinsmen were behind him, also ringed around the flames, and they all scrambled to their feet as he strode up. Some of them saluted, some held themselves stiffly, and one nearly knocked himself over when he swung a hand up to his forehead.


  Cyrus cringed at the sight of the dwarf who almost flattened himself, then shifted his gaze back to Keearyn. “I heard you finished the job.”


  “I did indeed,” Keearyn said with a nod. “Just a few days past, M’lord. I tried to get word to you, but—”


  “I’m hard to get ahold of these days,” Cyrus said. “Where are the, uh …?”


  “This way, this way,” Keearyn said, beckoning forward as he shot off into the grand tent, then paused to hold the flap wide behind him, seeming like he might tear himself in two in his excitement to show Cyrus what he’d done.


  Cyrus paused, glancing over at the crater, the immense hole in the earth. Scaffolding led down into the pit, a slow spiraling circle that disappeared at the opposite rim of the crater. I stand before so many craters these days, it seems—as though I leave nothing but devastation behind me where I tread. He straightened, standing on his tiptoes for a moment to peer at the hole in the earth. Somewhere down there, I saw her for the first time, in the darkness. He felt a delicate spear push into his heart, and he let his heels fall, shaking his head and hurrying onward to the waiting tent and the dwarf within.


  Cyrus took up the flap, nodding for the others to follow him. Vaste was glowing already; he knew what was coming. From the look in his eyes, Scuddar seemed to understand as well, but Mendicant and Longwell seemed greatly perplexed. Ryin, for his part, seemed carefully neutral.


  “Here they are, here they are!” Keearyn squealed as Cyrus came into the tent. A wooden table sat in the center of the canvas structure, and it was filled with shining metal weapons.


  “Mother of Air,” Ryin whispered.


  Mendicant strained, unable to see the table’s top from where he stood. “What … what is it?”


  “A bounty,” Scuddar said knowingly.


  “Master of nothing? I think not. I’m going to call you the master of secrets,” Vaste said, a hint of admiration in the admonishment.


  “I … I don’t think I understand,” Longwell said, his face twisted in confusion and his lance still held close at his side.


  “Then allow me to explain it to you,” Cyrus said, stepping carefully over to the table.


  “Dramatically, of course,” Vaste said. “Because you must have been working on this a very long time—”


  “A year or so?” Cyrus tried to remember when he’d commissioned this task.


  “—and you wouldn’t want to waste a single drop of surprise,” the troll finished.


  “I will … leave you to this,” Keearyn said, bowing his way out of the tent as Cyrus stared at the table, deciding which one to pick first. It was not a difficult choice.


  “Get over here, you massive lump,” Cyrus said to Vaste, picking up a staff from the table, ebony wood and tall enough even for a troll to handle. He held it up between them. Vaste sidled over, looking at it as though it were going to turn into a snake at any moment and strike him. “Get rid of that stupid spear-staff, will you?” Cyrus tossed the new staff to him lightly, and Vaste caught it, one-handed. He gave it a long look, and then let his white wood spear-staff fall to the earth without even a glance. “I give you …” Cyrus said, smiling.


  “Drama,” Vaste muttered.


  “… Letum,” Cyrus said, not slowing in the least, “The Staff of Death.”


  “Don’t think this makes up for all the years you forgot my birthday,” Vaste said, unable to tear his eyes off the black staff. He hesitated, twirling it in a wide circle. It churned the air, creating a breeze that billowed the fabric of the tent. “But it’s a damned good start.” He backed away, admiring his new weapon as if taking his eyes off it might let it disappear.


  “Scuddar,” Cyrus said, and the desert man came forward calmly. Cyrus picked up the next weapon from the table and held it in his hand. Time seemed to slow around him, as it did when Praelior was in his grasp. It was shaped similarly to Scuddar’s present sword, but it had a jeweled hilt and the broad blade carried a yellow tinge of magic. “I give you … Ventus, the Scimitar of Air.” He held out the weapon and Scuddar took it in his dark hand, testing the weight, swinging it to the side experimentally.


  “This is a princely gift,” Scuddar said, the cadence of his words careful, slow enough that he only appeared to be speaking slightly faster than normal.


  “It seemed appropriate for its new bearer,” Cyrus said with a smile as Scuddar stepped back. “Ryin?”


  Ryin took a step forward, looking struck dumb, as though he felt so utterly out of place as to be in the wrong land entirely. “I …”


  “Shhhh,” Cyrus said and picked up the staff. It glowed as though its tip were aflame, but when Cyrus touched it, there was no heat. He regarded it carefully then slapped it down in the druid’s hand. “Torris … the Scepter of Fire.”


  Ryin stared at the weapon and then shuffled back, his lips parted in awe. He held it, staring at it, cradling it, but saying nothing.


  “Longwell,” Cyrus said, and the dragoon stepped forth hesitantly. “I know you favor that mystical lance of yours, but …” He picked up the next weapon, long and ungainly to his eyes, but practically weightless in his hand, its heft perfect. He flipped it gracefully around and offered the end to Longwell, leaving the sharp point aimed at himself. It had a broad head that came to a delicate point, lacking the wide tri-point that Longwell’s present weapon had. “Amnis … the Spear of Water.”


  Longwell took up its end and held it, then his words came out too speedily to comprehend. He paused for less than a second, then said, more slowly, “This is … a godly weapon?”


  “Yes,” Cyrus said. “All of these are.”


  “Huh,” Longwell said, and then looked up. “I have to go test this out.” And he beat a path to the flap of the tent and was gone as if a breeze had carried him away.


  “Mendicant,” Cyrus said, and the goblin stepped out from behind Vaste’s legs. Cyrus had watched him, hiding, for the last few minutes. “You know what’s coming, don’t you?”


  “I don’t dare to believe,” Mendicant said quietly. “These … these last days … when you gave me no task … I … I feared you had no confidence in me to do … to do … anything.”


  “I have great confidence in you,” Cyrus said, picking up the next weapon. It had a broad head, suitable for smashing skulls, if need be. Picking it up left only one more on the table, but Cyrus ignored that one for now. “And I do have a task for you.” He lifted the weapon in his hand and then extended it so that the goblin could take it up. The metal on the weapon glistened a dark color, with an occasional sparkle like mineral veins illuminated in a dark cave. “I give you Terrenus … the Hammer of Earth.” He knelt down to bring it closer to Mendicant, and the goblin hovered, seemingly scared to take up the weapon. “And with this, I give you a task. You are to go to your people and show them that you’ve reclaimed their birthright … and …” Cyrus hesitated, for this was the part he dreaded, “… and you are to convince as many as you can … to join us in this battle.” He paused. “I know it will be difficult, given that Rotan is your—”


  “It will not be difficult,” Mendicant said, raising his eyes to Cyrus. “Rotan has done nothing for us. The Imperium rose in his name and oppressed my people for countless years. All that while he was silent, not a word of protest. You felled the Imperium, and now you have returned …” He wrapped his clawed fingers around the hammer, “… you have returned to us what we thought lost.” His voice cracked. “I will rally my people to you, Cyrus Davidon. I will tell them what comes, and they will join us in this battle.” The goblin sniffled, and started to cast a spell. “You have my word.” He disappeared in a blaze of light.


  “Well, now the theater is done,” Ryin said, “I want to go test out my new toy as well.” And he turned and walked out, holding the staff reverently.


  “I as well, I suppose,” said Scuddar, though he was much more measured and graceful in his departure.


  “Don’t you want to go test out your new weapon?” Cyrus asked, watching Vaste, who had seemed to settle one eye on Letum and one on Cyrus.


  “Oh, definitely,” Vaste said, “but first I just wanted to say … I see you over there, looking at that last weapon, without anyone to claim it. I see you, and I know what you’re thinking.”


  Cyrus glanced at the last weapon. “Do you? Figured it out, have you?”


  “It’s not exactly alchemy,” the troll replied. “Ferocis, right? You always wanted it, and now it’s yours for the taking.”


  “Then I guess,” Cyrus said, dropping a hand on the blade remaining and lifting it up before him, “I better take it.” He swung it wide, careful to miss the poles holding the tent up. It had a broad blade, much broader than Praelior’s. He imagined it cutting through limb and neck, severing heads from his enemies. Just one last enemy, really …


  “Now you have two swords again,” Vaste said. “Planning to give one of them away?”


  “No,” Cyrus said, settling his new blade in his hand. It fit perfectly, like it had been molded just for him, just for his use, even though he knew it had not.


  “Come on,” Vaste said. “Just say it.” Cyrus stared at him, unknowing. “I heard you, giving the full names of the weapons, you and your dramatics. I know you want to say it, so … say it.” He leaned in. “It’s just the two of us, after all.”


  Cyrus smiled thinly. The triumph felt hollow save for the chance it might give them in the battle ahead. “Fine. I claim this weapon as my own in hopes that it will guide my hand in severing the head of its previous owner—Ferocis, the Warblade of Bellarum.”
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  We ransacked the depot’s armory in a rush, my urgency filtering through to my new army—or old army, I suppose. They hurriedly put on the armor of Protanian guards, admiring themselves when covered from neck to boots in the protection of those we had thought gods when first we encountered them. They’d been unstoppable, and had destroyed our army, rendering us captives with greatest ease. Now we wore their accouterments.


  “How do I look in this?” Varren asked as I put on the breastplate. I had already secured the links of mail that covered the small cracks in the armor, and put on the greaves and boots. The breastplate fit tightly around my chest, snug but not terrible. It felt safe, as though it would protect me from the damage I suspected was soon to come my way.


  I turned to look at Varren, chainmail draped over him, overflowing past his wrists. “I think you might have taken mail intended for a much larger man,” I said, putting it as diplomatically as I could.


  “I thought so, but I wasn’t entirely sure.” He pulled it over his head and let it slough off to the ground with a rattle that blended in with the sounds of men clanking their armor, butting it together to test its sturdiness, and even laughing about wearing it at all.


  I grunted and turned back to my task, fitting my armor back on. “You going to go home after this?” Varren asked out of the blue.


  I turned and saw him staring at me, waiting for the answer. “I expect I will,” I said, ignoring the gnawing feeling of worry about what was to come before we could even consider that moment. “Even if we succeed here, I don’t think there’s much of a long-term future for humans in a land where we were so recently slaves.”


  “I like the land here,” Varren said, shrugging. “The guards here were nicer than at the camp, and they’d talk to us sometimes. Told me about a place south of here, a little to the west, flat lands as far as the eye can see.”


  “Sounds like the steppes north of Enrant Monge,” I said, looking at the helms. They didn’t much appeal to me, so I passed and started to fit one of the belts to my waist, sliding Aterum’s scabbard on first.


  “I guess they’re flatter than that,” Varren said. “Greener, too.” He stared off into the distance. “I’d like to see that. Maybe I’ll stick around after it’s all over with, make my way down there.” He chortled. “It’s not like Luukessia has great need of Varren Perdamun’s services at the moment.” He stopped, and a trace of regret shadowed across his features. “Or ever.”


  “Well, I could use your service right now,” I said, strapping the belt tight. I paused, looking over what I had left—an extra sword that I had no scabbard for. I didn’t know how to fight with two anyway. “Uhh, would you like this weapon?” I asked him, regretting it as soon as the words left my mouth. I held out Rodanthar to him, the reservations about giving away Chavoron’s blade raising themselves as soon as I’d extended the offer. This had been the blade of my mentor, the man who’d taught me more about life and leadership than any other I’d known.


  “It looks a fair sight better than the ones on the rack over there,” Varren said with an easy grin, taking it gingerly from my hands. The moment it was gone, so too was the regret. Chavoron had given me many things, and a sword I couldn’t even use was the least of the ones I would remember him for.


  “Good fortune with that,” I said as he swung it, the blade whistling through the air. “It’s a powerful weapon—”


  “Tmabtit!” he said, his words speeding as I looked to see him moving at a speed beyond belief. He slowed down, carefully threading the blade through his belt. He looked at me, breathless. “That sword is incredible! It was like you were moving in water and I was watching you from without as you tried to power through.” He put his hand on the blade again. “Amzg!”


  “You might have to talk slower to make yourself understood with that in hand,” I said, pulling away from him. I took up the helm that looked least appalling and readied it. It looked a little like a bucket with a rounded end. “No wonder the guards never wear these,” I muttered to myself, and with a sigh, placed it over my head. I could see through the single slit with my one eye perfectly well, and there was a square-sized place for me to speak. It left my chin unguarded, but that made it less stifling than a helm that would have covered my mouth entirely.


  “You look … knightly,” Curatio said, sizing me up as I came over to him, clad in the armor that was to become my signature for all the years stretching forth from that moment. “Are you ready?”


  “I am,” I said, and saw that the men were quiet, waiting, only a few laggards still struggling into their armor. “Let’s go.”
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  “I’m not exactly sure why you’re wanting me along on this excursion,” Calene Raverle said, looking much like a mouse hanging from a cat’s mouth. Cyrus was leading her along through the streets of Reikonos, not looking back to see the fearful expression she wore whenever she was uncertain of something. “I don’t think I add much of anything, and our army’s busy gathering outside the walls—


  “The army will be fine without us for a few minutes,” Cyrus said patiently, ignoring her objections. He tried diligently not to look at the other person he’d brought on this errand, but it was difficult, even though she was studiously avoiding his attention as well. “It’s a short stop. You won’t miss anything.”


  “It’s not that I’m worried about missing anything—” Calene started again.


  “Then quit your squawking,” Aisling said sharply from her place next to Cyrus, her patience running out faster than his.


  “How far away are we?” Cyrus asked. They were moving through a side street not far from the docks, with horses, donkeys and countless wagons and carts clogging the roads. The reconstruction of Reikonos was in full swing—again.


  “I can’t recall having been to this particular apothecary before,” Aisling said dryly, “so I don’t know exactly. If you’d told me you needed poison before we left Sovar, I could have procured whatever you wanted from my usual suppliers.”


  “You use enough poison to need a regular supplier?” Calene asked.


  “Yes,” Aisling said simply. “I assassinate people, see. And even when I fight in a regular battle, I often coat my blades in poison in order to make the fight easier.”


  “I didn’t know that,” Calene said softly.


  “I did,” Cyrus said, drawing a slit-eyed look from Aisling that caused an old scar in his back to tingle with imaginary pain. “Through hard experience.”


  “So you think you’re going to poison Bellarum?” Calene asked, voice still a little shaky with nerves.


  Well, this isn’t going to help … Cyrus thought. “No,” he said, “you are.”


  Calene missed a step and gasped as she stumbled on the cobblestone road. Cyrus paused and turned, Aisling mirroring his motion with a fluid grace even as annoyance flashed across her face. “Me?” Calene asked, recovering her footing and pointing at herself. “You want me to …” She looked around them as if seeking out eavesdroppers, then lowered her voice, “… poison the God of War?”


  Cyrus made motion to look around him, then leaned in closer to her, mimicking her move. “Yes,” he whispered loudly.


  “With my claws?” she asked, pulling up Fulmenar questioningly.


  “With an arrow, actually,” Cyrus said, resuming his path. Aisling, as always, led him in his motion.


  “I don’t know who you think I am,” Calene said, and she hurried to catch up to the two of them, “but you’ve got the wrong ranger. I’m not Martaina. Bellarum … he’s only got those two measly eye-holes where he glares with those glowing coal-eyes. I can’t plant an arrow in there!”


  “Sure you can,” Cyrus said. “I believe in you.”


  “You’re not even looking at me as you say that!” Calene called at him as they came around a corner onto an alleyway with dark eaves hanging over it, casting the street in shadow. “I’m not feeling the confidence!”


  “You’ll get there,” Aisling tossed over her shoulder without looking back. She lowered her voice and checked Calene’s position relative to them. Apparently satisfied with the ranger’s distance, she whispered, “Is your mind on the battle? Or elsewhere?”


  “Those eye holes are an inch by an inch or I’m the cousin of an elephant,” Calene said. “And he’s encased in metal all around the rest of him, not a sign of godly flesh peeking out for a poke …”


  “There are flaws in every suit of armor,” Cyrus called back encouragingly. “All you need do is find them.” Directing his attention to Aisling, he asked, “Where else would my mind be?”


  “On Vara’s resurrected body being used for any whim of the God of War,” Aisling said, looking at him out of the corner of her eye.


  Cyrus did not miss a step, but only barely. He felt a full rising of his stomach, revulsion clawing up from within, and he could not control his facial reaction, which blossomed into disgust. “I wasn’t thinking about that until you said it.”


  “Well, brace yourself,” Aisling said, “because if we happen to start winning, Bellarum will say or do anything to throw you back a step.”


  “I didn’t miss a single one just now,” Cyrus said tautly, the sheer rage roiling his belly at the thought she’d just planted yet to subside.


  “I just threw the nastiest insinuation I could think of at you,” Aisling said. “I expect the God of War can do worse.”


  “He can do worse with an arrow in his eye and a sword up his arse,” Cyrus said as Aisling danced in front of him to open a door beneath a ragged wooden sign that swung gently above them. She held it open for him and he stared at her for a moment before stepping through, turning his back to her as he did so.


  “So you trust me now,” she said, apparently catching the significance of his action.


  “Have for a while,” Cyrus said, not deigning to turn back as he said it, and instead sauntering up to the apothecary’s counter.


  Aisling slunk up next to him, and a moment later the door rattled to herald the entry of Calene. “I need to inquire about some of your more … alchemical compositions,” Aisling said slyly. Cyrus watched, frowning.


  “I’m afraid I don’t understand,” the apothecary said, with an unfailing smile.


  “I thought we were here about poisons?” Calene asked, arriving at the counter with all the subtlety of a southern rhinoceros that had found its way through the Heia Pass into an elven town.


  The apothecary looked right at Cyrus, lips pulled tight into a pinprick of an O. “Yes,” Cyrus said, knowing the man recognized him. “That’s what we’re here about. For the battle coming up.”


  “I see,” the apothecary said. He touched his chin with nervous fingers. “Ahh … I worry that perhaps my sale to you of these items might provoke a—”


  “The gods tried to destroy Reikonos a few months ago,” Cyrus said flatly. “If they didn’t destroy your shop, it wasn’t because they weren’t trying to, it was because we stopped them. Do you fancy the idea of letting them have another go at it? Because should we fall, they will.”


  The apothecary blinked at them, then a nervous smile spread across his face. “Whatever you require, my friends. My humble stores are at your command.”


  “I’ll need some hemlock, some nightshade,” Aisling said. “And do you have any arsenic?”


  Calene listened, her face tightly puckered with anxiety. “You … you really do know these things.”


  “I have all of those on hand, yes,” the apothecary said primly. “Is there anything else?”


  “Isn’t that enough?” Aisling asked.


  “Perhaps one more thing,” Cyrus said, and slid a piece of parchment across the counter. The apothecary picked it up and held it nearly to his nose, trying to read the small, scratched print.


  “Ah,” he said at last, and looked at Cyrus. “Yes, I have some—”


  “Good,” Cyrus said simply, cutting him off before he spoke it aloud. “Gather them all up.” He reached into the coinpurse at his side and pulled out a hand full of gold coins, letting them fall upon the counter carefully. The apothecary’s eyes grew large. “For your trouble.”


  The apothecary nodded once, and then vanished into a small doorway behind the counter. Cyrus watched him go in silence, and heard him bustling in the back room, the rattle of glass containers being clinked together.


  “What was on the paper?” Calene asked. Aisling, wordlessly, held out her hand, and the ranger reached out. Aisling dropped something small into it, and Cyrus watched as Calene brought up the small scrap of parchment. “How did you—?” She shook her head and unfolded the parchment, reading Cyrus’s note to the apothecary. “What the f—?”


  “Shhhh,” Cyrus said, and pointed upward. Ears all around, but eyes everywhere? That’s the question.


  “Clever,” Aisling said.


  “I can be clever sometimes,” Cyrus said, taking up the note from Calene and scorching it with a fire spell into cinder and ash. “We should have all the poisons we need.”


  “Yeah, but you still need me to do something that’s well nigh impossible for someone who’s not lived a thousand years with their bow in hand,” Calene said, and her hands shook.


  Cyrus looked at the poor ranger for a moment, and then shifted his gaze to Aisling. She was watching him cannily, and then he looked back to Calene. “I believe in the people around me. I believe that when it comes to impossible tasks, they’ll find a way. That they’ll stand up of their own initiative and realize that it doesn’t matter how it gets done, only that we do it.” He laid a hand on Calene’s shoulder. “Do you understand?”


  “I—uhm, I—” Calene said, her head still bowed. “Well, I’ll, uh—I’ll certainly give it my best shot, even though those eye holes are … well, they’re awfully tiny …”


  Aisling nodded once. “All that matters is getting the job done, Calene.”


  “Then I guess I’ll, uh … see to it,” she said, but Cyrus could hear the fear in her voice. He didn’t feel it one bit, though. We’re coming for you, Bellarum, he thought. And he knew that somehow, this job, like every other that Sanctuary had taken on, would get done.
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  My little army took to the skies and watched, buffeted by the winds of the gathering storm, catching sight of the first herd of humans being shepherded along the roads only a few blocks north of the depot. Their destination was obvious, snaking the slow course southeast toward the Coliseum. I watched and took slow breaths of the cool night air, readying myself for what I knew was the first fight of many this night.


  “Five guards,” Curatio said, “a hundred or so humans.” He stood beside me, looking down. “This should be … perhaps not an easy fight, but exceedingly winnable. A fine start.”


  “And we have to start somewhere, I suppose.” I drew another sharp breath.


  Curatio eyed me carefully. “If I may offer some humble advice?”


  I gave him a worried glance of my own. I could feel bile rising in my throat. My army was parked behind us, torn between watching me and the guards below. “What’s that?”


  “Be not afraid,” Curatio said. He reached into his cloak, his hand emerging with a small flask, flat and smithed with a lid that twisted off. He offered it to me and I took it, sipping deeply. Whatever it was, it burned on the way down and I coughed. “Your fear,” he said quietly, “is showing.”


  “It always shows before a battle,” I said under my breath, assured that with his hearing, he was perfectly aware of what I was saying, even under the rumble of thunder that crackled through the sky. “I … haven’t been in that many, and it clutches at me every time, as though I’ve trapped an animal in my belly and it hungers to get out.”


  “Your men watch you,” Curatio said carefully, giving a significant look backwards. “They look to you. I tell you, ‘Be not afraid,’ for if you show it, it will spread to them.”


  “How do you just … stop being afraid?” I asked, hanging on for his answer, hoping it would give me peace.


  “Believe in what you’re doing,” Curatio said. “Enough that you’d be willing to die for it. That’s the simplest way, and other thoughts are not worthy of contemplation. Do you believe in what you’re doing?”


  “Yes,” I said, and felt the little fire of conviction in my heart burn through me as I looked down again at the humans being marched below us. They were dead if we did not act.


  “Then let us be about this business,” Curatio said, and he nodded at the flask in my hand. “And you might as well take another drink to speed things along, perhaps a slightly heavier dose this time, just to be sure.” I took another drink, and by his advice made it a whole mouthful. It burned and I nearly snorted, choking as I hurried to get it down my gullet. It burned like flames had been lit down my chest, sinking slowly toward my belly where it warmed me.


  Varren chuckled as he moved up next to me. “I suppose they serve the smooth table wine in Enrant Monge, not the stuff that catches fire down your throat.”


  “Aye,” I said, once I recovered a bit. “I’m not used to … that.” I felt it warm me all the way through, and I hoped it would aid the courage that flagged in me as I stood on the precipice of action.


  “Here’s some news that’ll cheer you,” Varren said. “You remember that salty little dandy that opposed you at every turn?”


  I thought about it for a second before the answer came. “Olivier?”


  “Yeah, him,” Varren said. “Well, he got picked up by another house around about the time we got moved. House Urides, has their home outside the city somewhere,” he waved a hand to the south. “Their master came and got him, gave him a new nickname when he picked him up.” Varren chuckled, obviously trying to restrain his laughter for the punchline. “You know what he called him? Pretnam!” At this, Varren dissolved into laughter, slapping his own knee. He looked up at me, waiting for me to get it. “You know what ‘pretnam’ means in Protanian, right?”


  “It means ‘lower than dung,’” I said, feeling a swell of pity for my friend Olivier—Pretnam Urides now, apparently. “I don’t expect he’ll have an easy life.” For that moment, I felt truly sorry that I had dragged him into this.


  “We go when they execute a turn on that corner,” I said, pointing down at the herd of slaves in their march. They were nearing a crossroads, and it seemed a perfect time to attack their flank, when the guards at the fore would be out of sight of the guards at the rear. With luck, we would take them before half their number even realized what was happening.


  “A sound idea,” Curatio said, nodding, as he took back the flask and sipped from it himself.


  I looked around, and saw Jena off to the side, a little distance away from my men. She had her cloak wrapped tightly around her, bundled against the chill air at these heights. “I’ll be back in a moment; call the attack if I don’t get back in time to do so myself, all right?” I waited for Curatio’s nod, then turned and strode off through the empty air to Jena.


  She took note of my approach when I was only a few feet away, and graced me with a weary smile. “Hello.”


  “Hello,” I replied, rather lamely, and halted when I was but a few inches from her. I could feel her warmth, but she looked tired, like she was holding herself up through sheer will alone. “How do you fare?”


  “Weary, but ready, my blood up for what comes,” she said, though she suppressed a yawn. “This will be a long fight. A long night.”


  “Aye,” I said, nodding. I caught her eyes and looked away shyly. “I need to … before we do this I … I haven’t told you how I truly feel about you.”


  “And you need not,” she said, cutting over me, “at least not now.” I looked up in surprise. “There is much to be done,” she said, "and we have so little time.” She leaned forward, putting her forehead against my chin. “Tell me all you wish—after. For now, though … concentrate on freeing these slaves.” She pulled back, and I saw a faint light of hope mingled with regret in her eyes. “You are the one who will redeem what we have done all these long years. This empire … even the ones who seek to undo our wrongs have lost their way, lost their minds. Avarice clouds them, and you must provide the clarity until they can see again.” She put a hand on my chest, running it along my new armor. “You have to save your people, and save us—save us all from what we’ve done, what is being done …”


  “The attack is now!” Curatio shouted, and I looked at him, raising his mace high, and dropping it before he commenced his run, down to the column below.


  “Go,” Jena said, giving me a gentle shove. “Go, let us finish this thing, and we will talk later.”


  I looked into her tired eyes and could not argue. I simply obeyed, hurrying after Curatio, joining him at the fore of the fight as we swooped down out of the skies above Sennshann for what would prove to be the first of so many fights to free the slaves.
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  The ragged plains outside the wall of Reikonos were filled; men and women and horses and all the other machinery of battle stretching as far as Cyrus’s eye could see. He hovered slightly above it all, examining his army in a detached manner, not really thinking of it as his but as a sort of tableau heretofore unseen. The signs of the siege of Reikonos were visible in the still-upturned earth, even three years later, but the assemblage of armies covered over most of it, leaving Cyrus to wonder what sign his army would leave upon the place they were traveling to conquer.


  Total devastation, I hope.


  “This is the largest army ever assembled,” Quinneria said with a quiet breath, standing at his side. She’d snuck up on him when he was paying no attention, not that he minded.


  Cyrus looked into the distance again, surveying all before him. She was right, of course, as mothers were wont to be. He could see the Luukessian cavalry on the flank, their horses milling, their lines unprepared. The Reikonos Guard was assembled as well, their cheap armor and helms catching the glare of the midday sun. The rest of the Confederation’s armies were assembled beyond them. Cyrus harbored no illusions about the effectiveness of guards over professional soldiers, but he was glad to have them nonetheless.


  The elves were lined up beyond, their glistening helms and flawless breastplates spurring something like a dull ache as his eye slid over them quickly. The elves of Amti were there, too, a little ways off from their brethren, the divide between them obvious and unsurprising given all that had come between them. The gnomes were just beyond them, in a tightly packed cluster that took up considerably less space than the other armies.


  “I’m surprised the dwarves came,” Quinneria said.


  “Maybe they just didn’t want to be left out,” Cyrus said, his gaze flitting over the dwarven army in their fine armor, dark steel not shining nearly as much as others. They stood in the shadow of the trolls, who numbered roughly half as many as the gnomes and probably took up eight times the space. The dark elven armies were assembled just beyond, an uncomfortable line between the forces of the Sovereignty and those of the trolls. I suppose last time they fought together it didn’t end very amicably …


  “Mendicant appears to have delivered on your request,” she said, and at this he nodded once more. The goblins were here, their new spellcasters marked by their robes while the goblin warriors wore armor and carried weapons. So unlike how they were when we invaded Enterra, Cyrus thought, remembering the feeling of claws sinking into his flesh.


  “Not everyone has shown up,” Cyrus said somberly, tearing his eyes from the massive assemblage stretching across the fields. Endeavor and Burnt Offerings were nearest to him, at the vanguard, their experienced armies ready to lead the charge.


  “Yet,” she said. “They may yet arrive, or join us there.”


  “They may,” Cyrus said with a nod. The heat was permeating through his armor. Fall might have arrived according to the calendar, but he did not feel its breath in the air, nor as much as a hint of the winter that would follow behind it. “But we can’t wait to see. The hour is at hand.” He raised his voice, casting a spell on his throat to magnify it across the armies before him. “We depart in five minutes. Make ready.”


  There was a shuffle of movement, and he saw them lining up, straightening into their formations. He felt a dull pang of worry; he’d never coordinated a battle of this size, nor did he intend to now. He had his plans, but each army had its own general. He looked at the last infantry of his own, the small remainder of the Sanctuary army. He knew others who had left had found their way into the ranks of those before him; he’d spoken to a few of them who had stepped forth to offer condolences and apologies for leaving in Sanctuary’s hour of need. He’d taken them as graciously as he could, but with little feeling to offer of his own. His stomach was not the tense knot it might have been only a month earlier if he’d prepared to wage a battle of this size.


  Because one way or another … this ends today.


  “This is the last moment, then,” Quinneria said, and Cyrus looked over at her with a hint of surprise. “Before we begin.”


  “Aye,” Cyrus said.


  “Then there is something I should tell you,” Quinneria said. “A matter of little consequence, but … something you should know nonetheless.”


  Cyrus felt a faint stiffening in his muscles. “No last-minute pre-battle confessions, please, Mother.”


  She gave him a weary, motherly look. “I am far too old, and have seen too many battles, not to acknowledge mortality when I go running toward death. I want to tell you of your familial history.” She looked down below, where Zarnn stood stiffly, Rodanthar in his hand, ready for the fight. “I want to tell you how your father came to possess that sword.”


  “All right,” Cyrus said, resigning himself in the face of an argument he had not the strength to fight.


  “Your father’s father,” she began, “was a storied warrior in his time, though Rusyl never knew how long your grandfather lived. I was forced to look back, to crawl through the historical records, in order to research the name of Davidon. I came across a most curious series of accounts that placed your father’s father—Varren Davidon—at battles several thousand years before he should have been born. He was a humble man but a great warrior, and he made his mark upon those fights, and made it well, his sword drawn into sketches done by historians, descriptions included in their tales. At some point I realized that Varren Davidon disappeared into the past, and the stories recounted another hero—Varren Perdamun, who looked almost exactly the same by account, and who carried the same sword—all the way back to the days of the War of the Gods.” She smiled, wistful. “He was one of the members of Requiem who fought by Alaric’s side to save the humans who went on to found the Confederation.”


  Cyrus felt strangely lightheaded. “Did … did you ever meet him?”


  “I did,” she said, nodding. “Though I did not discover these details about him until after he died. He never told us his age; Rusyl never had cause to ask, for his father aged like a normal man after he gave up his sword to his son.” She pointed to Praelior. “Those weapons you carry … they may have powers that you cannot predict.”


  Cyrus pulled Ferocis out of his belt and looked over the wide blade with a steady eye. The dark metal glinted in the sunlight. “Immortality?”


  “I doubt it,” she said. “More likely they slow the effects of aging on the body, the spell-magic imbued in the blade granting a resurgence of vitality that acts as a bulwark against the ravages of time. Age and death can certainly come for one carrying a weapon given that boon, it just comes more slowly.”


  He looked at the sword, and then at his mother. “Why do you tell me this?”


  “Because I know,” she whispered, “I know that you intend to end yourself one way or another, and I tell you … you need not. You can live … so long … after all this.”


  “I don’t know why I’d want to,” he said.


  She started to answer, her lips parting, a great fear in her eyes, but Mendicant arrived before she could say what was on her mind, the goblin at the vanguard of the others, rising into the air above to join him before their departure.


  “I have done as you asked, Lord Davidon,” Mendicant said, his hand holding tight to Terrenus, a swagger in his step that Cyrus had never seen from the wizard before.


  “Indeed you have,” Cyrus said, feeling a clutching thread of emotion in his throat that he ignored, blinking away from his mother’s gaze; he saw the tears in her eyes and did not want to speak to them. “I expected nothing less from you.”


  “I hope you expected less from me,” Terian said, rising up to join them with the others. “I would hate to have you think that I was going to somehow over deliver going into what is sure to become a mad melee of slaughter.”


  “I’ve come to count on you entirely too much, I think,” Cyrus said, looking away from the Sovereign of Saekaj. “You’ve almost become like a bro—”


  “Stop right there,” Terian said. “I won’t have you mark me out for special death right before we teleport into the Realm of War.” He snorted. “Telling me how you feel about me, hmph! Is there any surer way to get me killed than that?”


  Cyrus froze. Any one of them could die, and there’s nothing I can do about it. “I won’t say it, then.” He looked around the small circle that had formed; Ryin was there, his new scepter in hand, flames jumping from the tip. He was biting his lower lip and looked somewhat anxious. “My affection is for all of you, and Bellarum knows it. He could reach out his hand for anyone, at any time.” Cyrus took a deep breath, and saw J’anda lingering with his staff, Rasnareke, close at hand, staring down at the troops below. “If we’re very lucky,” Cyrus went on, “perhaps he’ll just reach out his hand for me and leave the rest of you to fight the battle.”


  “You against the God of War alone,” Vaste said quietly. “That hasn’t gone very well the last few times you’ve attempted it.”


  “I guess I’ll have to try something different this time,” Cyrus said with a wan smile. “You all know your tasks. Whatever lies beyond this next spell, let us attack relentlessly until we cannot safely do so, then let us defend each other with all our strength. The God of War is no amateur tactician, and he won’t suffer stupid generals, so it’s time to take everything we’ve learned, all that we’ve done in these last eight years …” Cyrus swallowed heavily, “… and teach the God of War how it’s waged.”


  “This is it, then,” Calene said. The ranger’s breath came quickly, almost out of control.


  “This is it,” Scuddar agreed and put a hand on her shoulder. She looked at his eyes, and her breathing slowed.


  “If anyone else has anything to say,” Longwell said, “now’s the time to say it.”


  “I have one thing to say,” came a quiet, familiar voice from behind Cyrus. He turned and was surprised to see Cattrine Tiernan standing there, her brown hair whipping in the wind, green eyes flashing. She looked at each of them and said, “Win this last battle, please. For all of us who cannot fight … please. Win.”


  “If this doesn’t go well … see that the dark elves take care of my horse for me,” Cyrus said to her, and then gave the nod to Quinneria, who started to cast the spell. He cast a spell of his own to raise his voice, and shouted, “Together we go!” across the largest army ever seen in Arkaria. He did not spare a look back as the spell magic flashed around him, dragging him away from the lands he protected and into the greatest—and possibly last—battle of his life.
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  Alaric


   


  I lost count of how many humans we freed. There were so many and they were so huddled and desperate. I led them through the streets, stopping and peeling off with some of my army whenever we caught sight of another. We would free the humans and then rejoin the mighty, ever-expanding horde that we were creating, until finally we had grown so large in numbers, and the hour was so late, that I had to shepherd them to the Citadel in order to start our preparations for defense.


  The battles we’d fought against overwhelmed guards had gone swiftly and easily. We had attacked without warning, and they had fallen or fled with scarcely a fight. One of my men had taken a blade to the neck, it finding the space between breastplate and gorget with a lucky hit, but he had been healed before death, and that was the worst we had dealt with. We left numerous guards dead in our wake, though, and while I saw the hard look on Jena’s face at our actions, I saw the acknowledgment, too, that this was a necessary thing we were doing.


  “In here,” I said, when at last we reached the Citadel and I opened the doors. The massive foyer was empty, nighttime quiet having settled in the building. I did not know whether there were soldiers hiding within, but I hoped not. “Undertake a search of the floors,” I ordered five of my men as they entered, and received nods and Yes, sirs! in reply.


  The human masses flooded into the building, surging up the stairs until I had to cast the spell of flight upon myself, hovering above their heads as they continued to come, this endless deluge of people who had been freed to apparent death.


  I wondered at the direction of the threat approaching us. Was it truly as the Mortus had said? Could he have been lying? It was a question that tickled at the back of my mind, the worry of a slave who had been fed lies along with his servitude, who had been pushed into acts that I had never imagined before I left home and became caught in the net of the Protanian Empire. If the Mortus was right, it seemed to me that someone would have had to spearhead this effort, someone would be leading from the fore.


  I needed to find that someone and stop them … but I had a feeling if we were able to make the Citadel the safe harbor we hoped to, they would eventually find me.


  I looked around the filling room, the bodies bustling against each other as more and more forced their way in. I could see my soldiers, floating, like myself, their armor standing out against the tunics of the slaves. I caught sight of Jena at the far end of the room, hands moving up and down as she hovered against the wall, looking like she was casting a spell on it.


  I made my way over to her as I watched the shuffling of countless bodies up the steps around the edge of the foyer. “What are you doing?” I asked, curious.


  “There’s a pathway below, out of this room,” Jena said. “It leads down to the portal that feeds into the understreets.” She looked up, the glow of her hand fading and leaving her midnight blue skin somewhat faded. “Fearing a sneak attack, I have sealed it against entry.”


  “Well thought,” Curatio said, joining us. He was sweating visibly, drops running down his forehead. “There are more slaves out there, you know.”


  “The attack could come at any moment,” Jena said.


  “If it comes at all,” I said.


  “Do you doubt it will?” Curatio asked, frowning.


  “I don’t know,” I said. “I know nothing about what is happening here, about what is to come … I feel like a blind man blundering in the dark.” I adjusted my helm, my lone eye peeking out. “Perhaps it is coming, perhaps it is not. This is all madness, and not of a sort I understand.” I adjusted my armor. “I will go and look for more, though, while you ready—”


  “No,” Curatio said, eyes staring straight ahead, lost in thought. “I will go and seek more of the slaves.” He raised his mace and deployed the spikes. “I have visited enough suffering upon your people that a debt is owed from me to them. Stay, and make ready. I will return with as many as I can save.” He started away, cloak whirling behind him as he flew out the double doors over the heads of the slaves that were still coming in.


  “He’s becoming a different sort of fellow than the one that nearly killed me,” I said, watching him go.


  “You’re becoming a different sort of fellow than the one he nearly killed,” Jena said, “and than the one I met in that slave camp.” She smiled faintly. “I need to go to the top of the tower to cast this spell. It will be more effective there.”


  “Very well,” I said, ushering her toward the stairs. It was doomed to be a long climb. “Up we go.”
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  Cyrus


   


  The Realm of War lived up to its name from the moment they entered on the flight of the spell. His boots had barely touched ground before Cyrus saw the armies marching across flat fields toward him, away from the walls of the citadel they defended at the center of the realm.


  “Good gracious,” Vaste said, loud enough to be heard at some distance. Cyrus cast the Falcon’s Essence spell and took to the sky, hovering over the ground, and before him, he saw nothing … but battle waiting, waiting to begin.


  The armies of Bellarum, Virixia and Rotan stretched from just beyond the point where they were appearing all the way up to the walls of a fortress behind them. Cyrus squinted; there was a tower in the distance, surrounded by dark, hanging clouds, and several other smaller towers at the points of a fortress. His curiosity piqued, and the armies set to oppose him unmoving, their charge ready but not yet falling, Cyrus ran into the sky, ignoring any danger so that he could get a closer look.


  “Is that …?” Vaste asked, following him up.


  Cyrus stared at the towers, at the building below them, and felt his breath leave him. “It … it looks like …”


  How could this be? Cyrus’s eyes were fixed on the building in the distance. It was so perfectly formed, exactly like …


  “It looks like—like he stole Sanctuary from us,” Terian said, rage rising in the paladin’s voice as he joined Cyrus in the air.


  “How in the name of all my ancestors would he do that?” Longwell asked, sounding hollow, astounded, like the rest of them.


  Cyrus stared and cast the Eagle Eye spell without speaking. He could see it more clearly now, the keep ahead, the tower sticking out, and now he could see the differences. “That’s not Sanctuary,” he said, strange relief mingled with a rising anger. “The stone is the wrong color, the arches are bent at harder angles, the buttresses are all wrong.” He shook his head, dismissing the thought. “This isn’t Sanctuary. It’s a pale shadow, another lifeless imitation that he’s created just to piss me off.” He descended at once, watching the flashes of his army still arriving behind them, their formation growing rapidly but still small compared to what lay between them and the gates of Bellarum’s fortress.


  Cyrus came down to just above the height of a troll’s head, and surveyed his lines. Burnt Offerings and Endeavor were poised at the front, the trolls to Endeavor’s side at the flank and the Luukessian Cavalry with the last remnants of Sanctuary holding the left flank. Backing them in the lines behind were the Reikonos Guard, the Sovereignty’s army, the Confederation’s, the dwarves, the elves, the goblins and finally the gnomes, hidden behind the trolls. Cyrus took it all in with a glance, fixating on the archers led by the Amti rangers hidden just behind the trolls but in front of the gnomes. He made his signal to them, and then looked ahead to see what they were facing.


  It was a staggering force arrayed against him. In the center of Bellarum’s lines he could see knights in full armor, gleaming like silver atop horses armored for war. They looked fearsome, their helms sharp and jagged, reminding him of Terian’s armor when he was a dark knight. Toward the front of the army were what looked like enormous boars, the size of boulders, armored on the sides and with tusks longer than a dwarf. They carried four spear-toting riders on each side, and he could see clear ground before them, as though they would lead the charge. Cyrus stared at them; they reminded him slightly of the dead version of Drettanden he had faced in Luukessia.


  Foot soldiers in plate lingered behind the knights and boars. Cyrus could see that some of them had four arms, some of them had four legs, some looked like centaurs, but all were covered, every inch in armor, with little sign of gaps to Cyrus’s appraising eyes. It was as though a spell had been cast on an armory and the plate metal had sprung to life of its own.


  “That’s going to be a tough nut to crack,” Terian said in his ear. “Bellarum’s army looks like it’s equipped better than any I’ve ever faced.”


  “You should take a look at what Rotan’s brought to the field,” J’anda mused, pointing to the left.


  Cyrus’s eyes took in the God of Earth’s forces, and they were a dismaying thing to be sure. There were golems of all sizes, from the height of men stretching all the way up to the size of titans, all composed of living boulder, an unstoppable wall of rock soldiers that would have made even Fortin take a step back before considering a charge.


  “I think the worst is going to come from above,” Quinneria said, pointing at the right flank of the enemy army.


  Cyrus looked and did not disagree. Virixia’s legions of the wind were in full attendance here; pegasi, winged horses with their riders clad in full plate like Bellarum’s army awaited, ready to charge. Other beings hovered already with their own sprite-like wings; he saw fae and other creatures of the wind carrying spears and swords, small—but swift, he was sure—ready to swoop down and take advantage wherever they could.


  “This is … terrifying,” Calene said, breathing heavily once again behind him. “They … they have greater numbers than us, don’t they?”


  “And they’re better armored,” Aisling said quietly. “Better armed than most of our motley flotsam, too.”


  Cyrus stared straight ahead, looking over the forces arrayed against them. The smell of Reikonos lingered in his nose, even though they’d left it behind. In the distance he could see the head of Bellarum’s army, a small figure on horseback, who was not even wearing armor of her own. She waited at the back of the lines, petite, commanding, and he almost see how the others waited on her, deferred to her. He was too far away to see her expression with the Eagle Eye spell, but somehow Cyrus knew even at this distance that Agora Friedlander was smiling.


  And somewhere, beyond all this … Vara waits.


  Or at least … something that looks like Vara waits.


  “The God of War himself does not deign to appear,” Scuddar said.


  “Why would he?” Vaste said sourly. “He probably assumes he’s got this battle all sewn up, what with superior numbers, two gods on his side …”


  “Arrogance is the downfall of many a man,” Cyrus said.


  “Are you speaking from experience again?” Aisling jabbed lightly at him.


  “Of course.” Cyrus narrowed his eyes as the archers loosed their first volley. Dark shapes flew through the air, falling in thin columns among Virixia’s army. The immaculate coats of pegasi were suddenly dotted with red, and the sound of screaming horses filled the air. Cyrus watched with an impartial eye as the first bands of chaos broke loose upon the field of battle, but Bellarum’s lines held.


  “They’re not charging,” Vaste said.


  “Why would they?” Cyrus asked idly as the clouds over the fortress rumbled in the distance. “They have the superior position. They want us to come to them so they can smite us.”


  “I don’t see Virixia or Rotan, eith—oh, there she is,” Calene said, pointing at the right flank. “She’s in with her army.”


  “Rotan’s in with his as well,” Mendicant whispered in something short of awe. “Hard to tell him from some of the golems, but … I assure you he is there. I have seen him.”


  Cyrus gauged his formation against what they were facing, and found it satisfactory. The goblins are far from Rotan, and the archers are well placed to deal with the damned flyers. He blinked, the adrenaline pumping, his heart hammering in his ears. “We’re only outnumbered at present,” Cyrus muttered under his breath. “What else are you hiding, Bellarum?”


  “Many secrets,” came a voice behind him, and Cyrus turned to see Vidara walking across the air toward them. She did not look like herself, at least not as he had known her. Her skin was blue, now, darker than any dark elf he had ever seen by several shades. She was not as tall as she sometimes presented herself, either, and her eyes were dark, but with an intensity he had never seen among Terian’s people. “Bellarum has many to hide.”


  “Thank you for coming,” Cyrus said, nodding once to the Goddess of Life. “I wasn’t sure you knew we were doing this.”


  “It almost escaped my notice,” Vidara said quietly, “but was brought to my attention at the last.” She made her way forward, some hesitation obvious. “I could not miss it.” She halted between Quinneria and Zarnn, who was completely focused on the battle ahead. She looked at him, her eyes falling to Rodanthar in his hand, and she said, softly, “That was my father’s sword, you know.”


  Zarnn looked up in surprise, but did not answer, so Cyrus did instead. “I didn’t know that, no,” he said.


  “It is one of many ties between your family and mine, Cyrus Davidon,” she said, smiling. “Like that medallion you now wear. It, too, once belonged to my father.”


  Cyrus’s hand went to his breastplate, but he did not withdraw the medallion hidden safely away beneath his armor, chainmail and his undershirt. “The one Alaric gave me?”


  “Indeed,” she said coolly. There were hints of regret in the way she spoke. “I think … it might have been his fondest possession.”


  Cyrus’s hand lingered above the breastplate, feeling strangely torn. “I … ah …” He turned his attention back to the impending battle, and saw another volley of arrows landing among the armies of Virixia to little damage. “Damn. That’s not going to do it.”


  “I said it was his fondest possession, Cyrus Davidon,” Vidara said, something in her tone of voice causing him to turn around. She stood a little taller now, sandwiched between the massive Zarnn and Quinneria, who was eyeing the goddess warily, her greying hair sweeping down from her shoulders in a way that Vidara’s black, lustrous hair did not. The Goddess of Life’s mane was flat and straight, limp even, lacking any of the life and vitality Cyrus had seen in it before she changed the shade of her skin.


  “I’d be happy to discuss that further at a later time.” Cyrus focused his attention on her, unwilling to take his eyes off of her until her disposition softened. His hands slowly crept toward the hilts of Ferocis and Praelior, covering the inches between in the least threatening manner as he could manage given his rising alarm. “I’m a little occupied at the moment.”


  “You will lose this battle,” Vidara said softly, “because you have no idea who you face … what he is,” she said, her face twisting into something mournful, horrified. “But he knows you … and he knows me.” Her expression went flat, blank for just a second—


  And then she swept down on Quinneria and slammed a fist into Cyrus’s mother’s ribcage, and blood erupted—


  A blast of pure spell energy burst forth from Quinneria’s hand, searing Vidara’s face as it flashed out. It faded in a second, and when it was gone, the Goddess of Life’s expression was gone as well, along with her head. The corpse fell, magic stripped, and landed with a thump amidst the front line of the dwarven army, who jumped out of the way as best they could.


  “Mother,” Cyrus whispered, as Quinneria dropped to a knee. He rushed forward to her, as dark blood poured from her side. Her hand glowed bright white for only a moment before her spell ceased and she cringed, trying to staunch the flow without success.


  “I think,” she said in a hoarse whisper, “this might be the end for me.” She looked up at him as she dropped to the other knee, kneeling now.


  “No,” Cyrus whispered. “No, no, you can’t—”


  “I can,” she said, looking up at him with those emerald green eyes. They sparkled just as they had when he was a child. Her hand found his face, smearing it with her blood, its metallic scent assailing his nostrils. “I am … so proud … of you …” She forced the words out. “You … grew up … without me …”


  “I—you can’t leave me now,” Cyrus said, the words escaping in desperation. “Not now.” He looked out over the enemy before them, the lines that stretched so far in the distance. “How … how am I supposed to beat them without you?”


  “Not … without me,” she said, eyes fluttering, the green fading. She took the hand from his cheek and extended it out, into the distance, toward the waiting of Bellarum’s army. “My last … gift for you … my son …”


  The bolt that blew from her palm was almost unlike anything Cyrus had ever seen. It was akin to the fury of every storm he’d ever witnessed rolled into one, to the shaking of the earth, to the crashing of the waves on the deck of Tempestus’s ship as it rolled. It was as though lightning flashed in Cyrus’s eyes, and a miasma of colors issued out of his mother’s hand, an outflow of power the likes of which Arkaria had never seen.


  It hit Bellarum’s army solidly in the middle of their lines, and ripped through with a fury. Body parts were flung into the air as the crackle of the magic deafened Cyrus and he was forced to look away from its landing. It stopped after a few seconds, and when he turned back, the earth was scorched and black where it hand landed, and there was a hole a hundred feet wide all the way through the enemy army’s lines, clear back to the wall of the fortress, which had been knocked cleanly down in a swath where the spell had landed.


  Cyrus looked down at his mother, but she was gone. She’d aged again in the casting of the spell and become a crone in his arms. All life had fled her lips, and her eyes were white and misted over, staring into the dark skies above, lost in the endless distance there. He closed them gently, and handed her body down to the awestruck dwarves, who assembled a detail of six and carried her off wordlessly behind the lines, without any instruction from him.


  The storm of her spell had not yet settled, the surprise obvious among their enemies. Cyrus looked upon them, and his rage had come into full blossom, his fury now looking for a place to loose itself like the bolt his mother had just cast.


  “You wanted a war,” Cyrus said, and he slid both Praelior and Ferocis from their scabbards in the silence that had followed, and he pointed them both toward the gap in the lines, the chance for victory his mother had opened for them. “I’ll give you a war.”


  And he charged, not caring whether the army followed him or not.
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  Alaric


   


  It took Jena and I some time to make our way to the top of the Citadel. Even after we broke free of the crowd by running over their heads as they branched off and started to fill the rooms in the center of the tower, we still had some considerable distance to ascend, wending our way around and around, through the massive free-form room below the tower, stopping off for a quick check in the cabinet quarters to ensure they were empty, and finally all the way up to Chavoron’s tower room.


  All was exactly as we’d left it, down to Chavoron’s body still lying where he’d fallen in the fight with the Drettanden. Jena ignored it, hurriedly closing all the doors and bolting them shut while I stood there uselessly, staring down at Chavoron’s limp face.


  “It shouldn’t have happened like this,” I said to his dull, unfocused eyes. There was no reply.


  Jena slammed and bolted the last door, and then came right to the middle of the tower quarters. I tore my gaze away from Chavoron as she sat down, her movements slow and ungainly, awkwardly folding her legs under her robes. I watched her blankly, in the back of my mind pondering what to do with Chavoron’s body.


  Jena sat there, eyes closed, and I watched the magic start to flow through her fingers. It twisted and seemed to waft like steam as it flowed toward the walls, where it disappeared into the stone. The threads of her spell grew stronger as she seemed to get going, momentum making the casting more powerful. The light grew, brighter and brighter, turning from faint green to an intense emerald, the color blazing bright and shooting forth like a flood released from a dammed river.


  I stood there and watched as she wove the threads of the magic that was to save our lives. Watched, and held my weapon, and pondered uneasily whether this threat we feared would come, and waited for something to happen.


  I didn’t have to wait long.
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  Cyrus


   


  Two more gods before Bellarum—and his stupid general, Agora, too, Cyrus thought as he charged into the gap between the lines of the God of War’s army. He flew above the scorched black earth, the scar where his mother had made her final mark upon the fight, and the forces of Bellarum began to pour into the gap. Armored horseman, their faces covered by monstrous triangular masks, rode at him hard. Cyrus kept low, not bothering to evade them. He held the twin swords in his hand and watched them surge in to oppose him. Watched them, and gloried in it.


  The first to come at him found his neck matched against Praelior; the next, coming from the opposite direction, encountered Ferocis at his own, the blade singing into the space between the gorget and breastplate with flawless accuracy. They may have been servants created by the God of War, but they were only marginally faster than a man, and not nearly quick enough to evade a skilled soldier with not one but two godly weapons in hand.


  They came in a crush, horsemen on either side, and the war boars moving in, too, running over their own people to come at him. Armored forms were strapped to either side of the beasts’ mammoth spines, their long spears at the ready to strike at whatever foe came their way.


  Cyrus’s blades moved with stunning alacrity, finding target after target, his accuracy flawless. Armored helms flew through the air, heads occasionally dipping out of the helms as they went airborne. He never caught a look at the faces of the things beneath those helms, nor did he care to. They could have been something guilt-inducing for all he knew, like the faces of children, given the hell that Bellarum had subjected him to thus far.


  The lane cut before him by his mother’s spell was narrowed to almost nothing, the infantry in Bellarum’s army having surged into the gap. He could see a thin line yet unfilled, not even wide enough for a man to squeeze through sideways. He took a hard breath, blowing it out in a snort through his nose as he brought Praelior forward into the neck of a horseman and cast the fire spell through its tip.


  Flames blossomed out of the joints of the horseman’s armor, and Cyrus was rewarded with a shriek that cut off within a second. The horseman slumped and fell from his armored mount, metal rattling as he bounced off another charging animal that was repulsed by the force of the impact. Cyrus watched the chain-reaction of instability follow, too many horses and too many men trying to charge in close quarters, but he only kept his eye on it for a few seconds before turning his attention back to the hard work of removing heads and clearing the road before him.


  “This isn’t quite how you planned it, is it?” Longwell shouted the question from off to his left, and Cyrus glanced over to see the dragoon plant the tip of Amnis into a horseman’s neck and then vault through the air over the man, coming down and then whipping the carcass forward, wiping out three charging horsemen by ripping the horses’ legs from beneath them. He watched them crash to the muddied dirt without care as Longwell stopped the charge of another by stabbing his lance through a horse’s armor and then pushing the beast slightly to the side. It came crashing down and unseated three more riders.


  “I didn’t plan much of anything for this,” Cyrus said, throwing out his hand and loosing a force blast. He concentrated, shaping the spell, letting it bloom wide, fed by his fury, and was rewarded when it spread outward in an arc twenty feet wide and grew, doubling every twenty feet it traveled. By the time it died a hundred feet away, he’d left a wide swath of fallen horsemen writhing in their armor, collapsed and trapped with one another like a pile of refuse.


  A harsh blast of flame landed upon the men Cyrus had just unseated, bursting like a droplet of water to cover those nearby with an inferno of heat. He looked to his side to see Ryin with Torris held aloft, bringing down another flame spell upon the struggling victims. “You may not have planned it, but this is a bloody good improvisation.”


  Cyrus turned, catching sight of a cluster of infantrymen climbing over their fellows toward him, four-legged beasts that had reminded him earlier of centaurs all done up in plate. He readied himself for their attack, but they stopped some twenty feet away, a glare of purple racing through them, their eyes glowing with the spell-magic. They stayed that way for only a moment before turning on one another, burying their swords in each others’ throats and in the gaps near their bellies, a savage burst of betrayal unfolding in the middle of Bellarum’s army.


  Cyrus caught a glimpse of J’anda, with Rasnareke, twisting it a little ways behind him. The enchanter stepped back to allow a horseman to charge past him, but brought the staff around with staggering force and unseated the rider with a blow that made Cyrus cringe from the impact. He could hear bones breaking even across the burgeoning melee. The rider disappeared under the field of chaos Cyrus had sown in his wake, but he knew without doubt that the rider would not rise again.


  A war boar came hurtling toward Cyrus, riders pointing their spears all toward him. He saw them coming some distance away and considered moving to the side, letting them charge past, ripping their spears out of their hands and shoving them back into their faces, but he received no chance to do so. The war boar was slammed by something hard from the side as it crossed the battle toward Cyrus. It lost balance and toppled, rolling over its riders and coming to rest with its armor askew, hooves sticking straight up in the air, and a bevy of infantry crushed beneath its roll.


  “Boar inferior to savanna cat!” Zarnn shouted, crashing his way through the lines. He smashed into a charging horseman, sending him flying against two horsemen behind him and making a mess of all three, legs broken and flailing as they tried to right themselves in a screaming sea of whinnies. Zarnn kicked another horseman’s mount in the belly as it rode past and sent it flying some twenty feet in the air to smash into a pegasus that was sweeping down toward the fight.


  Terian burst even with Cyrus just then, catching a charging horseman on the edge of his axe and flinging him from his mount with a scream of pain. “You’re getting ahead of the army here, you know.” He sounded mildly annoyed.


  “I lead from the front,” Cyrus said, sweeping his blade around and finding another crack in the armor of an infantryman with four arms that had slipped through to challenge him. He placed the tip of Ferocis in the gap between gauntlet and vambrace, and then cast another flame spell, listening to the sizzle of flesh that emerged before the scream burst out of the helm like boiling water from a kettle.


  “Well, you’ve led us right into the middle of Bellarum’s army and left most of ours behind,” Terian said. “Also, Rotan’s army of rock people is working its way over, as is Virixia’s, and those guests we invited haven’t shown up yet.”


  “Like I didn’t notice,” Cyrus said crossly, kicking a horse in the front shoulder as it charged him. The animal was knocked back onto its hind legs and then collapsed onto its back, still kicking wildly. He heard the rider take the impact but didn’t feel the need to smile, grimly or otherwise.


  “You still think they’re going to show?” Terian asked.


  “One can hope,” Cyrus said, bringing Praelior around and slamming it home into the neck of a fully-armored centaur, finding the base of the gorget and once more separating a head from its body. “But I’m not planning on it.”


  “I thought you didn’t plan any of this!” Terian shouted back as he countered the attack of two horseman by jumping high, relying on his Falcon’s Essence spell to get him above their heads. He made it just in time to counter by ramming his axe into the spine of one of them, sending him toppling into the other, dragging his still-living fellow off his horse in the middle of the melee. Cyrus lost track of them both when another round of riders came sweeping into the chaos.


  “I said I didn’t plan much,” Cyrus said, loosing another force blast at the legs of a war boar charging past him. He watched the beast’s legs break under the power of the spell, and then crash into a bevy of infantrymen, bowling them over and killing at least half. Blood ran slick on his blades, and the sweat was trickling down his back. “Just enough to overcome the specific obstacles I thought we’d be facing.”


  “What was your plan for overcoming that?!” Terian pointed to their left, where Rotan’s golems were making their way through the melee in the middle, crushing Bellarum’s infantry without care as they came for Cyrus. He could see them fixated on him, eyes glowing in rocky sockets. They reminded him slightly of Fortin, a characterization he immediately dismissed.


  “I’m sure we’ll deal with it somehow,” Cyrus said, turning his attention to a four-armed attacker who nearly caught him by surprise. He blocked one, two, then three sword attacks before casting an ice spell right into his attacker’s faceplate, icing it closed. When the creature staggered back, clawing at his sealed facemask, Cyrus planted a kick in his gut that bent him over, then brought Ferocis down on the back of his neck and ended that fight.


  “How?” Terian shouted at him, jockeying for his attention again. Cyrus looked past him and saw Longwell spearing another horse. His lance passed through it, ripping out the other side, and then plunged into the horse next to it. He tore his weapon free and leapt up again, using his own Falcon’s Essence spell to escape the fray for a moment before coming back down again to plunge his spear into the face of a centaur coming at him. The spear caught the creature in the jaw and sent him sliding into a pile of armored bodies that was accumulating nearby.


  Cyrus gave another glance to the advancing golems. They were probably only fifty feet away now, the largest of them half that height, stony and sized like a titan. Others were smaller, more like the height of trolls. None of them looked particularly easy to best, and Cyrus chewed his lip for a second while decapitating a sprite that had wandered too close to him, sending the tiny body rocketing to the ground in pieces, its flight halted permanently.


  A wash of water came rushing down to Cyrus’s left like a wave from the Torrid Sea. Easily twenty feet tall, it issued forth in a howling crescendo of water turned loose, nature’s fury washing away all that stood before it. It rolled across the horsemen and infantry that remained then slammed into the golems, the force of the water winnowing away the dirt and stone. When it had passed, only the tallest golems still remained, and they were atrophied, their limbs pathetically thin. With half their mass washed away by the flood and what remained turned to rocky mud that could not hold its shape, by magic or otherwise, they collapsed in upon themselves.


  “Something like that, I think,” Cyrus said, nodding at Mendicant, who stood some twenty feet above the battle, directing the spell as it rolled forward, unstoppable. The goblin was safely back a ways, protected by the onrushing line of Burnt Offerings, now surging forward into the space that Medicant had cleared.


  “Oh, come on, you couldn’t have predicted he could do that!” Terian shouted, suddenly without a foe now that the ranks on this side of the battle had thinned somewhat. A fae flew at him, wings bright as a rainbow and he speared it on the tip of his axe, flinching at the velocity of the thing as it came at him. “Damn.”


  “Here come the bigger ones!” Longwell shouted, and Cyrus saw he had spoken true. Pegasi and riders were coming through from the right now, and Cyrus braced himself. They were coming in a rush, furious, enormous, and they would sweep down uncontested—


  An earsplitting shriek followed by a roar issued forth from behind Cyrus, but he did not dare turn his head. He had his answer to its origin a moment later as a shadow flew over him, large enough to cover the ground in darkness for a full second as scaled wings flapped above him, the wind they produced causing him to flinch down from the force for a second—


  Ehrgraz the dragon was in the vanguard of his army, and he swept through and struck, eight pegasi dying in a flash of claws and teeth. Cyrus watched the other dragons follow behind, slashing their way through the armies of Virixia as drakes and wyverns clashed with fae and sprites, sending little bodies plummeting to the earth all around like debris from some battle of giants going on overhead.


  “And there’s our latecomers,” Cyrus said, almost to himself, as he swept the head from a centaur who had stopped, stunned, to gape at the dragons sweeping in from above.


  “You invited the dragons?!” Vaste’s shout reached Cyrus from somewhere far behind him. “The dragons, Cyrus? Really?”


  Cyrus plunged Ferocis into the back of a four-armed infantryman’s neck, dropping him instantly. “They had a grudge against the gods, I figured they might want to settle it!” he shouted over his shoulder. He looked back to see Vaste slap a horse with the tip of Letum right in the throat, and the beast died right there, faltering and falling, dropping its rider, whom Vaste dispatched by whipping his staff around and slamming it into the man’s midsection just as he was about to land. It altered his direction radically, sending him flying some thirty feet into the air where he slammed into a passing dragon’s claws.


  Pieces of armor and flesh rained back down as Vaste strode toward Cyrus, ignoring the detritus landing all around him. “You could have said something!” Vaste pointed Letum at Cyrus accusingly.


  “I suspected Bellarum could hear anything said in northern Arkaria,” Cyrus said, shrugging as he threw an elbow and stopped the wild charge of an infantryman. He kicked out and broke the man’s leg, sending him to his face in the mud.


  “No wonder you kept so quiet about everything,” Vaste said.


  “Well, that and drama,” Cyrus said with a quicksilver smirk. He threw out the tip of Ferocis and it caught a centaur right in the eyehole. He cast force blast with a quick thought and heard the creature’s skull disintegrate, the spell bottled up in its helm until it launched off his body like a rocket, showering all around it with a geyser of ichor.


  Vaste’s black robes were splattered with wetness, and the troll pointed Letum at him again crossly. “Gross. This is all your fault.”


  “I didn’t start it,” Cyrus said, eyeing the wreckage of the washed-away army to his left. He saw Mendicant advancing across the field, hurling lightning bolts after a golem only a little bigger than a man. They were striking their target furiously, darting from his hammer, his hands, and even the sky above. Cyrus could see the face of his target, and knew by the scar that it was Rotan. Every time a lightning bolt hit, the God of Earth faltered, his flesh turned glassy. He was retreating, legs dragging, barely working, and Mendicant was scurrying after him, peppering him with attacks.


  “Are we about to see—” Vaste started, but a particularly strong bolt came arcing out of the heavens just then, enveloping the retreating deity. It pulsed with light, maintaining its bolt for several seconds, and when it dissipated, the figure of Rotan stood frozen in the middle of the watery field.


  Mendicant reached the immobilized figure just then, halting his advance before the glassy statue of the God of Earth. He spoke loudly, and his words echoed so that Cyrus could hear them. “THIS IS FOR THE NOTHING YOU’VE DONE FOR US!” And he brought down Terrenus, the Hammer of Earth, on his god.


  The strike was true, and Cyrus watched the deity shatter like a dropped crystal goblet. A spray of dusty glass caught the hidden rays of the sun, powder-white, and then fell to the ground with the shattered pieces of the God of Earth.


  “Damnation, he was carrying a grudge of his own, wasn’t he?” Vaste asked.


  “I can sympathize with that,” Terian said, joining them. “A lot of us have some unresolved problems with our former deities. We worshipped them, they didn’t do jack for us, you know.”


  “Oh, I know,” Cyrus said, taking stock of the fight around him. The field was still a melee on the right flank behind them, the army of the elves and goblins having joined the battle. Cyrus could see the orderly lines that they’d begun with turned asunder into a maddening clash. Far overhead he could see Virixia trying desperately to escape the claws and teeth of Ehrgraz, but another dragon was billowing ice at her, frosting her wings, and she could not fly. He watched with detached interest as the Goddess of Wind was torn to pieces in the skies above the battle, then shrugged and started forward again.


  A lone figure was riding toward him now, so small as to be almost childlike, her red cloak billowing behind her. Cyrus ignored the piles of corpses between them and killed another six infantrymen that came for him as she continued her charge. He could see the determined look on her face as she advanced, and she was barely in earshot when he heard her high voice echo over the fight.


  “You and I were fated to meet like this, Cyrus Davidon!” Agora Friedlander shouted, her horse galloping hard toward him. “You and I served the same god with all our lives, all our hearts! Our histories were on a parallel course, kept apart until almost this moment. Now they are impossibly intertwined!” She laughed, a spear in her small hand raised to skewer him as she rode him down. She had the delight of a warrior at battle, and he could see the look in her eyes as she drew close, ready to attack. “My whole life has led up to this! Our destinies are converging on this moment and I must—”


  He batted her spear aside almost without thought, and leapt up a step, swinging Ferocis hard as she passed. He took her head off clean at the neck, noting the surprised look in her eyes as her disembodied head flew through the air and hit the ground. Her body slumped and fell from the horse to the ground and did not move.


  “Like I fucking care what your story is,” Cyrus said, walking on without a single look back. The gates were ahead, and he knew, somewhere, beyond them, possibly waiting up in the tower, was the God of War.
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  “It’s here!” Jena cried, and a stormlike fury crackled outside the windows. I looked and saw red glowing from beyond the cracks of the shutters. She sat in the middle of the room, the green tendrils of magic losing their lazy loop-de-loops and crackling like colored lightning toward the walls as she took up the strain of the spell. Something pressed against her from the outside; I could feel it in the air like no magic I’d ever experienced.


  Red mingled with green light flashed outside like the burgeoning storm had finally broken loose, and Jena’s face grew strained. I could feel it, feel it coming, and I stood frozen in the middle of the room, watching her.


  “Can you repel it?” I asked, the question out of my mouth before I considered the wisdom of asking. If she couldn’t hold out, after all, it was going to be obvious fairly quickly.


  “Yes,” she whispered, voice cracking, and the green light surged out of her fingertips, strengthening her bonds with the wall.


  I went to the shutters and pulled one up, still protected from the outside by the glass and her spell between us, I hoped. I stared out across the Sennshann skyline at night, and I could see it all even through the glare of magics clashing just outside the window.


  The red light of the spell the Mortus had warned us about was entirely focused on the Citadel, like lightning to the tallest tree. I could see its glow, the spell swirling about out of the clouds, seeking purchase against the barrier Jena had erected between us and the attack.


  “I need to go check below,” I said and caught a nod from her. I raced down the tower steps and around the spiral down, hurrying to get to the foyer at the bottom. I needed to know for certain that they’d sealed the doors, though I suspected the answer was obvious; we weren’t dead, after all.


  I met Curatio in the massive room a few floors below. He came out of the stairwell over the tops of countless slaves that who sheltered in its cavernous space, all of them looking at the walls around as though they were about to collapse in on us.


  “The doors are secure,” Curatio said, answering my question before I could even ask it. He held his mace in his hand, blue blood dripping from it in thick droplets. He followed my gaze and pulled it back, shying away from my attention. “I take it by your presence that the Marei can hold the spell?”


  “She says she can.” I stood stiffly, wondering myself. I didn’t entirely trust her answer; who knew how long this assault might last, after all?


  “We should rejoin her,” Curatio said. “I’ve set a guard in the foyer, they’ll dispatch a runner to us should someone try and breach the doors.”


  I nodded and we raced up the flights of stairs between us and the top of the tower. The sound of fury battering at the stone outside followed us the whole way, the force of the spell trying to crush its way into our temporary fortress.


  We found Jena in the same state, the green tendrils of magic still flowing directly to the walls and disappearing outside to form the barrier. She was quivering slightly, I assumed from the attack, and her eyes were still tightly shut.


  Curatio made his way around behind her and placed his hands carefully upon her shoulders. “I can transfer some of my magical energy to her, though it is a slow process, rather akin to trying to refill a draining glass with droplets of sweat.”


  “How … unappealing,” Jena said as a pulse of white light ran from Curatio’s hands into her shoulders. The atmosphere in the tower was warm and sticky, quite the opposite of how it had felt in the skies earlier. “Never mind, this is quite … nice,” she said, now that she’d tasted some of what he had to offer.


  With a sudden sound, the crescendo of fury outside died away, and the red light casting its way through the cracks of the shutters was replaced once more by a pure green glow.


  “I think we have passed the first test,” Curatio said as I peered out through the window. I scoured the cityscape, and after a few minutes I realized I agreed with his assessment. There was no sign of the spell nor its origin, but I could see faces at the windows in other buildings, looking out into the night.


  “What is this we business?” Jena gasped, droplets streaking down her cheeks from her forehead.


  “Oh, I’m sorry, I thought I was helping,” Curatio said mildly.


  “Help … more …” she said, breaths coming hard.


  “I don’t suppose we can—” I started, but stopped as a hard rattling came at the balcony door opposite me.


  We all turned, even Jena, though she kept her spell firmly in hand, her eyes squeezed shut. “We have visitors,” I said, pushing off from the door I’d just been leaning against to look out as I drew Aterum. I crossed the room in a bound, jumping far higher and stronger than I’d ever done before.


  “Careful with that,” Curatio said, still holding to Jena’s shoulder with one hand, but extending his other to cover the rattling door, ready to cast a spell. “You’re stronger than you realize now.”


  I halted before the door, and it stopped for a moment. I heard a click somewhere within it, and watched the bolt that sealed it shut rattle its way open. My eyes widened; with the bolt open, anyone could—


  The door flew open and someone burst into the room, knocking me aside as they entered, their armored shoulder smashing into mine and pushing me off balance. I spun and regained my footing considerably faster than I normally would have, rising in time to see the armored figure slam the door shut again and slap the bolt closed.


  “Who in the—” Curatio started.


  “Well, isn’t this a surprise?” asked the armored figure as he put his back against the door. He wore a sword but kept his hand far away from where its hilt rested on his belt. My mind took a moment to put it all together—the face, the voice, the armor—


  “Rin,” I said, letting the tip of Aterum dip slightly at the realization. “You’re back.”


  “Indeed I am,” Rin said, breathless, his back to the door, sweat pouring down his face and weariness etched in every line, “and just in time, too, it seems.”
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  Cyrus made it through the gates, his wary eye watching everything around him carefully. It all seemed familiar, yet different, as though Sanctuary had been ripped from the ground and brought here, then distorted. The grain and color of the stone more grey, like the clouds hanging above the fortress. The walls around were slightly smaller and more uneven. They did not look as ready for a siege as the walls of Sanctuary had. And the main structure itself was on a smaller scale, it seemed to Cyrus, with the circular stained glass a red shade instead of purple. The front doors, which were wide open, were paneled with some kind of carved mural across them. Cyrus did not waste his time trying to see what they depicted before running up the steps into the foyer, where he paused.


  “This … is eerily familiar,” Vaste said, a half dozen steps behind Cyrus. “Like staring into a clouded mirror.” The others were back with him, too, and Cyrus looked, taking a quick assessment—Terian, Scuddar, Ryin, J’anda, Mendicant, Longwell, Calene, Zarnn and Aisling. Back through the gates, he caught a glimpse of the battle still raging on the ground, and dragons swooping through the air, delivering flame to the back of the enemy lines.


  Cyrus tore his attention away from the fight and strode into the empty foyer. His footsteps echoed with each step, Falcon’s Essence dispelled. There was a set of stairs leading up to the sweeping balcony to his left. There was even an open lounge to his left, and a cask was waiting to be opened, chairs arranged for comfort. To his right, a long hearth burned, flames crackling, filling the room with a rich, smoky aroma. Straight ahead large doors lay open to a great hall, smaller than the one at Sanctuary. Drawn to it, Cyrus found one long table within piled high with food. Succulent cuts of meat and salads dressed with sauces were all part of the spread; there was a ham with a carving knife sticking out right there in the middle of the table waiting for them.


  “Looks like someone was ready for a victory feast,” Longwell said, voice echoing slightly in the empty foyer.


  “I expect it’s going to be poorly attended,” Vaste said.


  “Come on,” Cyrus said, looking for the stairs and finding them exactly where they would have been in Sanctuary. Here they were different, the spiral somehow more tightly packed, a central pillar radiating the stairs outward instead of each step pushing inward toward a hollow shaft.


  Cyrus ran, taking the stairs three at a time. It was a hollow feeling, knowing he’d passed the first test, and his nerves burned as he contemplated the next one. Their ascension was achingly slow; each floor seeming to wink by when it arrived, but the long run between it and the next took only a moment short of forever. Cyrus looked up and up, unable to see past the next spiral of stairs above, waiting for the inevitable end.


  He reached the top almost without realizing it, no council chambers or officer quarters to slow him before he burst out into a wide-open space larger than the central tower by orders of magnitude. Cyrus stood there, slightly baffled, his eyes flitting around.


  It looked like a pavilion, bright sun seeping in from the edges, topiaries carved out of bushes and fountains tinkling in the clean blue pool that lay before them. There was no hint in the skies beyond of the dark clouds that had seemed to cling to the tower from below. Cyrus looked and saw beautifully carved statues, strange figures that to his mind looked as out of place in the Realm of War as he would have looked in a Reikonos dance class.


  “Now this is an interesting stylistic choice,” Vaste said. “It really screams, ‘I’m a gardener and sculptor at heart.’”


  “It wasn’t my realm, originally,” came the booming voice from across the pool. Cyrus caught a glimpse of dark metal armor as it receded behind a topiary shaped like a leaping dog.


  “You stole it, then?” Longwell asked, sounding a little savage. Cyrus glanced back at him to see him clutching his spear tightly, holding it out in front of him.


  “I didn’t steal anything,” Bellarum answered through the space between them. His heavy footsteps echoed under the ceiling of the pavilion. “And before you ask—no, I had nothing to do with the death of the original owner.” He stepped out from behind a statue of a man who looked to be addressing an unseen audience, his hand extended in a gesture of magnanimity. The red eyes glowed as the God of War stepped out. He was only a little taller than Zarnn now, Cyrus reckoned, and he stood there, a good thirty feet away, just waiting, cutting an imposing figure here in the middle of this unnatural place in the middle of the unnatural tower.


  And now I have to kill him.


  “Well?” Bellarum asked, voice booming. “You’ve come all this way, and beaten back my army, so … do you have an answer for me, Cyrus?”
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  “How did you find us?” I asked, astounded at Rin’s sudden return. He was pressed with his back against the door, his armor showing signs of magical scouring all across its surface. He wore a look of exhaustion, as though he’d been through the ringer and back a few times, but he managed to muster an answer to my question.


  “I was outside the northwest outpost when they came for it,” he said, pushing himself off the door slowly, looking as though he might fall over at any moment. “Red light danced in the sky like the brightest lightning storm you’ve ever seen, except it stayed lit for far too long. I flew up and took a look, saw it tearing its way through the outpost until it flickered out and was gone. I made it back to find them all dead, guards, citizens, children …” He shuddered. “I heard from a trader that teleported in that they’d seen the light in other places, too—that settlement on our side of the river, the one springing up to cater to elves, some of the other outlying posts—”


  “Zanbellish, too,” I said. “According to the Mortus. Did you hear who’s—”


  “The Drettanden and his anointed saviors are responsible for this,” Rin said, a jaded look springing to life in his eyes. “I can only assume Timmas finally got so full of his self-righteousness that it burst out into madness.”


  “He killed Chavoron,” I said simply, glancing over to where the body lay. “But we don’t know which of them it—”


  “No,” Rin said, all emotion vanishing in an instant, the lines of his face shifting to disbelief. He took halting steps toward the body, as though afraid of reaching his destination. “No. No, he—he can’t have—” When he reached the corpse, he stood over it, and his armor began to rattle as he began to kneel. “No …” He reached out a shaking hand as he reached his knees, and took hold of Chavoron’s shoulder and shook it, then shook it again. The body did not move, and Rin flinched away, rising to his feet and staggering back a step. “This …” He looked choked, and turned to me. “This is … I shouldn’t have left. This happened because I left.”


  “It happened because Chavoron chose to die to try and save the empire,” I said. “But he miscalculated. He couldn’t have predicted the level of enmity that the anti-slavers seem to have for what your people built. They leapt right past destroying the institution into tearing apart the entirety of civilization for their own gain. They’ve gone beyond their original goals, Rin.” He looked sick, ashen, his face turned a pale blue. “They’re trying to rip this nation apart brick by brick, and they don’t care who they kill—even the slaves they supposedly wanted to free.”


  “Makes you wonder if they ever truly cared about the cause at all,” Rin said hoarsely, “or if they just cared about how they looked while working toward its end.” He swallowed and took a moment to compose himself. “I have cast a very rudimentary protection around the Coliseum, but I would not expect it to hold against a sustained assault of the sort that the Citadel just received.” He looked at Jena, who was still weaving her spell in the middle of the room. “Are we sure it’s them?”


  “I am unsure of anything at this point,” I said, and Curatio shot me a fleeting look that suggested he agreed. “Perhaps it’s only one of them, but the way the Drettanden spoke when he came here and I fought him—”


  “What happened to him?” Rin asked, stalking up to me, seizing the edges of my armor where the breastplate ended under my armpits. He shook me once. “What happened to Timmas? Is he still out there?”


  “No,” I said, not enjoying the sensation of being shaken roughly. “I killed him.”


  Rin stared at me, and his eyes widened slightly. “You … killed him?”


  “I did,” I said. “Caught him by surprise and sent him flying out the window. He made a mess upon the ground below.”


  “Excellent,” Rin said, and there was a faint, feral delight in his words, a spark of satisfaction dancing in his eyes. “Good. Well earned, on his part, for this treachery.” He let me go and stood thinking. “Your spell is saving this city, pulling it away from landing upon the rest of Sennshann.” His eyes sprung up again, full of life. “We must defend this place, for if there is more than one of them, they will surely come here and try to stop—”


  There was a sound of footsteps pounding up the stairs, an ill omen. The door flew open below us and I heard someone puffing their way up. It was one of my soldiers, in full armor, gasping, clutching at his chest as he reached us.


  “They’re crashing in the gates below!” he said, struggling to get his message out as he collapsed to the stone floor. My mind was filled with the image of a foyer full of people, shivering as the doors shuddered against assault, the bang of a battering ram on wood filling their ears, sinking into them with the fear it brought.


  Rin just stared, and his hand went to his sword’s hilt. “They’re coming.”


  “Then we should go and meet them,” I said, and the two of us hurried for the stairs, ready to descend and face the fight waiting for us below.
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  Cyrus just stared. He felt his hand quiver, just a trace, crying out to strike. He stayed the urge, and stared at his adversary. For his part, the God of War just stared at him with those fierce, glowing eyes, and Cyrus resisted the quiver that ran through his body as he spoke. “I just invaded your realm with the largest army ever assembled, and slaughtered your last two gods—no, three—and that miniature schnauzer that you made general of your army—”


  “Good help is hard to come by,” Bellarum said, and he nodded to Ryin. “You understand. Like Vidara. She was supposed to do much more than just kill your mother before she died with naught but a whimper.”


  Cyrus glanced at Ryin, whose face had gone from a scowl to befuddled. “Wait,” Ryin said, “are you saying I would understand because I struggle to find good help, or Cyrus would understand because—”


  “Because you’re an idiot who tries his patience, yes, good job catching up—idiot,” Bellarum said breezily, and shifted his attention back to Cyrus.


  “How did you turn Vidara against us?” Cyrus asked, feeling the twist of distraction tugging him away from what he’d meant to say.


  Bellarum waved a hand at him as if to indicate it was nothing. “She had her own game backing you, but she finally saw it was unwinnable. I expect she had grand designs of surviving her betrayal of you, but … I planned otherwise.” The sound of a grin was audible in his voice. “Anyhow—you were saying? Grand speech and whatnot, I don’t wish to interrupt.”


  “I’m not incompetent!” Ryin said.


  “I meant I didn’t wish to interrupt his speech,” Bellarum said, pointing to Cyrus. “You, I relish interrupting. Now shut up, contentious druid whose name I can’t even be bothered to recall.”


  “You would have sold that argument better if you came up with a snappier comeback,” Vaste said to Ryin.


  “I just killed your followers,” Cyrus said, getting back on track, “orchestrated their defeat. I have brought war to your home—to you. I think you have my answer, but in case you’re incompetent, unlike Ryin—”


  “I like how he brought that around, see, it shows real wit,” Vaste said.


  “And loyalty,” Terian added. “That’s important when you’re about to face impossible odds.”


  “—I’m here to kill you,” Cyrus said, ignoring the crosstalk. The God of War’s red eyes were focused on him, glowing bright red, arms folded in front of his broad breastplate. Vara’s sword still hung on his belt, there at his side, and Cyrus did not dare look at it, did not dare contemplate whether she might be behind him, somewhere close at hand, for fear that he might shake himself apart in the thinking of it.


  The dark contemplation weighed at him, but he kept his hands strong on the grips of his blades. He looked across the space between him and his foe, and saw the red eyes spark.


  “I thought you might be fool enough to run blindly into this,” Bellarum said, and the eyes burned bright, “but I am sorry to see it, nonetheless. Farewell, Cyrus.” Cyrus realized at the last that the god’s eyes were not burning as usual but burning instead as some magic twisted through them, crackling and different from a spell, seated deeper in the new power that Bellarum had acquired from the God of Evil. The energy lanced out from him, streaking toward Cyrus, and there was nothing he could do but raise his swords and hope the blast would not be fatal.




   


   


   


   


  96.


   


  Alaric


   


  The smell of dirty, sweaty bodies permeated the stairwell all the way down to the first floor as Rin and I flew over the heads of the freed slaves, packed in tight and huddled together in fear at the green hue shining in from the windows around the tower stairs. I caught glimpses of their frightened faces as I passed the interior rooms of the tower, lit by the soft glow of the Citadel’s stones.


  “They mean to settle everything this night,” Rin called back to me, his face a worried mask. “To wipe out Sennshann? To sacrifice the empire on the altar of immortality? This is madness, Alaric. Utter madness.”


  “It is hard for me to conceive of such power,” I said, following him down at a run. “I’ve been here for—a year now? I don’t even know—and magic has become such a part of my daily life as to go uncommented, but … power enough to wipe out an entire city?” I listened to the squeak of my armor and kept my eye straight ahead as I navigated the slow spiral down to the bottom of the Citadel. “Utter madness covers it, I think.”


  I could taste stomach acid that had churned its way up my throat to rest on the back of my tongue, and the smell of the packed-in humanity was revolting enough to churn up a little more. My eye was burning, even protected as it was within the slit of my helm, from the wind of the hard run. My lungs burned, too. I was feeling it now, the effect of the hard run down the stairs. My muscles ached as well, even with Aterum in hand to give me strength and speed. I noticed that Rin ran with his sword in hand as well, that wide-bladed weapon, and he kept up excellently well, the blade clearly given some enhancement of its own.


  I didn’t know how many floors we’d run, but I knew when we were close by the clamor, the sound of weapons ringing out, of shouts in the night echoing up the staircase. It was a hideous sound, the screams of fear carrying up as freed slaves tried to clear the staircase, pushing up beneath us in a crushing wave of bodies. I didn’t envy them, and considered casting the flight spell upon them but stopped myself; traversing above their heads was the only way that I could easily transit from the top of the Citadel to the bottom, and vice versa. I needed this passage clear, lest I find a sudden, urgent requirement for my presence up where Jena and Curatio were holding only to find myself trapped in a crush like the one just below my feet. So I ignored the cries and the hands that grasped at my boot and ran like mad to the foyer below.


  I burst out of the stairs upon a battle already joined. Guardsmen in armor like those of my men were piling in through the open door, which was hanging off its hinges. I couldn’t count numbers, because it had already become something of a melee, swords being thrust and counterthrust even in the limited space with which my men had to fight. I could see the opposing force had swords as well, a marked contrast to the usual batons I’d seen among guards. They all seemed to be moving at a worm’s crawl, the power of Aterum’s spellcraft slowing the battle around me so that every blow, every gush of blood, every death was easily seen in excruciating detail.


  “This is out of control,” Rin whispered, halted looking out over the battle. “What … what have we unleashed, Alaric?”


  “War,” I said, my throat constricting as I tried to rally myself in the face of the fear that gripped me. “We’ve unleashed war.”


  “You fools!” Rin shouted, contrition and worry all pooling together in his tone, “they’re going to kill you all!” I saw a few blue faces look in his direction. “They’re murdering our people, and they don’t care if they wipe us all out!” His eyes were wide, wild. “They mean to destroy this empire, and you with it!”


  There was no answer from the struggling guards fighting their way through the men at the front. I saw blood and swords rising and falling, and threw a healing spell that way, hoping to hit some of my allies. I watched Rin’s hand glow as he did the same, and then he leapt into the midst of the fray, dispelling his flight and landing squarely in the middle of a knot of blue guardsmen. His sword rose and fell eight times, and suddenly there was a space around him. His eyes were wild, his face twisting into something between fury and grief, and he surveyed the space around him where dead bodies had fallen from his blows.


  I knew I could hold off no longer, and dispelled my flight, landing hard upon the back of a blue man. I thrust my sword down, intending a kill upon my landing, but my strike missed, skidding loudly down the side of his armor as my weight fell upon his back. I lost my footing and fell with him, hitting the ground hard, my right arm and elbow striking so heavily that a numbness shot down to my fingertips.


  I grimaced in pain, but maintained my grip on Aterum. The man I landed upon was on all fours, his helm missing and his black hair fallen around his face. He cast a glance back at me of pure spite. I scrambled sideways, trying to rise, but someone kicked me in the head from behind and it was like a bell was ringing around my ears. When I reoriented myself, I saw the man whom I’d brought down scrambling for his sword in the panic of the fray, his eyes split between me and his weapon.


  I struck at him, burying my sword a few inches into his cheek. He cried out, but the sound was lost in the noise of the battle. His mouth opened in pain, his hands flew to his wound, and he forgot his sword. I watched in genuine horror as, with shaking hands, his fingers danced over his wound. I watched his shaky self-assessment, and knew what I had to do. Leave him there a moment longer and he might heal his own wound, and then go on to strike down five or ten of my men. The lessons of the Coliseum were many, and they hit me like a sword blow right there.


  I lanced out between his arms and hit him squarely in the neck with the point of Aterum, ripping open his artery. His pain turned to surprise as he realized what had been done, and his unsteady hands fell from the wound below his eye to his neck as he panicked, grasping at the injury as if he could somehow close it by hand. I struck at him again, this time at his face, and he caught the tip of the blade through his left eye. I drove it in with all my strength and ended him, his hands going limp. He slumped back and lay there, with the other bodies that were slowly falling all around me.


  Putting aside the revulsion I felt, I rose on shaky legs of my own, as a blue-faced soldier came at me. I batted his weapon aside as though he were standing still, then drove the tip of Aterum through his neck and out the back. His eyes alighted on mine as he died, and I held him up a moment longer than necessary, using him as a shield to fend off a charging guardsman. I pushed his corpse at his fellow, who was struck in the chest by the flailing helm, and turned to strike down the next threat coming at me.


  All I could feel was horror at what I was doing, at being in the middle of this, at having to murder as casually as if I were picking up items from a buffet back at Enrant Monge. Death came for me in the form of another guardsman, and I struck his head from his shoulders with the strength of Aterum, for I knew I did not have strength enough to manage such a feat on my own. I quailed on the inside as I killed him, and another after, bouncing from fight to fight within the larger melee.


  I saw my own men die at the hands of Protanian guards, saw Protanians fall under the swords of my men. I cast healing spells where I could, a resurrection spell once to bring back a man barely dead, and I killed …


  I killed so many.


  “Stop this, you fools!” Rin screamed somewhere over my shoulder. I came around as he struck three men dead in minutes, his face streaked with dark blood washed by trails of tears. He was shivering, moving so swiftly he must have been a blur to his foes, but still they came at him, following their orders. He shredded his way through two more soldiers, then paused, looking at me, and I caught a glimpse of the rough horror within me breaking loose out of him, through the hard shell he’d always projected. I saw another “Stop!” die on his lips as the acceptance settled in on him and he calmly slashed down a soldier charging him from behind. He did not even turn, just brought his sword around and ended the man. A single tear ran down his cheek as he did, and then his face hardened and he threw himself back into the battle.


  I did the same, without the tears, but only because I didn’t think I had any more to give, and my horror kept me focused on keeping my stomach from upending its contents. My entire body tingled, adrenaline driving me forward, the urge to stay alive giving me a feeling of heightened reflex beyond what Aterum had added unto me.


  I saw many fall before the calm came, the giant doors out onto the street finally empty of all comers. Rin stood, chest heaving through his mighty armor, his face stone-like once more, watching the door, waiting for more that did not arrive. Only the night stretched beyond, lit by the green hue of Jena’s protective spell, casting its light over the countless bodies that had fallen in the battle.




   


   


   


   


  97.


   


  Cyrus


   


  The deep red spell magic came surging at Cyrus, smelling of fire, of deeper power, rooted in blood, somehow brighter than any other spell he’d ever had cast at him, and he flinched back, swords raised, as it came crackling in—


  And dissipated harmlessly, before it even touched his blades.


  Bellarum’s eyes glowed, magic still flowing from them only to disappear only inches from Cyrus, who stared out at the God of War through partially closed eyes. Bellarum blinked, the spell disappearing, then concentrated again, and loosed another burst that burned through the air between them, the smell of something hot, like a steamy afternoon rain evaporating, filling Cyrus’s nose. The spell energy once more crackled toward him furiously—


  And coruscated as if hitting a shield in front of him, sloughing off the invisible barrier and disappearing into the ether.


  Bellarum stopped his spell once more, blinking, and then spoke, sounding pensive. “Peculiar. I used that on a minion just this morning and it worked marvelously. He was nothing but ash when it was done.” He made a clicking noise beneath the metal helm as he pondered. “Very peculiar.”


  Terian snickered just behind Cyrus. “You need a minute to get ready? Is it because we’re all looking at you?” The God of War looked straight at the Sovereign of Saekaj, and Cyrus could see the mirthlessness in his eyes. “Should we turn away? Give you a minute to … get it working?” The suggestion rolled off his tongue as a chorus of chortling laughter broke loose from Cyrus’s party and filled the chamber.


  “Careful, whoremonger,” Bellarum said, plainly unamused. He raised a finger and pointed it at Terian, then turned it to his side where a white marble pillar stretched from floor to ceiling. Bellarum turned loose a blast that reduced the pillar to rubble, leaving nothing but a circular mark at either end to show that it had ever been there. “Actually,” Bellarum said, now sounding quite a bit happier, “let’s test this on you, Sovereign, and see if you share your old rival’s protection from my wrath.” He lifted his finger and cut loose a blast at Terian—


  “NO!” Cyrus shouted and leapt in front of the paladin. The spell disappeared harmlessly in front of him once more, as though it had never even existed.


  “Get out of the way, damn you,” Bellarum said crossly.


  “I will always stand between you and the people you seek to harm,” Cyrus said, his weapons crossed in front of him.


  “Hm,” Bellarum said, bringing his hand up to his face, stroking the chin of his helm. He finally snapped his fingers together between the gauntlets, producing a crackling noise akin to an explosion that caused Cyrus to flinch at the intensity. “Ah! I see the problem now.”


  “You mean your limp and dangling problem?” Vaste asked, causing another chorus of snorts from behind Cyrus. “It’s called impot—”


  Bellarum shot blasts in either direction, wiping out another series of pillars, filling the air with a cloud of dust. “I’ll thank you to shut your flapping mouth, troll.”


  “This is clearly a god utterly in command of himself, secure in his power,” Cyrus said mockingly, pushing Terian back, trying to form a wedge of his allies behind him. If I can keep them contained here, I should be able to leap out and protect anyone from his attacks until—


  “Mock all you want,” Bellarum said. “You don’t possess a quarter of my pow—”


  Cyrus cast a lightning spell that lanced out and struck the God of War. Another surged from behind him, his allies taking up the attack, and then another, and still another, crackling against the surface of Bellarum’s armor, running over him madly as though the lightning was multiplying, strands of power snaking over his metal armor. Cyrus ceased his spell and saw the others quit theirs as well, but still the lightning lanced over Bellarum for a few more seconds until it dispelled.


  “That was … brisk,” Bellarum said, his voice only slightly tauter than it had been before.


  “Well, there’s more briskness to come,” Cyrus said, and he looked back, eyes scanning those standing in his shadow, seeking …


  Mendicant, Ryin, J’anda and Vaste each had a hand raised; the troll was crouching down just behind Terian, the better to shelter behind Cyrus, his robes creating a kind of tent around him. Zarnn was kneeling just behind Vaste, eyes burning with hatred as he looked at the God of War. Cyrus could see Longwell and Scuddar standing in the troll’s shadow, with Calene the last in sight, bow raised, Fulmenar crackling lightning where it hung on her hand, arrow nocked, taking careful aim with her enhanced strength and dexterity—


  Cyrus smiled as he saw what he had expected, and then turned to face Bellarum, who was looking right at him, surveying him carefully. “So my new magic doesn’t work on you,” the God of War said, still entirely amused by the proceedings. “I should have predicted that. I would wager the old does, though—” And he started to raise a hand.


  The sound of a bowstring rustling whistled through the air behind Cyrus as Calene loosed her shot. He saw the arrow pass within inches of his head, slipping its way toward its target. It reminded him of the old siege weapons that Sanctuary’s army had employed at its height, bombarding their enemies with projectiles. The arrow slid unerringly toward its target, reaching out for Bellarum like a thin finger of death—


  The God of War turned his head, just slightly, at the last second, and the arrow snapped against his helm, unable to penetrate the thick metal. The red eyes found Cyrus again, and another shot failed as Bellarum twitched away at the last second, a faint chuckle echoing through the chamber.


  “You seek to poison me and take my eye,” Bellarum said under the low rumble of his laugh. “As though I couldn’t hear you plotting it.” His eyes glowed once more, and he spoke with a deep satisfaction. “I have heard your plans all along, every one of them—against my armies, against me, and the only surprise you have managed is one you had no control over. You cannot beat me. You should not have even tried.” He straightened. “And now I shall have to show you the folly of your actions,” the God of War said, and he started toward them, the look in his eyes almost resigned as he stepped forth, Cyrus knew, to break them all at last.




   


   


   


   


  98.


   


  Alaric


   


  “You know, Alaric,” Rin said as we stared out into the engulfing darkness beyond the doors of the Citadel, waiting for something to come for us, “I honestly thought that if any of us made it to immortality, it would be Chavoron.” His eyes were fixed in the distance, staring into the darkness that cloaked the streets of Sennshann beyond the green veil protecting us. “He went farther down the road of spell discovery than any of us, and he was wise … and brave … He should not have died in this, our darkest hour.”


  “He was hardly infallible or all-seeing,” I said, looking at the blood that stained the front of my armor. In the short time I’d worn it, it had gone from looking brand new to battered from blows I didn’t even realize I’d taken. Rin looked up as if he wanted to argue, ripping his eyes from his watch on the darkness. “He saw farther than most,” I agreed quietly, “but that didn’t mean he was flawless.”


  “I never said he was,” Rin said, but he sounded half ready to argue with me.


  “He brought you out of Saekajaren Sovaren,” I said, running through my memory for some understanding of why Rin was taking this so hard. He’d shown emotions on so few occasions that this reaction to Chavoron’s death, especially after the exile that had followed our killing of the Eruditia, that his grief took me by surprise. “Gave you a higher station. But why—”


  “You didn’t see half of what he did for me,” Rin said sullenly, turning his face away. I glanced back and saw the remnants of my men—only half having survived the onslaught, Varren standing foremost among them, Rodanthar in hand—holding back and waiting for any sign of renewed attack. Stepan was looking over his shoulder, face covered with navy blood from our enemies. They were tired; I could tell from looking at them.


  “What did he do for you?” I asked gently.


  “What did he—” Rin cut himself off in frustration. “Do you know what hope a guardsman has of becoming more than a guardsman in this empire? Title is title, and your station in life at its end is barely a crawl above where you began, unless your magical talent exceeds the ordinary by a far margin. I was doomed to be a lesser member of House Gronvey, and counted myself fortunate for even that small blessing, until Chavoron raised me up. Especially after the debacle of teaching you how to fight—the mere association with a human who had learned magic would have had me cast out of most houses, even the majority of the anti-slaver ones.” He stared down at his feet for a moment. “Even House Gronvey must have thought twice about keeping me in their ranks after all that. Timmas might have played the noble anti-slaver role in the streets and councils, but he was just as obsessed about what the people thought of him as anyone else.” He shook his head. “Until now, apparently.”


  “Chavoron protected us both,” I said, “after that. Jena, too, I think.”


  “Of course,” Rin said with a faint trace of a smile. “He was unfailingly loyal.” The smile faded, replaced by a resentful anger. “Stupid, though, thinking his enemies would kill him and that would be the end of the threat to the empire.”


  “He underestimated their … avarice, I suppose,” I said. “He thought them better than they were, that the blood price they would command for peace would be simpler to pay than fighting this battle to its conclusion.”


  Rin looked up at me in disbelief. “What did he think would happen? That his death would unify all? That we would all gather around his sacrifice and make a martyr of him? ‘Come, let us unite with each other now that more blood has been shed and the best of us has been taken.’” He let out a scoffing snort. “I will never forgive them for this, whoever among them is involved. It is a sickness, this idea that all are guilty and sacrificial, that holding to blame those who had little to nothing to do with the matter at hand is acceptable.” He lowered his gaze again, and I could see a sullen self-pity take hold on him. “Damn him for not being here. If anyone could have prevented this … he could.”


  I started to reply, but a sound like thunder crackled in the distance, and my eyes were drawn out of the door as a red light appeared in the night. I could barely see it, but it glowed brighter, striking something—a tower—down the street, so brightly that I had to close my eyes against it as it coruscated around one of the towers of Sennshann, consuming it completely.


  When I opened my eyes again … the building was gone.


  “Did they just …” Varren was squinting into the dark. “What just happened?”


  “They scourged a building off the face of the land,” Rin said, horrorstruck, on his feet. His eyes glistened as he looked at me, and another flash lit the world outside, and another, the work of powerful magics. They hit their targets directly, and this time two towers were dissolved in blinding light. “This is … so much worse than what they were going to do before … Jena’s spell can’t protect the city against this … this craven destruction.” He looked out again as the fury of a red storm consumed another building. I had seen the faces of children staring out its windows only hours earlier, and I knew that whoever lived in its walls had been taken by the spell as well.


  We stared out into the darkness as the flashes came, one after another, moving out of sight. I watched Rin’s facade grow tighter around him, masking all but his anger, as the buildings of Sennshann fell one by one, replaced by nothing but smoking earth, and the Protanian Empire began to fall right outside our doors.
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  Cyrus


   


  Another arrow spanged off Bellarum’s helm as he advanced slowly toward Cyrus and his war party. The God of War held up a bracer and blocked another, laughing as he walked toward them. “You are a fool, Cyrus. I know you. I have known you since you were a child. I sculpted and molded you through my proxies, your teachers, watched and listened to your plans and words and fears. All of this I have foreseen, and when I conclude our business here,” he blocked another arrow, and Cyrus could hear Calene frantically readying another behind him, the bow’s string whining at the rough treatment, “your army dies. Hmph!” he scoffed. “Poison me. As though I couldn’t hear you plan it, and see it coming.” He loomed large over Cyrus, drawing Vara’s sword in his mighty hand. “As though I don’t know you.”


  “Oh, you’ve known me,” Cyrus said, pushing back his allies as he carefully retreated from Bellarum, drawing the God of War forward, “that’s for sure.” Cyrus felt a calm assurance as he smiled, just to be infuriating. “But you don’t know my people.” He felt the smile grow wider as he saw a flash behind Bellarum, a hint of movement. “You may have heard me saying that we should poison you,” another arrow clanged off his armor, “but you assumed I was talking to Calene … I wasn’t.”


  Bellarum paused, just for a second, and cocked his head, a hint of uncertainty poking through. “But …” His eyes flashed, and Cyrus saw the hint of motion in his shadow—


  Aisling leapt up, barely visible under her weapon’s effect, and her dagger found the gap between breastplate and backplate that she’d once exploited on Cyrus himself to devastating effect. Bellarum jerked as she brought the knife home, and he howled in pain as she buried it deep and twisted, then ripped free her dagger and leapt out of the swing of his arm, rolling and running away, darting back in behind Cyrus’s party as the God of War bent nearly double, black ichor streaming down his back and hip. When he lifted his hand from touching the wound, it was covered in dark liquid, and his glowing red eyes found Cyrus, the fury obvious within them. “You—”


  “As though I didn’t know you were listening,” Cyrus said, holding his weapons up, “I spoke every word you expected to hear, and you took no notice of poor Aisling, there but to provide guidance to an apothecary she’d never even visited before.” Cyrus laughed mirthlessly, as he saw the glowing eyes fade just a hint. “Oh, and another thing … that’s not poison.”


  Bellarum hesitated, then stared at his hand as the glow of his eyes faded another shade. “What did you …?”


  “It’s called black lace,” Cyrus said coldly, smiling all the while. “Surely you’re familiar with it? It’s not technically a poison. But it does sap the magic out of one’s blood.” He saw the God of War shrink by an inch before his eyes, and asked, “Say … that godhood of yours … that’s not some form of magic, is it?”


  Bellarum stood up straighter, murmuring something under his breath, but no hint of a glow appeared around his fingertips, which shook. He murmured something again, but once more no glow came to his aid. Cyrus could see the blood dripping down his leg now, the wound grievous in addition to its nullifying effects. “You are … more treacherous than I thought.”


  “Maybe you don’t know me so well after all,” Cyrus said, and he nodded at the sword in Bellarum’s hand. “But you started me on this path, Bellarum. We should come to the end together. So … God of War …” Cyrus stepped forward as Bellarum stopped shrinking, leaving him shorter than Cyrus by almost a head. “Why don’t we …” Cyrus pointed toward himself, and then at the Bellarum, “… have ourselves a sword fight?”
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  Alaric


   


  Rin and I had journeyed to the top of the tower after a long hour of watching the flashes claim building after building, razing Sennshann as though ancient ancestors from the clouds were striking down and collecting souls to drag to the hereafter. We watched the lights blaze for quite some time before deciding to climb, wordlessly, back to Chavoron’s quarters where we’d thrown open the shutters and watched the land cleansed of any sign of the Protanian Empire, spell by scourging spell.


  “I can scarcely believe what I see here,” Curatio said, still holding tight to Jena’s shoulders. Jena herself was sweating profusely, droplets running down her forehead, her eyes fixed straight ahead in intense concentration. The glow around her hands had subtly changed and was now more red, though the spell continued to flow out in a green color, offering its silent protection from that which was scourging the city around us. When I looked at him questioningly, Curatio went on. “I had always imagined that matters between the Protanians and my people would come to a head in war, that some day I would be forced to cross the river with an army of my own folk and fight in this land, or else be run back into my own.” He looked into the distance as another flare of red lit the sky and another tower—one of the last—disappeared under the spell’s furious assault. “I never imagined it would be a war among their own that finished this unstoppable empire.”


  “It’s not finished yet,” Rin said, but he sounded strangled. “Even if they … they destroy the city … there will still be some of them left, presumably the worst of us … the architects of this slaughter.” He managed to get the last bit out with resounding disgust. His face flushed dark, and I thought I detected a hint of envy when he looked at Jena, with her powerful magics he could not nearly match with his own, and then he flickered with shame and glanced away.


  A moment of silence was followed by the flash of red again testing itself against Jena’s spell, and she cried out as though it had struck her instead of her barrier. Her cry was a forlorn sound. I watched Curatio channel light into her shoulders again, and her spell turned green at her hands for a moment before turning back to crimson. I had no idea what that meant at the time, of course, only noting that she looked more tired and heavily lined than before.


  “They are testing us,” Rin said, his blade in hand, looking outside as the red attack faded and Jena’s green spell reasserted its glow over the Citadel. He looked back at Jena. “I am not nearly as powerful as you, but perhaps I should try and make an attempt before—”


  “I will … be fine,” she said, hoarse, sweating, her hair dark with sweat upon her forehead.


  Rin looked as though he wanted to say something more, but did not. Instead he looked out the windows again, staring to the southeast, gaze fixed upon the Coliseum. “They haven’t destroyed it yet,” he said, when he saw me looking as well. “My protection on the place has long since faded, they would be able to raze it with barely a thought.” He chewed on his bottom lip. “Why do you suppose they hold back?”


  “Guilt, perhaps,” I said, not really sure. “If it is filled entirely with humans, perhaps they retain some vestigial memory about the purpose that they started this endeavor with?”


  “Hmph,” Rin said, nodding. “That makes as much sense as anything else in this storm of madness. A sop to their consciences—‘we wiped away the filthy slave state, but saved the slaves!’” He made a snorting sound of utter contempt. “What good does it do them to become masters of all that remains without anyone to admire their virtue and their good works?” A blazing glow of a spell burned, reflected, in his eyes as another building disappeared under a wall of magic. There were few left now of any size, the spells spreading wider to consume several of the smaller buildings of Sennshann with each luminous blast. There was little visible but rubble on any side of us, with even the causeways that led from the underground roads beneath the city buried in the destruction, channels in the earth obvious where those mighty tunnels had collapsed.


  I caught a hint of light from the east and saw orange illuminating the horizon. It took me a moment to realize amongst all the chaos and rampant spellwork destroying the city that it was the first rays of the sun rising in the east. I blinked; how was it possible that the sun could come up after what we’d witnessed this night?


  A flash of red turned the barrier outside another color, and I blinked involuntarily once more as the sound of magics going to war with one another was capped by Jena’s scream. I watched the cascading swirl of red and green clashing outside the window as Jena let out a long cry, like a plea for mercy. I looked back and saw her hair was leeched of its color, her face wrinkled with age that did not belong upon it. I knew in that moment that something was desperately wrong.


  “I … can’t hold her … up … any longer …” Curatio said, his face white and twisted with strain.


  Jena let out a last cry as the red flashes ceased, and we were left with a pure barrier of green for only a moment before her spell died, the red light from her hands winking out like a candle snuffed in the night. She fell against Curatio’s hands, caught by the elf as she collapsed, her eyes dull and staring as she fell, taking with us the only protection we had against the foes destroying everything outside the walls of the Citadel.




   


   


   


   


  101.


   


  Cyrus


   


  “So it comes down to this,” Bellarum said with a weak laugh, Vara’s sword in his hand. He faced Cyrus across the short gulf between them, only a few arms’ lengths separating their blades. “The student intends to take on the teacher.” He looked at Cyrus, the glow of his eyes replaced with red irises of a sort Cyrus had seen before in dark elves, though somehow Bellarum’s were more striking. “Did you know that I taught your mentor, Alaric, how to use a blade?”


  “Ten thousand years ago?” Cyrus asked, and then came at Bellarum with hard, frenzied strikes, driving the God of War backward under his onslaught. Bellarum blocked slowly and staggered under the fury of Cyrus’s assault. “It shows,” Cyrus said. “Your swordcraft is rusty, Bellarum.”


  “But my blade is pristine,” Bellarum taunted, holding up Vara’s sword so Cyrus could see it before laughing and retreating before the certainty of another strike. Cyrus did not follow immediately as the God of War dodged behind a pillar, hiding, putting it between them.


  Cyrus stared after the God of War, waiting. She’s still his last advantage … where does he have her?


  And what is he going to do with her?


  “You’re a leech on a vein,” Cyrus said, darting around the pillar and driving Bellarum out with a wide, sweeping slash of the sword that the God of War barely blocked in time. “Drinking in magical energy in seats of power these last millennia, growing fat on this blood of life.” Bellarum ducked behind the pillar again and Cyrus struck it, smashing through the plaster with Ferocis and causing the God of War to leap back. “Meanwhile, I survived in a place where I was hunted nightly and dogged every day.” Cyrus looked through the wrecked pillar to see Bellarum staring at him from some distance behind it, retreating slowly backward. “Every day since I was old enough to wield a sword, I have lived the call to battle.” He dodged around the pillar and leapt like Vara always had, coming down only a few feet from his adversary and striking out immediately. “You may be Bellarum,” Cyrus said, driving his enemy back under furious sword thrusts that clanked against the sword held out as meager protection against his assault, “but I am war.”


  “You are what … I made you,” Bellarum said between grunts as he threw up another feeble defensive thrust. Cyrus let him, watching the god tire under the constant attack. He’ll make an error, and I’ll exploit it, and then another, and another … A troubling thought occurred to Cyrus. Unless he manages to pull that final surprise … I cannot be stopped by it. By her.


  I must go on until I win.


  This is the last thing that matters.


  “What you made me?” Cyrus laughed. “I get the feeling that as much as you say you revere war, you haven’t tasted the real bitterness of it in ten thousand years.” Cyrus knocked the deity’s weapon aside and slid the tip of Praelior under Bellarum’s breastplate, probing for weakness. He heard a grunt, and was rewarded with a weak dripping of black liquid. “But don’t worry,” Cyrus said, “today I’m bringing it—war—to you.”


  “Now, at the last, you finally see it my way,” Bellarum said, hurrying backward without looking, his retreat obvious and ill-guarded. “Do you know how much effort I’ve spent these last years getting you to come back to war after turning your back on it for his way?”


  “I never turned my back on war,” Cyrus said, advancing, his fury seeking to spend itself. “I never stopped fighting, I just did it in causes you disliked.” He slashed with Praelior and knocked Vara’s blade aside as Bellarum’s eyes widened. “I didn’t fight for my own aggrandizement anymore, or simply for the hell of battle—I did it for a reason, to protect people—and you, you idiot, you decided to attack those people. As though turning me into a pure instrument of violence was an intelligent move. As though my skill at picking apart superior enemies could be manipulated toward your own, obvious aims.” Cyrus swiped hard at the blade Bellarum blocked with, and caught the God of War at the wrist, his chain mail below the plate jangling and the red eyes showing the pain. A new trail of black ichor seeped down his bracer like a slow line of liquid darkness, and Cyrus knew he’d struck true again.


  “I wanted you to claim the mantle awaiting you,” Bellarum said. “To become a Lord of War at my side, to carve out an empire for your own sake and mine—”


  “Mostly yours, I think,” Cyrus said.


  “—because this land of yours,” Bellarum went on, “needed order. These gods needed to be usurped, to be overthrown.” He laughed weakly. “You have no idea what they’ve done—”


  “And I don’t care, because they’re all dead now,” Cyrus said.


  “—done to me,” Bellarum said, a hollow look in his eyes. “Done to others. You think I don’t know the cost of war?” He clanked a thumb against his breastplate. “You think I’ve forgotten? I know it well, child. Better than you. I offered you dominion over those who needed the guidance. I tried to make you a legend, and you chose to be a nothing. It’s how you started, it’s what you are, and it’s what you’ll leave behind—nothing.” He stood tall and held Vara’s blade before him. “The legend of the gods ruled over Arkaria for millennia, even when they were out of sight. The two of us, we upended that—and now you want to quibble about the price it took to end their corrupt reign.” Bellarum snorted. “I made you more than you ever would have been if you’d chosen Alaric’s path alone and walked it—ignoring Mortus, ignoring Yartraak, turning a blind eye to their monstrous injustices. You would fade into obscurity, like he has,” the God of War said spitting with disgust. “No one even remembers it was him, remembers his name.” He hammered at his breastplate again. “Well, no one will forget mine. And perhaps no one will forget yours, either, but if so, it’s only because of me.”


  “I am not yours,” Cyrus said, that sick feeling overwhelming him as he stared at the God of War before him, shriveled and pathetic. Cyrus dwarfed him now, his reach so much longer, his skill with a blade beyond anything Bellarum could have mustered.


  “You chose Alaric over me,” Bellarum said with a tinge of bitterness. “I offered you Vara, as he did, and still you choose his path.” A hint of mirth broke through his voice. “Well, I suppose I’ll have the last laugh, then—”


  Cyrus struck before he finished speaking, aiming his first slash at the weak point of the chain mail exposed at the God of War’s shoulder blade. He hit with a hard, hacking strike, and Bellarum cried out in pain as the edge of Praelior slammed home into the quartal chainmail with all Cyrus’s strength. He raised the sword and struck again before the mail had finished ringing against his blow, and was rewarded as Bellarum’s arm sagged at the site of the hit, the chainmail bludgeoning the flesh beneath with godly force. A third attempt produced the desired result, and the God of War’s left arm came free, slipping out of the chain and clattering to the floor, a gout of black ichor spurting out behind it.


  Bellarum fell to a knee, staring down at his lost arm, blinking beneath the protection of his helm. “You … how did … you …?”


  “I guess I’m stronger than you thought,” Cyrus said, and brought Ferocis down, this time driving the tip into the lip of the God of War’s right gauntlet. He dragged it down as hard as he could, and was rewarded with the sound of flesh tearing as he ripped the armor from Bellarum’s hand, dragging Vara’s sword with it.


  Chainmail dangled over deep blue, nearly black, flesh, and Cyrus quickly dug the edge of Ferocis into the exposed wrist and hacked the hand clean off, leaving bone exposed and more black blood dripping onto the pure white floor. Cyrus kicked away the sword, and heard a gasp from behind him, but did not bother to see whose surprise he had wrung free with the viciousness of his attack.


  Cyrus stared down at the beaten deity, handless, weaponless, and saw the red eyes blinking up at him through the slits of the helm, no hint of the glow that had always been there when he’d looked his deity in the face. “Let’s speak, Bellarum—face to face.” Inserting Praelior’s tip under the chin, he flicked off Bellarum’s helmet, sending it rattling to the ground behind the God of War.


  “Yes, let’s,” Bellarum said, looking up at Cyrus without the protection of his helm for once. He looked a bit like a dark elf to Cyrus, but shades darker than even the darkest dark elf Cyrus had ever seen. He had a wide chin, and long, dark hair, his red eyes looking up without any malice at all, lip quivering as he appeared to try to hold in the pain of his limbs being severed. “I have looked upon you your whole life … you might as well see me now.”


  “You were going to be the god,” Cyrus said, an icy edge of taunting in his words. “You were going to rule all Arkaria, with me as your warlord while you sat and supped upon the feast of magic out there waiting for you.”


  Bellarum blanched, looking down at the ground. “Yes … that was the plan,” he said, a little lightly, between the grunts of pain. “Clearly … I miscalculated somewhere along the line.”


  “Would you like to know exactly when that miscalculation happened?” Cyrus asked, taking the tip of Ferocis and placing it upon Bellarum’s jaw, guiding his gaze back up to meet Cyrus’s own.


  Bellarum looked him in the eye, pain writ all over his blue face and said, “When I killed Vara.”


  “That’s right,” Cyrus said, and waited. He waited a long minute, and looked around the room. His small army was still behind him, hanging on to every word of their exchange in absolute silence. Even Vaste looked struck dumb with surprise, his lips slightly parted as he watched and listened. “Is there anything … you want to tell me?” Cyrus asked, eyes darting about as he waited for the inevitable ambush.


  “I won’t plead for my life,” Bellarum said, looking up at him, one eye nearly pinched shut from pain, “if that’s what you’re waiting for, strike and be done.”


  Cyrus swallowed heavily, his mouth suddenly dry. Finally, he broke the absolute complete silence with his question. “Where is she?” His scalp tingled, and within his gauntlets, he could feel the perspiration on his hands. “What have you done with her?”


  Bellarum looked up at him, and raised an eyebrow. “Oh. Well. This is, ahh …an uncomfortable moment, I suppose. I’d hoped you’d have given me what I wanted before we came to this point, but … since you haven’t …” His wide chin moved as he opened his mouth to laugh weakly. “I didn’t bring her back.”


  Cyrus heard the words, but they passed as though he’d been struck deaf. “Where is she?”


  “I didn’t bring her back,” Bellarum said, staring at Cyrus through dull eyes, the pain glazing them over. Black blood ran from his severed limbs in streams across the floor, staining it dark.


  “You told me,” Cyrus said, rage rising like embers of a fire stirred back to life, kindling being thrown upon it, “that you went—into the chamber and brought her back …” He reached down, grabbing the front of Bellarum’s gorget and lifting him forward. “Where the hell is she?” he said into the face of the God of War, spittle flying free and dotting Bellarum’s forehead.


  “I went to the chamber,” Bellarum said, slightly choked by the strength of Cyrus’s grasp around his gorget, “but … I only killed the God of Evil there and drank his power … I didn’t … I couldn’t … bring her back …” He grimaced with discomfort at the way Cyrus held him. “Now … Cyrus … there is another thing I could … offer … you …”


  But Cyrus did not hear him, his words passing again, his red eyes looking even redder as Cyrus stared into them, the fury burning him through and through, the wildfire of anger spreading. Cyrus pulled tighter his hold of the gorget, and clutched Ferocis tight, swinging it around in a great arc before him.


  The blade swung true, and cut through the air and then the neck of the God of War, whose lips were still moving even though the words were choked off by the tight hold of the gorget’s bite upon his flesh. Bellarum’s head tipped, then fell to the ground, followed by the body, and the red eyes stared up at Cyrus, finding him as the head came to rest. The lips moved, slowly, one last time.


  “Now you’ll … never see … Alaric … again …” Bellarum said slowly, and then his face twitched to a stop, going slack in the manner of death that Cyrus had seen—and inflicted—times beyond numbering. And Cyrus stared down at him, here in the halls of the Realm of War, looking into the face of his last living enemy, and felt … nothing.


  Nothing at all.




   


   


   


   


  102.


   


  Alaric


   


  “Jena!” I said, coming to her side in an instant. All thought of the shield around the Citadel vanished the moment I realized she was dying, her life’s energy drained with her casting of the protective spell.


  The air was thick in the tower room, the first light of dawn starting to break upon us through the eastern balcony. I glanced at it briefly, wondering what the new day would bring for us, then I stared into the aged face of my lover.


  She looked back at me wearily, and her hand found mine. Her fingers and palm slipped against my armored gauntlet, and I removed it in order to better take her hand in mine, looking into her faded blue eyes. They looked so lifeless, all the vitality gone out of them. “I’m sorry, Alaric,” she said, her voice faded and distant, weak as if she’d grown old in the span of minutes. “I couldn’t … hold it anymore …”


  “It’s all right,” I breathed, my heart frozen in my chest. It seemed like icy fingers had clawed through my ribcage and were fingering their way around my lungs. “You did well.”


  Curatio bobbed down as he took a knee. “I’m sorry,” he said under his breath, to me, “I held the line against her bleeding out her own life as much as I could, but …” He shook his head. “You saw her magic. It’s considerably stronger than anything I’ve ever cast, and my ability to transfer life was … inadequate to her need.”


  Rin edged into view, attention torn between Jena’s fall and what was going on outside. “We are about to be in great danger if we can’t establish that barrier.”


  “I cannot do it myself,” Curatio said, and I saw the veil of exhaustion upon him, like a heavy blanket. “It is beyond my skill.”


  “This is so far beyond anything I have ever even attempted,” Rin said, and he sounded ghostly. “I wouldn’t know where to start.”


  “Alaric,” Jena said, pulling my hand. Her strength was faded, but she tugged me gently. “Alaric … I need you to … to …” She swallowed, her lips cracked as though a drink of water hadn’t passed them in days.


  “What … what do you need?” I asked, the fear of that scourging spell lingering in the back of my mind. It could come at any time, and I saw Rin off to the side, eyes closed, hands extended, faintest tendrils of a spell spreading from him like wispy smoke, far weaker than what Jena had produced.


  “I need you …” Jena said, and she brought my hand down, against her thick robes, against her belly—


  Her swollen belly.


  “Jena,” I whispered, aghast. I pushed against her, and felt it hard, like a melon. I searched my memory, trying to think about how long I’d been in Saekajaren Sovaren with her, how long it had been since I had seen her naked in the light. It had been months, plainly, and I had not even noticed.


  “Alaric,” she said, and brushed aside her robes as she writhed in pain. Her breathing was hard and heavy, and even I could not fail to notice the meaning, though Curatio said it first.


  “She goes into childbirth,” the elf said, sliding down to her feet. “There is little time.”


  I held her hand as Curatio worked, guiding her through a process I had never before seen save for once, long ago, as a horse birthed a foal. I stared into her weary, lined face as the man I had once known as the Butcher told her to push, and she did, her breaths coming raggedly and quickly. She did it only thrice, and then she sagged, and I heard a faint whimper.


  I turned, and saw a baby in Curatio’s arms. He held it, cradling it gently, as it started to cry. “It’s a boy,” he pronounced, doing something with the long cord of flesh extending out of the belly that I didn’t see. I blinked my eyes over and over, and turned to say something Jena—anything—


  I could see in that moment, there in the tower, an infinity stretched before us. I lived a lifetime in that place of possibility, and saw the two of us raise a babe, with all the quiet, murmured affirmations between us, the whispers of lovers, knowing each other in the night, the sight of our light blue child growing taller and stronger day by day—


  I saw it all in that moment, that one perfect moment in the tower, and it settled in my mind before I fully turned my head to share what was in my mind with her. It was a like a flash of a life ahead, of the things that could be if I merely stayed here, with her, with the child, and lived in this moment and place. I opened my mouth to speak—


  And no words came out, for I saw, and the moment ended.


  She was dead, her lips a loose line, all the tension gone out of her body. Her eyes were open, staring into the distance.


  “She held onto life until she birthed the child,” Rin said quietly as he eased in to sit next to me. “She was a woman of indomitable will.”


  “It appears not,” I said, staring blankly at her body. Curatio reached over and closed her eyes, a sign of quiet respect as he cooed to the child in his arms. He’d wrapped the baby in a blanket that he’d stolen from Chavoron’s bed, and offered the baby to me.


  I stared at the little bundle, mouth open and a mewling sound coming out that I barely heard as I took him up. I cradled him against my armor, unsure what to do, unsure what to say. I stood, and my gaze fell out the window, where the ruins of an empire waited beyond the glass. I stared around the tower, remembering the moment I’d lived before I realized Jena was dead, and a dull ache seeped into my heart, dampening the joy at holding the child in my arms, tempering it with a smothering fear. “I have never had such a creature in my hands,” I said quietly, a sense of panic starting to overtake me. “What am I to do?”


  “Try singing, perhaps?” Curatio asked. “Something to soothe the—”


  But no soothing sound came, and the crying was the least of the noise that filled the air. A cracking, splintering thunderclap echoed through the tower room, and the three of us wheeled at its fury.


  Someone was coming, trying to crash through the doors at the southern balcony. And as I held the baby tight against my armor, with one hand, I clutched in the other the gift his mother had given me—Aterum—and swallowed my fear as I prepared to defend the last living vestige of Jena from the harm I sensed was coming.
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  Cyrus


   


  “Cyrus,” came the calm voice from behind him as Cyrus stood, looking out the edge of the pavilion at the top of the tower onto the army below. The victory was complete, the legions of Bellarum vanquished. Cyrus could see the dragons of the south swooping around above the battlefield, watching with their keen eye for some sign of enemy survivors—or perhaps for betrayal by us, Cyrus thought—as his assembled armies milled below on the field of victory.


  Cyrus turned at the call of his name. He knew Isabelle’s voice when he heard it, and was not surprised when he found her there, staring at him with her blue, glittering eyes. She held Vara’s sword cradled in her hands, smudges of mud on her white robes. Larning trailed a few steps behind her, lingering in the elf’s shadow. “Yes?” Cyrus asked.


  “Our armies have searched this keep,” Isabelle said, looking at him with a worry in her eye that he would have considered uniquely hers until he’d gotten to know her sister better, “from top to bottom … there’s no sign of Alaric or …” she swallowed heavily, “Vara.”


  “When did you lie and when did you tell the truth, Bellarum?” Cyrus asked, looking back to his sweeping view of the field of battle. The pavilion was so wide, so immense, such a distorted impossibility to be perched on top of the small tower. Cyrus felt like he could see the hints of the magic that lurked at the seams, knitting this place carefully into the tower’s cap. He leaned against a pillar as he looked out over the distance below. “You told the truth at the last, didn’t you?” he finally decided, though the question still lingered. Vara is gone, then. He kept the thought to himself. Forever.


  And I’ll never go home, now.


  “It was a fine victory you pulled off, lad,” Larning said, creeping up from behind Isabelle. “Killing the God of War at the apex of his powers, crushing his armies before his own keep.” Cyrus could feel him sliding closer, could sense a hint of a purpose in the dwarf’s tone. “What are you going to do now?”


  Cyrus blinked, staring out at the carnage he’d wrought. “What are you going to do?” He glanced down at Larning, who looked up at him curiously, and then he transferred his gaze to Isabelle. “Both of you. You run guilds that pride yourselves on impossible conquests—loot pilfered from the realms of the gods.” Cyrus waved a hand around them. “The gods are dead. Their spoils aren’t going to regenerate anymore, which means you—”


  “Bloody shits,” Larning said, cursing. “What are we going to do now?” The dwarf sounded genuinely mystified, his eyes searching as he thought. “Well, we’ll … we’ll plunder this place, of course—”


  “You’ll split the gains here with the other armies,” Cyrus said warningly.


  “Of—of course,” Larning said, backing off quickly enough that Cyrus wondered if he was still grateful for the gift of Luminas or merely intimidated. “That’s fair. We did our part, we’ll take our part and gladly split with others.” He grunted. “But—I was going to offer you and your guildmates a place with us, but—but that’s—”


  “Pointless,” Cyrus said, looking off into the blue horizon, beyond mountains that seemed to define the edges of Bellarum’s former realm. There may be no end there, but I see one here. “I have no more need nor interest in treasure, or loot … or adventure,” he said with a great finality.


  “Fair enough,” Larning said, and though he did not look, Cyrus could hear the dwarf’s boots as he retreated. “If you ever change your mind …”


  “I won’t,” Cyrus whispered, and the dwarf’s footsteps disappeared under the quiet sound of Isabelle breathing.


  “Are you interested at all in what we found in the keep?” Isabelle asked, her robes brushing the ground as she stepped up directly behind him. She was close enough to give him a push and send him rushing to the ground. But she wouldn’t, Cyrus thought, and if she did …


  … that would be a mercy.


  “Did you find an ark?” Cyrus asked with detached interest. He wasn’t sure he truly cared, but curiosity got the better of him and the question came out.


  “I assume you mean a chest of some sort,” she said, “and the answer is no. Countless swords. Foods of every kind. A treasure hoard of gold and the like, enough to make almost everyone in this army at least a little richer for their efforts, but … no ark of any sort. Plain chests, all opened. The gnomes seem particularly keen on taking inventory of—”


  “I don’t really care,” Cyrus said, looking off into the blue sky.


  “You killed the gods, Cyrus,” Isabelle said softly. “You’ve changed Arkaria.”


  He didn’t even need to think about it before an answer occurred that expressed, perfectly clearly, how he felt about this whole, misbegotten mess. “It wasn’t worth the cost,” he said succinctly, and he didn’t say another word, for he didn’t need to. Isabelle left, and the armies below did the same, little by little, in the hours that followed, taking their promised portion and departing the Realm of War, leaving it in peace.
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  Alaric


   


  I held the baby in one hand and my sword in the other as the doors rattled under the pressure of a hard kick. Someone struck at the one to my left, and I wheeled in surprise. Another strike came to the one behind me, and then at the final door, hammering as they came under assault. Apparently none of them tried the artful approach Rin had, of using a spell to dislodge the bolts, for the rattling continued, rising in pitch and frequency.


  “Here it comes, then,” Rin said, grim resignation in his tone. He held his sword high, ready, his mouth set in a line. “We’ll be the last, I think.”


  “We could leave. Teleport away,” Curatio said, drawing a scathing look from Rin. In response, the elf shrugged. “I was not suggesting it, merely mentioning that the possibility was open.”


  “Leave if you want to,” Rin said, and then his voice softened, and he looked back at me. “You should leave, Alaric. Take the baby and get out of here before—”


  The doors in front of me smashed open, and Rin raised his sword, his suggestion left unfinished. Someone tumbled in through the sunlit early morning but halted, a spear over their shoulder.


  I stared at the man who’d entered, and another broke in to my right, holding a scepter; another came in from behind, this one short and covered in scales, brandishing a hammer, and finally a woman came in the last entry, carrying a sword with a curved blade.


  I barely had time to gawk at the fact that every one of them was from the races of slaves before I realized that I knew the man carrying the spear; that he was very familiar indeed, the beginnings of jowls returned to his plump cheeks and a miserly smile planted upon his face. “Olivier!” I said.


  “That’s no longer my name,” Olivier said snottily, but he put the spear over his shoulder rather than continuing to point it at me.


  “I heard,” I said dryly. “You’re … Pretnam Urides now?” I heard Rin snort softly and Curatio suppress a chuckle behind me.


  “I am,” Olivier—Pretnam—said haughtily.


  “What are you doing here?” I asked, cradling the baby to my side.


  Olivier’s eyes danced over my bundle and a trace of disgust curled his lips. “We’ve been sent by our new masters to liberate this tower and retrieve you.” He maintained a stiffness that was alien to me. In all the years I’d known him, even at court, he had never been this haughty.


  “Your new masters?” I could hear the feral fury threatening to overwhelm Rin’s words. “You mean the anti-slavers that have razed Sennshann to the ground?”


  “No,” Olivier said. “My master had nothing to do with that.” He straightened up even further, if that was possible. “I am the servant of the Ashea, one of the four—the new order that has put an end to this … senselessness.” He sniffed and looked at the destruction outside.


  “And not a moment too soon,” Rin said, sounding stricken. “Where were your masters when the rest of the city was falling to rubble?”


  “Coming to consensus,” Olivier said with a twinge of irritation. “And now they’ve reached it. Be grateful, for you are saved, and these … imprudent actions have been … halted.” He looked at us this time, and not the ruined cityscape.


  “‘Imprudent’?” Rin’s voice cracked.


  “There will be consequences,” Olivier said haughtily. “But for now … we have come to escort you out of this place, along with those you’ve saved.”


  “What guarantee do we have that this isn’t some ruse to draw us out and slaughter us in the open air?” I asked, watching Olivier for his response. I barely recognized him, with that smug look on his face.


  Olivier smiled. “Do you imagine we’d need to draw you out into the open air to slaughter you at this point?” His spear came off his shoulder with blazing speed, and he pointed it at me. “Look at you, Ulric—or, Alaric, I suppose. You’re holding a baby. The three of you are exhausted. Your protective spell has vanished. You’ve been defending this tower all night. I’m not asking you to put down your arms, but for ancestors’ sake … this fight is over.”


  “This fight is over,” Rin echoed, sounding like he’d died a little at that statement of the obvious.


  “Come out and meet the new masters of this land,” Olivier said, beckoning me forward. I felt the lightness of a flight spell rush over me, and my feet left the ground. “Pay homage, and give thanks for them saving you.” He turned and started to walk out the balcony door into the orange sky beyond, and his fellows that surrounded us mimicked his move.


  I came out of the tower and followed them down in a slow spiral, taking great care with the baby pressed against my side. I could not feel his warmth through the blanket and my armor, but his tiny face had quieted at last, no mewls to be heard, eyes pressed closed. He was fast asleep, but he stirred in the cool morning air as we stepped outside, then his face resumed its normal shape. His skin was not nearly so dark as a Protanian’s, but not so pale and pink as mine, either. He was somewhere between, a shade of blue lighter than midnight, and I had seen hints of purple when I had looked into his eyes when he was crying earlier. I held him close against me as I climbed down on empty air to the rubble-strewn vista far below.


  There was nothing standing where Sennshann had been only the day before, no signs of life and barely a hint of enough stone and masonry to suggest a city had ever been here. It was as though a thousand year flood had washed through, leaving only the Citadel and, far in the distance, the Coliseum still standing. Even the small buildings had been washed away by the fire of spell, annihilated in the hours between the fall of night and the rise of the sun. Deep furrows in the earth suggested where the tunnel highways had once run. In the distance I caught sight of what I thought was a stray piece of rubble, but it was a portal, standing in the middle of a square that had been sundered, the buildings around it removed from the ground, leaving little remaining.


  We came around the last curve to find four figures standing there, in a rough square, each of them at a compass point. They were looking at each other uneasily, as though something had been decided between them but something sacrificed as well. Three of them were women and one was a man, and a familiar man at that. His rough-scarred face, made him look like he was carved out of the earth, and I recognized Orovan, my jailer when I had first arrived at the slave camp.


  None of them greeted me; I received hostile glares, barely contained, but they nodded acknowledgment at Curatio before turning furious eyes again upon Rin. I don’t know what I was expecting when they spoke, but the tallest and fairest of the women opened her mouth first, and when she did, her voice sounded like a distant waterfall.


  “I am the Ashea,” she said, eyes a luminous blue unlike many of her fellow Protanians. She met my gaze and I tingled at the reminder of Jena in her gaze; her own fell upon the baby at my side. She did not look upon me with the open disgust she’d shown when I’d first arrived. “This is the Enflaga,” she gestured to the woman next to her, and I deemed this woman, by the fury writ on her face to be a barely contained cauldron of anger given form, “and the Virixia,” she said, nodding to another who seemed insubstantial enough to be blown away by a strong gust of wind. Finally she nodded at the man. “And I believe you’ve met the Rotan.”


  “A pleasure to meet you all,” Curatio said, and I sensed they were much happier to be speaking to him, for they each bowed their heads in turn in acknowledgment. He turned his attention to the Rotan. “And so good to see you again, as well, Orovan.”


  “You as well, Curatio,” the Rotan said with a nod of his head.


  “So you have put an end to the assault on Sennshann,” Rin said with unrestrained bitterness. “Of course, there’s nothing left of Sennshann now to speak of, but … well done.” He cast an accusing look at each of them in turn, and got a scathing look from the Enflaga in return, along with a slightly more measured amount of loathing from the others.


  “Do not seek to cast blame upon us, Mathurin of House Gronvey,” the Ashea said.


  “I think you mean, ‘Mathurin of no damned house,’” Rin said, “for there are no houses remaining, and barely any of us, as well.” He swept a furious gaze over the ruins, as a trickle of humans started to emerge from the doors of the Citadel, Varren and Stepan at their head.


  “That is your own doing, Mathurin,” the Virixia hissed at him, a sound like a hard wind. “If you had not provoked this conflict with your killing of the Eruditia—”


  “Yes, I see how it’s entirely my fault,” Rin said quietly, staring straight ahead as the rebuke landed upon him.


  “None of this would have happened without your reckless breach of our customs,” the Rotan chided him.


  “None of this would have happened if we’d never started down the path of slaving,” Rin said, whirling on him. “None of it would have happened if we’d given that up without a fight when we realized it was cruel. None of it would have happened if the anti-slavers hadn’t gone mad with determination to raise themselves up as they tore everyone else down—”


  “Now you seek to cast blame on all others rather than let it fairly fall on you,” the Ashea said, entirely too calmly for my taste. She was shifting the blame for the fall of an empire on Rin. I listened, scarcely able to believe my ears. “You and him,” she said, pointing at me.


  “If you wish to blame,” Rin said, sticking his chin out defiantly as he slid his blade roughly back into its scabbard, “then it seems you are decided that it should be I who takes it. Very well, then. If an entire empire in ashes, with every city and town scourged from the very face of the land is not sufficient punishment, then—” He threw his arms wide. “—take me, kill me, and be done with it.”


  An amused rumble ran through the four of them, the result of some joke that they took a moment to disclose. “We won’t see you dead, Mathurin,” the Ashea said, once they’d given their amusement a chance to die down. “Death is hardly a punishment. Look at you, racked with sorrow,” she sneered at him. “Death would be a release for you.”


  “A pointless gesture,” the Rotan agreed.


  “The easy way out,” the Virixia whispered.


  “You need to burn for your sins,” the Enflaga suggested with a hint of fire in her eye. “You will be the effigy, the scapegoat, upon which we will rebuild.”


  “Rebuild?” Rin’s face was horrified, looking at them in raw astonishment. “How many of us are even left?”


  “Few enough,” the Rotan said.


  “But we won’t be rebuilding the Protanian Empire,” the Ashea said. “We’ve grown beyond that. The anti-slavers showed us the truth of that.”


  “They showed you the truth of corpses,” Curatio said under his breath, “and little else.”


  “The empire died,” the Rotan said, as though explaining to a child, “because it became too sclerotic, too entrenched, too reluctant to change. Our people ossified and were ultimately unworthy of what the best among us became in our ascendancy.” He grew sober. “Imagine if we had been but a ruling council, what might have been done without the angry mouths of the populace to shout in our ears, pulling us in every direction.”


  “The Protanian Empire could not be ruled,” the Ashea said. “It had grown too large, too unwieldy.”


  “Measures of control are needed, but impossible to implement on such scale,” the Virixia said.


  “We need to start with something … smaller,” the Enflaga said, her gaze turning to the people flooding out of the Citadel. “Begin again with a less unruly people, ones who would hear and listen rather than shout and expect their will to be followed. Equal citizenry is the mark of fools who think their opinions count as much as the learned. We need … control … to ensure that this next attempt does not go similarly awry.”


  “You stand on their corpses and blame the people of the empire for their own slaughter?” Rin’s eyes flashed furious. “And you make it sound as though you are ready to make another attempt at empire, with you in charge.” He looked at the former slaves making their way out of the Citadel. There were so very many, scores and scores, piling out in huge numbers. “A second slavery, as though you haven’t learned the lessons of the last.”


  “They won’t be slaves now,” the Ashea said.


  “Now they’ll be free,” the Rotan said.


  “But our guidance will be needed,” the Virixia said.


  “For how else will they be expected to rise beyond their feeble, animalistic states?” the Enflaga stared directly at me. “It’s not as though you would have risen up, learned magic, and grown strong without the guidance of some of our own.”


  “This is how it shall be,” the Ashea said. “It is decided. And you will both do your part—or else.”


  Rin and I exchanged a look. “What is my part, then?” Rin asked. “And his?”


  “We will rule as gods to guide these lesser beings,” the Enflaga said, “each choosing our favored area of influence.”


  “But every tale needs its villain,” the Rotan said sternly. He looked sidelong at me. “Your part in this tale is as helper, and will be told true—but your presence is no longer needed, and you will leave this land.”


  “And as for you, Mathurin … your punishment … is to be the face of that villainy,” the Virixia said. “For you have earned it unto yourself.”


  “We tried to save lives and an empire,” Rin said, stony-faced, “and we’re to be the villain and the exile in your myth of creation?” The thin fingers of contempt wrinkled his brow, and he spat, “Fine, then. I will be your villain. If we’re to choose favored areas of influence, I have but one I wish to be. The Bellarum …


  “War.”


  I saw the barely contained tide of fury behind his eyes, and I knew he’d chosen that which he felt most deeply, that which he desired to hold close to his heart, to unleash upon them all had he but the power in that moment. If he’d felt sure, and his hand had been certain of victory, I knew he would have struck them all down then and there, bringing war to them all. As it was, I saw it burn in his eyes for a moment, then turn to a glimmer, and finally vanish beneath the stiff cheeks and raised chin, and I knew he would not let it out again unless he felt certain that things had moved to his advantage.


  “Mistress,” Olivier said, his spear still insufferably over his shoulder and a smirk on his face, appeared to proffer a familiar scabbard to the Ashea. “I found this on what I believe was the remains of the Drettanden.”


  The Ashea took the sword in hand and pulled it carefully from its scabbard. Its blade glowed a faint blue, and she gave it a look before she turned her attention to Rin. “This weapon … did the Drettanden give it a name?”


  Rin held himself taut, like a soldier answering a superior. “He called it … Praelior, but he had names for its pieces as well.” He glanced at the weapon with thinly veiled contempt, as though he blamed the weapon for killing Chavoron. “He called the hilt the Serpent’s Bane—”


  “That will do,” the Ashea said, clearly already weary of the topic. She frowned. “These weapons … we must take care to be sure they do not fall into the wrong hands, imbued as they are with pieces of our power.”


  “Perhaps we should gather them from our champions once the work is done,” the Rotan said. “And any unnecessary ones such as that … simply be done with them, now.”


  “Indeed,” the Ashea said, to nods of agreement from the others. She looked right at Olivier, handing it back to him. “I doubt it can be destroyed but attempt it. Failing that, see that it is taken apart, its pieces scattered.”


  “As you wish, Mistress,” he said with a swooping bow. I saw his loyalty now, bought with the ease of whoever gave him comfort.


  “Rin,” I said, pulling my friend aside, my thoughts raging in my head from all that we’d just heard. “You don’t need to do this, to make yourself the villain for these people. Come with me. Leave this place.” I pleaded with him, the baby held close by my side. “You don’t need them. You don’t need to be the object of their ire.”


  “No,” Rin said, and he drew himself up, keeping his voice low, where they could not hear him. “Someone will need to, for I know their kind as none of your people here do.” He looked at the freed slaves, still pouring out of the Citadel. “These new gods, or whatever they style themselves … they wish to rise, which means they will set themselves above others, above your people and the greenskins and goblins and dwarves and all others … let them unite against me, make me the face of evil. In spite of it all, I will gather to me the tools I need to try and help the people. This war, all war … they will hang it like a noose around my neck so none will ever forget what I have wrought here … and I will let them.” A gleam of triumph glowed in his red eyes. “I will be the symbol they need me to be. Chaos. War. I will continue to protect the people against their predations wherever possible, and when the day comes that I have my chance … I will turn the tools of their domination against them and end their empire the way it should have fallen today, with the rest of our people.” Rin pulled himself up, resolved, eyes almost aglow with scarlet, the rage coursed through them so. “I will make it so.”


  “That will be a lonely road,” I said, cradling the baby. “With all others turned against you.”


  “I will bear the weight,” Rin said, proud, a slight smile escaping his lips. “My rage with what they have done here will carry me through.”


  “Here come the others,” the Rotan said, “heeding our call.”


  I could see some of the anti-slavers - what was left of them—sidling out of the darkness, watching the emptying of the Citadel with a curious ravening, as though thinking about what they could accomplish if they had but a few more souls to rip asunder with their spellcraft. I saw the Nessalima, the Aurous, the Tempestus, the Levembre, the Lexirea and others, all make their way carefully forward. I wondered if they expected an ambush, but none came.


  “Where will you go?” I asked, tugging Rin’s shoulder as he started to step forward to face them. I could see the anti-slavers staring at him—at us, really—with looks of loathing. I had seen kinder expressions on the face of a crowd about to witness a raper hanged for his crime.


  Rin thought about it for a long moment. “I will take Chavoron’s realm as my own. Caraleen and I are the only ones that know the spell to get there. It will be a good place to hide and plan and consider …” he looked at the approaching deities with a calm belying the rage I knew lay beneath, “… what needs to be done.” He looked at me once more. “Good luck in your return to your homeland, Alaric.” His expression softened, and I saw the regret trace through him. “I hope you’ve changed your words.”


  With a sad smile, he turned, head held high, to face the fire that was coming for him. He stepped toward his enemies, keenly aware of what was to happen next, their jeers already falling upon our ears. Mathurin walked into their midst without care for the appalling things they said to him, or the disgusting things they threw at him. I only watched for a few minutes, my stomach churning in disgust, before I had to turn away from the spectacle of a brave man made an outcast by the last of his people.
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  Cyrus


   


  The Realm of War had gone solemnly quiet, the armies departed, the stores of the fortress picked clean. The dragons had long since quit circling, Ehrgraz speaking to Cyrus only briefly at the top of the tower to warn him, “Do not seek us again, lest you find our wrath instead as your greeting.”


  “It’s nice to know that if we ever meet a common foe again, you’ll be wanting to stay out of the fight rather than settling accounts,” Cyrus had answered drily.


  “Be wary, lest we settle our own account,” Ehrgraz had said, and then he’d flapped off on his mighty, scaled wings, leaving the tower behind and disappearing moments later with all of his brood that he’d brought with him.


  Cyrus could hear the others keeping a polite distance behind him, waiting, shuffling, as he watched the army of gnomes depart, leaving the fields below clear and taking their outsized chunk of treasure along with them. Silence reigned over the fields of battle, a wind creeping through and rustling Cyrus’s hair beneath his helm.


  “Cyrus?” Terian asked, and Cyrus turned. The Sovereign was standing back, Vaste a few steps behind him, holding Quinneria’s body. “The hour is late. The battle is over,” Terian said. “Shouldn’t we leave?”


  Cyrus blinked at the fallen form of his mother, tiny in Vaste’s arms. “Of course we should,” Cyrus said, nodding. He’d walked around the entire perimeter of the tower, gazed inside the small building in the center of the pavilion before it had been raided for nearly every object contained therein, and had even seen Bellarum’s bed, along with the curiously familiar garden that lay behind the keep, complete with a pond and a bridge crossing over it. He’d kept any observation about its similarity to himself, though, for he had no answers to share and did not wish to break his silent rumination in order to speculate with the others.


  “Uh, good,” Terian said, giving a nod of his own, seemingly less sure. He gave an uncertain glance to Vaste, who was still carrying Quinneria’s body in his arms. “We’ll just head back to Saekaj togeth—”


  “I’ll take her,” Cyrus said, gliding over to Vaste and offering up his arms. The troll hesitated. “Vaste,” Cyrus said, “she’s my mother.”


  “And also the greatest pie maker to ever live,” Vaste said forlornly. “We shouldn’t forget that.”


  “She was also every bit the Sorceress that legend painted her,” Mendicant said mournfully.


  “She was that and more,” Terian agreed. “We’ll all rally at Saekaj and—”


  “I’m not going back to Saekaj,” Cyrus said quietly, and silence fell over the small group that remained.


  “Cyrus, maybe it would be best, if for now—” Vaste started.


  “I’m not going back to Saekaj,” Cyrus said. “I’ve spent too much time of late under the earth, and I’m through with that. Bellarum is dead. Let him inhabit the ground.”


  “Well, we burned his body, so that won’t be easy, scrounging up the ashes in order to bury them,” Vaste said, “but sure, why not start a quest at this hour? We all need something to do for the next few decades anyhow.”


  “Where are you going, then?” Calene asked gently. “If not to Saekaj?”


  “Anywhere he damned well pleases,” Aisling muttered.


  “And may the gods strike down any who get in his way,” Longwell added. “HAH! Joking. Gods, schmods, he’ll strike ’em down himself.”


  Cyrus raised an eyebrow at Longwell. “You should go back to Emerald Fields. They need you there.”


  Longwell’s levity left him in an instant. “I always intended to,” he said after a pause, “but … I figured we’d have … more to accomplish first.”


  “There’s nothing left to accomplish,” Cyrus said, looking at them one by one. “It’s over, now. You can all go home—wherever you think of as home.”


  There was a long silence, broken by Ryin. “So this is it, then?” The druid looked ’round, the scepter clutched in his hand. “We’re … done?”


  “We killed the gods,” Calene said, staring off into the distance. “What would we do for an encore?”


  “I can think of some vicious squirrels, hedgehogs and chipmunks that need to be exterminated, now that they’re no longer protected by the Goddess of Life, that traitorous wench,” Vaste said. “Trust me when I tell you, in spite of however innocent they may sound, they are indeed worthy foes.”


  “I could probably spear a few of them for you,” Longwell said, brandishing Amnis, “now that I’ve got a worthy weapon. Not that I’m complaining about the old lance, but have you seen this thing?” He made several quick thrusts forward, the spear tip moving so fast that it looked like a blur of attacks against the empty air.


  “I have doubts about my ability to hit anything,” Calene said, her head dipping a little low, “but I reckon they’re bigger than a god’s eyehole, so maybe I could put a few on the point of an arrow.”


  “That’s the spirit,” Vaste said. “Who else wants to help me slaughter these little bastards?”


  “Couldn’t you just cast a fire spell and burn them out of their wooded grove?” Ryin asked. “You know, quick and simple, be done with it already?”


  “I want them to suffer more than that,” Vaste said.


  Cyrus listened to the back and forth, and felt a stinging reminder of countless meetings held around the table in the Sanctuary tower. The easy repartee, Calene’s dour expression disappearing as she laughed, eyes dancing and mouth open in pure joy, tugged at Cyrus’s heart and reminded him of other days. How many have we lost, from the day I joined Sanctuary ’til now?


  Narstron.


  Niamh.


  Belkan.


  Odellan.


  Nyad.


  Thad.


  Andren.


  Fortin.


  Martaina.


  Cora.


  Grinnd.


  Mother.


  Vara.


  Cyrus was suddenly aware once again of the tug of a chain around his neck, the medallion of the Guildmaster, and it was matched by the weight of his mother’s body draped over his arms. Everything was a weight upon him, threatening to drag him down. It was suffocating and oppressive, the tower suddenly suddenly thick around him, and he could not catch his breath. He looked toward the open spaces beyond, but they didn’t seem nearly open enough.


  I have to get out of here.


  “—almost as nasty as a feral gnome,” Terian said.


  “I have to go,” Cyrus said. He took a step back, boots clanking, removing himself from the ring of his fellows. Everyone in the small circle around him paused, and took notice of him. He was an outsider now, in where he stood, in how he felt. He blinked, and looked at them all, and before any of them could recover their wits about them, he said, “I’ll see you all again—someday,” and cast the return spell.


  He couldn’t hear the words they said as the spell pulled him away from them all, but he could see their lips move, got the hints of the hurriedly said farewells, the sharp suggestions to wait, but they all faded in seconds, as the spell’s white glow rose and then died, leaving him in the darkness of the Kings of Reikonos’s old guildhall, where he’d bound himself to return before they’d left for the Realm of War.


  Cyrus could hear the sounds of the city outside the wooden walls, a shout of laughter in the distance, and he listened for a time as he stooped to deposit his mother’s body upon Andren’s old bunk. He’d find a place to bury her on the morrow; he already had an idea or two.


  For now, though, his legs sagged with the weariness of the day gone by—all the days gone by—and he sank to his own bunk, listening to the sounds of Reikonos at night, still alive and teeming with life outside these walls—something which could not be said for him, with that dead feeling in his own chest, as though his appointed tasks were now finished, and he had nothing left to do in this world.
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  Alaric


   


  For a time, I held the sleeping baby in my arms, watching the abuse and nastiness hurled at Rin by his new peers, until I could take it no more and turned away. The four great rulers who had saved us had moved off with their new servants, and I was left alone with the child in my arms and Curatio, who was still standing close by me, unspeaking.


  “So you will be leaving this land?” Curatio asked, somewhat suddenly. He had been quiet for so long I had almost forgotten him being there. “Will you go home?”


  “I … don’t know,” I said, convoluted feelings and fears rushing over me. I looked down at the baby in my arms, his face so innocent, so relaxed. He had no idea he had lost his mother, the one who had loved him and protected and sheltered him through this long night of destruction. I didn’t know much about babies, but one thing I felt sure I remembered was that they needed to eat, and I had no source of nutrition for a child anywhere on my person. “I—”


  “Look,” Curatio said and nodded into the distance across the sun-strewn rubble. I followed his gaze and saw the Mortus and the Yartraak making their way toward us from the still-standing portal to the south, with another figure in tow, female, and clad in green robes. As she got closer, I realized it was Caraleen, dressed as I’d never seen her, but resembling the Vidara in her garb; I wondered if she’d received a promotion after all, into this new order. They were followed by a handful of guards, no more than a dozen, and it made me wonder how many other Protanians might have been sheltered in Saekajaren Sovaren.


  “Alaric!” the Yartraak said as he came into earshot. He was running slightly ahead of the others, his head swiveling to and fro as he searched for signs of Jena. “Where is—”


  “She died,” Curatio said, devastatingly blunt, and I knew by the conciliatory glance he sent my way that he was sparing me the trouble of saying it, and all the pain that would have followed on from it. “She defended the Citadel to the last.”


  “The Cita-what?” Yartraak asked, staring as Curatio pointed at the tower behind us. “That’s not its na—never mind.” His voice cracked and faded as he seemed to recede within himself. “How did she …?”


  “She drained her life into a spell to protect us from the Mortus’s lich magic,” I said, and brought up the bundle at my side. “This was her last act … she held out long enough to give birth.”


  The Yartraak stared at the child, and then reached out with his long fingers. “I … did not know she was with child.” His fingers brushed the baby’s face. It jerked away from him at the tickling sensation, making a face that made me think he might cry even though the boy’s eyes were closed.


  “The child will need nursing,” I said, doing my best to sound dignified rather than pleading.


  The Yartraak met my gaze with his own, and I felt there was an understanding between us, though his expression turned pained after a moment of eye contact. “You have not raised a child before?”


  “Have you?” I asked, throwing his challenge right back in his face.


  “No,” he said without any reservation. “Jena’s mother … she and the nurses, the servants … I was always busy with work but for brief times …” He looked away, as if a little ashamed and trying to hide it. “It is not an easy thing, raising a child. I could find help for you if you stayed with me in Saekajaren for a ti—”


  “I cannot stay in the ground any longer,” I said, feeling an involuntary shudder run down my spine that threatened to shake the child with the violence of the sensation.


  The Yartraak looked at me, his long jaw hanging open slightly. “You cannot expect a wet nurse who makes her home in Saekajaren Sovaren to simply follow you around wherever you go, Alaric. These women have families, children of their own.” He glared at me. He was not, by nature, a compassionate man, and I was doubtful that his righteous indignation on behalf of the non-existent wet nurse was sincere.


  “A baby is ill-suited to making a long journey overland,” Curatio said, with considerably more tact than the Yartraak. The Mortus and Caraleen were lingering behind the Yartraak with their knot of guards, at a respectful distance, but Caraleen’s eyes were fixed on the baby, and I saw tinges of regret and envy in her eyes.


  “You mean to travel some considerable distance with a newly born babe?” the Yartraak asked. I had a feeling he was grasping a bit in his knowledge of children. “That is—that is not wise at all! For the health of the child, Alaric!”


  I caught Caraleen’s eye, and she gave me her counsel unasked with a shake of a head. Its meaning felt plain to me—do not take this child on a long journey—but I derived a second meaning from it, something more personal, a feeling that settled on my heart in an instant.


  In my moment in the top of the tower, when I’d envisioned a whole life with Jena, I’d seen us raising the baby together. Without her, I was as helpless as the baby currently cradled in my arms. He stirred in his sleep, trying to get comfortable against my armored side, and I knew in that moment that there was no way I could raise this child without significant amounts of help—help that I could not get anywhere but Enrant Monge, if somehow I could make the journey of months to reach it with the child in my keeping. That seemed impossible, which left the only alternative as Saekajaren Sovaren, a place I was unwilling to stay for even a moment longer than I had to. Painful memories of my captivity there, ones of my time spent with Jena, threatened to make me ill at the mere thought of crossing back under the cavernous entry to that dark realm.


  My mind rumbled down the same track; this was a child suited to that world, and I was not. This child would need a parent, someone responsible and loving, with care and hope and a future, and I …


  All I could see in my days ahead was a journey, of leaving this land after taking care of one final thing.


  This baby would need food, and soon, and I had nothing to give, nothing to offer. Whatever hope I had for a future had died in the ruins of Sennshann, and it was in that moment my decision was made.


  “I cannot raise this child,” I said to the Yartraak and held out the babe to him.


  The Yartraak hesitated only a moment before taking the child in his thin arms awkwardly. He cradled the boy in a manner that felt very forced, and looked down into the child’s face with fear plainly peeking through his usual reserve. “I will—I will find help. This babe shall be raised in a good family, with the best nurses.” He blinked, clear-eyed, and turned his head to call to one of his retinue of guards. “Lepos! Lepos, come here!”


  A guard emerged from his fellows, moving forward uncertainly to come to his master’s side, where he halted and bowed his head respectfully. He was flat-faced, but his eyes showed signs of creases at the eyes that suggested to me that he smiled, and often, and not in a cruel way. “Yes, my master?”


  “Lepos, you and your wife are without child, am I correct?” the Yartraak asked.


  The guardsman named Lepos flushed a deeper shade of blue, almost black. “Yes, master. A child—it is our fondest wish.” He glanced at the baby boy hungrily, though he tried to pretend he was not looking.


  “You will take this child to your wife and raise him as your own,” the Yartraak said, proffering the baby. The guardsman took him up gently and much more naturally than the Yartraak or I had held him, careful not to stir the child. “Your wife will not protest at raising a child that is part-human?”


  “Not at all,” Lepos answered swiftly and sincerely. “We will be grateful for any child. This is a blessing to us. Thank you, m—”


  “I will be keeping careful watch on this child,” the Yartraak told him, watching him out of the corner of his eye. “This child is … dear to me, special, and he and his progeny share my blood.” The Yartraak looked right at me. “I will ensure their future will be bright.”


  “Thank you,” I said with a nod, and we lapsed into a silence as Guardsman Lepos retreated, with his master’s leave to rejoin his fellow guards. I could hear their curiosity in muffled whispers as they, too, examined the child, giving compliments. I felt a great reassurance at seeing how the burly guardsmen treated the child—no longer mine, I thought wistfully—so sweetly, even given the somewhat more surly disposition of those guards I’d met in my time there. It melted some of my worries about leaving the boy with them, knowing that his future was assured, which was far from certain had he remained in my care.


  For my own future was far from certain.


  “What now?” Curatio asked me as I pulled away from the Yartraak, who seemed to be waiting and considering his approach to the new rulers of this land. He was brushing himself off, as though holding the baby had somehow dirtied him, and then he held his head high and made his way over to the Ashea, the Rotan, the Enflaga and the Virixia, speaking his own introduction loudly, as though they did not already know each other. The Mortus followed after him, somewhat more confidently, though there was a distinct waddle in his step. He gave me a slightly irritated glance as he passed, and I sensed that there was some amount of tension unresolved between us. I cared not, for I assumed our dealings were at an end.


  “You have weathered this impossible storm,” Caraleen said, her soft voice laced with worry. Her fingers probed the hard armor of my upper arm, her blue skin darker even than the steel color of my banged-up armor. She looked up at me, her eyes gentle, worried. “I wondered if you would.”


  “Caraleen,” I said slowly, “your father—”


  “I know,” she said simply.


  “Rin,” I said, “he intends to take over your father’s—”


  “Let him,” she said, her face falling. “I have the Vidara’s realm and title now, and I suspect—given what has happened—that Rin will need a domain of his own, one which no one else can access.”


  “That’s … generous,” I said, and saw the hints of regret in her eyes, as her fingers kneaded the material of her robes at her breastbone.


  “This is not what any of us planned,” she said, and in the distance I could hear the Aurous condemning Rin in the loudest, most profane terms possible. The word sabushon was used, repeatedly, and Caraleen blushed when she heard it. “I am sorry about Jena, and for … for everything. For losing your child.” Her mouth twitched, and I could see she knew the twisting, regretful conflict I felt within. “For your exile.” Her eyes met mine. “You will return home now?”


  I opened my mouth to speak. “No,” I said, certain at least of that much.


  “What?” came a strong voice of disbelief from behind me. I turned to see Stepan standing there, a look of utter betrayal cut with rage across his thin face ashen as he strode forward. “I told them,” he said, burning visibly, “that you would return in their hour of need. You are betraying my word!”


  “I am not Ulric Garrick any longer,” I said, swallowing heavily. “The words chosen before my majority are not the ones I would choose now—”


  “Then choose different ones and let us be on with it,” Stepan said, growing angrier by the second. “You belong in Enrant Monge—”


  “No, I don’t,” I said softly. “I am unworthy to rule that land, or any land, or any person.” I gestured to the guards in the distance, where I could still see the man named Lepos cradling the small bundle that was my child. “I have failed this land, failed my sworn duties here, and yet I would go home and rule over a kingdom?” I shook my head. “I see now what my father feared, and it was me, in charge of those lands. I am not fit to rule, and so I will not.”


  “You are different now,” Stepan said, “you—”


  “I am different,” I said. “The Ulric Garrick that left would not have hesitated to take the throne, sure of his readiness even though he would have been death to so many in our lands. Alaric Garaunt is who I am, and I fear that those tendencies of Ulric would come back to the surface, that my failings are only buried, not gone, and that great power would give them a chance to unearth themselves. I will not take the crown, I will not sit on the throne, I will not rule a land or make its people subject to me. I am done, and I will not subject any to the folly of my governance.”


  Stepan boiled, but said nothing more to me. His face red, he turned on his heel, and stalked off to the place where the Ashea and the other new rulers stood. He broke ahead of the Mortus and knelt before them, speaking so loudly I could hear him from where I stood a distance away.


  “My name is Stepan Thomason,” he said, “and I wish to swear fealty to rulers true and strong. If you wish it, my sword is yours.”


  I could see the Rotan nod, the Enflaga smile, but it was the Ashea who spoke, loudly enough that her voice carried. “And how is it you would serve us, Stepan Thomason?”


  Stepan hesitated only a moment before his reply. “However you wish. Take me into your service, and I’ll wield a sword, enforce your laws—I’ll be your bloody hand if you’d like.”


  I heard a mutter of agreement between the four of them, and the Ashea said. “Rise, Stepan Thomason. I’m certain we can find a place for you in our service.”


  “I suppose I had better go and bend the knee,” Caraleen said, watching quietly. She looked to me and said, “Goodbye, Alaric Garaunt. Take great care, wherever the road takes you.” And she kissed me on the cheek and started toward her new overlords, the green robes of her new station as the Vidara flapping behind her in the strong wind of the wasteland that had been Sennshann.


  Curatio watched her go, and I saw the regret tear at him, for she had spurned him without saying a word. He choked back whatever he was feeling, but when he spoke, it was in a husky voice that told me much lingered under the surface of his mind. “Where … shall we go now?”


  “You mean to follow me still?” I asked, looking at him in mild surprise.


  “I have nowhere else to go,” he said, distress settling behind the aching resentment as he regained control of himself.


  My mind worked, clinking along. There was one final thing I needed to do before I could decide what to do next. “I have need of you for at least one last duty,” I said, and he nodded. It only took a few moments for me to explain what I required of him, and then we were off, leaving the ruins of the Protanian Empire—and the new rulers of the land of Arkaria—behind us.
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  Cyrus


   


  It was nothing more or less than a simple vial, the length of Cyrus’s finger, clear glass and filled to the top of the cylinder with a dark, viscous liquid. It looked black as ink, and when Cyrus swirled the vial, as he often found himself doing in his daily consideration of it, it left oily traces on the clear glass. On the occasions when he got so far as to pull the stopper, it left a bitter smell in his nose, like old roots shredded by a sharp blade and mixed into water.


  He’d gotten this particular vial at the same time he’d purchased the black lace at the apothecary before the storming of the Realm of War, and had kept it, with great care, in the months since. It had been months since the great battle, months in which he had dwelled listlessly in the old barn in Reikonos. The days passed slowly, like time was a great phial full of liquid trying to run out, and the stopper had gotten stuck in the neck, allowing only a slow seepage. He marked the passing of every day with a pitiful routine, adhering to the basic needs of filling his belly and the basic practices of keeping his strength, the latter something he had done without fail since his earliest days in the Society.


  He haunted the streets of Reikonos, barely noticed save for as a tall shadow, always clad in a heavy cloak. Winter had set in and it kept him under cloth cover, though his armor filled it. He kept the cowl up in order to mask his face, forgoing his helm in favor of maintaining anonymity. He received a great many stares for his height and girth, but went out mostly at night and tried to pass for one of the city’s growing population of trolls. With his armor’s bulk as his aid, it seemed to work.


  In this manner he escaped scrutiny, drifting down the snowy streets of Reikonos unseen, in the shadows, watching but scarcely being watched, seeing but rarely seen and never, to his knowledge, recognized. He did his business, the business of buying food enough for sustenance in the wee hours of the morning, avoiding the warm kiss of the sun. He never felt warm, even in front of a glowing hearth; why bother to wake in the daylight and walk among the living when he was clearly closer to the dead?


  Night seeped through the cracks in the barn’s wooden planks, and he knew as he considered the vial, swirling its contents, that it was likely time for his daily sortie into the markets. It was after sundown, no threads of the sun’s rays creeping in from outside, though that was hardly conclusive; it was dark in the slums of Reikonos most of the day. He could feel the time, though, his body like a clock that gave him a certain sense of when it was in the day.


  He swirled the contents of the vial one last time, wishing he had the courage to simply pull the stopper and make it his meal for the day. Cyrus had been unable to find the valor to do this one simple thing, the only thing he thought left to him to do after burying his mother, and the lack of completion of this basic task was slowly maddening him. He spent many a night cursing his lack of resolve, wondering how he could have faced gods and dragons and armies yet not the prospect of pulling a simple cork stopper and drinking the contents of a glass vial.


  “It would be over,” he whispered, as he often did, trying to find the combination of encouragement and scolding that would compel him to remove the stopper and upend the vial betwixt his lips. He had yet to find them, and he knew, somehow, he would not find them this eve, either. Disgust was already congealing in his mind like melted tallow removed from flame, and he was resolved to go find another, heartier meal instead, and administer his daily mental flogging for his cowardice in this matter.


  He set down the vial on the table by his bunk, the glass clinking against the rough grain of the wood, rolling until it found a crack in the old furniture and settled there, trapped between the edges. Cyrus already had his armor on and his cloak about him; he had suspected after so many days of this ritual that this night was unlikely to be the one where he completed it, and had dressed himself accordingly. It would not be so bad to die in his armor, in any case. Better than dying naked abed, alone.


  Cyrus gathered his cloak about him and left, locking the door to the old barn behind him, his mind tingling with the sense that once again, he’d left something undone. It was a strange feeling, a nagging one at the back of his head that there was some task unaccomplished after a long sequence of them done, a sensation that woke him in the night from dark, dreamless sleep or stirred him as he was about to fall into sleep, a feeling that he needed to do something, something that awaited his hand.


  Yet try as he might, he could not drink the damned vial.


  He passed through cold and wintry streets, his cloak trailing behind him. The torches burned, shedding their orange light and sweet, oily smell all about. Cyrus glanced into the sky and frowned; it was a deep purple and not the deepest black he’d expected. It was the wane of winter, he supposed, and the days were starting to grow longer now that the solstice was months past. He blamed his miscalculation on that, and on leaving the barn earlier than he normally did. It was no major obstacle, though, this fading twilight. The shadows outside the slums would still be long, and his cowl was more than up to the task of shielding him from the sight of the townsfolk, who were unaware that he was lingering in their midst in any case.


  Cyrus had heard his name spoken as he’d gone about his time in Reikonos. No hushed whispers, either, it was invoked in loudest voices and peculiar boasts: “I knew Cyrus Davidon,” he’d heard a man toting a lumberman’s axe say, and he stared at the man for only a moment before knowing he’d never met the fellow before. “He was as tall as the chimney of that house over there, trolls cowered in his shadow.” The man pointed to a stone home nearby, his companions hanging on to his every word, while Cyrus merely stared at a chimney far, far above his own head.


  That had been one of the less personal boasts he’d caught, far easier to shake off than the cheek-reddening brag of a washerwoman he’d overheard one night saying she’d been pleasured by Cyrus Davidon after catching his attention at a tavern. “He was tall in more ways than one,” she said to the breathless laughter of her cohorts, “and a livelier fellow abed you’ve never known.” He caught a glimpse of the gleam in her eye as he flushed and turned away, damnably sure he’d never made her acquaintance in his life.


  These encounters and more rolled their way through Cyrus’s head as he watched the scurrying clutches of people making their way through the streets of Reikonos post sunset. He had expected fewer crowds than he was seeing, but there was nothing for it. The dull pangs in his belly reminded him that he needed to eat, and he had little desire to subject his palate to the rat and horsemeat so commonplace in the slums. He intended to go to the real markets, to the stands there where he could trade coin—which he had enough of still to live twenty lives as a wealthy man—for something that would give him sustenance without nauseating him.


  He approached the square, trailing through the well-trodden snow paths with care, avoiding the horse dung that was almost as ubiquitous as the footprints. Chamberpot tossings were also in abundance, but the smell little bothered him. Reikonos as a whole smelled like a chamberpot, and he was long since used to that.


  The square was bustling, far more than it should have been, given the hour and the season. Cyrus scowled; he found himself responding often to displeasing stimuli with a frown or irritation. Things that would have never so much as raised a hint of annoyance before now irked him beyond belief. Seeing more people in a place such as this, when it was supposed to be peaceful, the occupants of the city settling down for the night, provoked such irritation from him now, and he resolved to pass through the square swiftly and avoid them all.


  That resolution lasted until he heard the upraised voice, strangely familiar, shouting instruction down upon a mass of people huddled before the great fountain in the center of the square.


  “This is to be an expedition for gold and great glory!” the voice shouted. It was female, and haughty, and he halted as he heard it, like a screeching in his ears. “There is, in a wood just a day’s march from the village of Taymor, an imp with a treasure hoard of gold and jewels the like of which you could scarcely imagine. It shines in the light of day, drawing in weary travelers for this beast’s fierce appetite, and once they are in its boundary, it strikes and brings them low, adding whatever they have on them to its treasure!”


  Cyrus turned slowly and looked to the speaker. She was an elf, and her breastplate was covered in gemstones that sparkled in the fading twilight. He stared at her face and knew it was her—Angelique, he recalled her name—the same damned elf who had led him into the disastrous depths of Ashan’agar’s den some eight years earlier.


  Cyrus’s feet moved him, unbidden, to the back of the crowd. His hand fell, automatically, to Praelior’s hilt, though he kept the other off Ferocis. His gaze burned at the unsuspecting elf as she continued to speak. She was alight, flushed with enthusiasm as she went on, describing gold and fortune and treasure that would surely be theirs, and he listened, and the words turned to poison in his ears.


  The crowd before him was a motley assemblage. Two men who looked like farmers, lacking any armor at all, or weapons save for clubs that they carried, were nodding intently along with the elf’s speech. Cyrus felt himself pulled forward, staying his hand only through careful control, as she went on and on. He was almost to the front of the crowd when she said something of particular note:


  “… and my expeditions to find treasure are always a success. Why, the great Cyrus Davidon even got his start when I took him into the depths of Ashan’agar’s Den to face the dragon. You know how that legendary battle turned out, of course—”


  Cyrus pushed aside the last of the people in front of him and emerged just below Angelique, where she stood on the lip of the fountain, addressing the crowd. She barely had time to register him looming there before he swept her leg from beneath her with a hard cuff to the thigh, and she lost her balance, toppling over into the fountain with a splash, breaking the thin layer of ice that had crusted over it.


  “Aye,” Cyrus said, pulling back his cowl, “Cyrus Davidon did get his start on one of your expeditions.” He looked back at the crowd with a hard glare, and heard breath being caught in half a hundred throats, surprise settling a silence upon the assemblage. “And you damned near got me killed through your incompetence, Angelique.”


  Angelique sputtered and spluttered as she rose out of the fountain, dripping, armor gushing water, blinking furiously. “Who do you think you—”


  “I am Cyrus Davidon,” he said, gritting his teeth between every word to keep from shouting. His voice wafted over the stunned crowd unchallenged, and he parted his cloak at the front and let them see his black armor and both swords hanging from his belt as he stepped up onto the lip of the fountain where Angelique had been addressing them. He avoided the ice that was already freezing upon the stone lip, stared down at her for but a moment. “Shut up and stay down,” he ordered. She swallowed heavily and dropped back to sitting in the fountain, shivering in its chill waters without a word of opposition.


  “Listen to me,” Cyrus said, turning his attention back to the crowd. “Perhaps you seek adventure. Perhaps you’re bored at home. Maybe you just want a fraction of glory of the kind you’ve heard about—maybe the kind you’ve heard attached to my name. ‘Oh, Cyrus Davidon this, and Cyrus Davidon that,’” he raised his voice in mimicry. “Whatever your reason for wanting adventure, be assured—it will end in no good. Adventurers die young or they retire too late, with all their friends and loved ones dead before them.” He infused every word with the bitterness that had grown thick in his heart. “You either die in ignominy, forgotten, in the clutches of some imp,” he glared back at Angelique, who was shivering furiously, “or you live long enough to see the people you care about die. If that doesn’t bother you …” He looked them over and saw the sudden reticence sprung up in the faces before him, “well, go join a guild, and you can adventure with at least the assurance of a professional at your back rather than a moron who has more rubies in her breastplate than sense in her head.” He looked scornfully once more at Angelique, whose teeth chattered. “If I catch you putting together an expedition ever again—I don’t care if it’s even a worthy one, like challenging the gropers of the markets—I will kill you, Angelique.” And he stuck out a hand and let loose a small burst of flame that snuffed as it hit the water next to her, causing it to bubble as she shrieked and scuttled to the left.


  “Go home,” Cyrus said quietly, turning back to the awestruck crowd. “Go home while you still have one, go back to your loved ones.” He stepped down from the lip of the fountain and the crowd parted before him, easing away to allow him space. He saw them staring and ignored them, passing between them without another word, his cloak trailing behind him. They said his name, a few even reached out to him, but with his hand on Praelior he moved quickly enough to avoid any touch, ignored any call, and continued on his path, disappearing down one of the side streets, fading from their sight, finally sure of the undone thing he needed to do before he could pull the stopper in that vial and down its contents at last.
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  Alaric


   


  Curatio and I appeared at a windswept portal, on a flat plain, with dry patches of grass that reminded me of the steppes north of Enrant Monge, empty and sweeping. The sun was high in the sky, beating down, warmth radiating enough to tell me that I was in warmer environs; not quite Zanbellish, but not as temperate as Sennshann had been. It was somewhere between, and I felt the hints of sweat starting on my back, the humidity heavy beneath my armor as I stood there in the glaring heat.


  “This portal was the access point for a town that was situated there,” Curatio said, nodding at an empty space where a small bevy of Protanian-made stone buildings stood half-destroyed. I wondered what type of spell that they had used upon them, and suspected it was most probably the less destructive magics that had been applied to Sennshann.


  The spells that Jena’s barrier had turned aside.


  “I suppose we should count ourselves lucky that we weren’t destroyed along with the empire,” I said, though I did not feel lucky at all. I could tell by the look on Curatio’s face that he felt much the same; having seen Caraleen walk away from him, her eyes drifting over him as though he were not even there, had wounded him, though he kept enough of a lid on his feelings that it was not obvious how deeply he’d been scarred. I gave it a moment’s pondering—he had gone with me, aided me, joined in my cause to save people all at her suggestion, and for his troubles received … nothing. Not so much as an acknowledgment.


  “They may have called you gongh-ete,” I said softly, and Curatio’s head snapped up, “but they were the real butchers.”


  The intensity of his gaze faded into regret. “Your people are going to be entrapped into a different sort of servitude to them now. Your people and the other slaves. Whatever grand plans they might have for how it will be different this time, they plan to invest mortal, fallible people with the same awe that they required as the masters of slaves. They may not whip their backs or compel them to action by threat of direct violence any longer, but they will control their thoughts, press them in the direction of their godly will … the yolk will be invisible, but it will be present, and these former slaves will have little defense against that power.” He leaned toward me again. “Whatever you say, I was a butcher. I killed your people, killed others in that Coliseum … I see the wrongness of it now, the view of your folk as insects, but it is a view shared by their new overlords.”


  “Not by all,” I said. “Not by Caraleen.”


  He stiffened slightly, staring straight ahead toward the horizon. “Perhaps not.” He blinked, as though trying to chase a vision from before his eyes. “But you … you could be of aid in this. You are a human with power, and could teach your people, give them strength to resist.”


  “I have seen what resistance to that power brings,” I said, thinking again of Jena falling, of the cities of the Protanians razed to the ground. “It was not your strength and mine that enabled us to survive the night.” I remembered her pale flesh, all the life run out, pooled into a child that I held in my arms for but a moment before turning him loose to be raised by those better suited than me—by those simply better than me. “I am a weak man by their standards; weak in spell and sword, and have not the power to stand against them, these gods. If that is what they wish to be called, then to save my people from their wrath I will name them that and accept the lighter yoke they now offer.” I felt a contraction in my throat.


  “It is a terrible thing—and one I never thought I would give voice to,” Curatio said slowly, “but I pity these freed slaves. I pity what they went through then, and I pity what they go through now. They had no hope before, and they could sorely use some now.” He looked at me again expectantly.


  “I have no hope left to give,” I said with a wan smile. “I was a spoiled prince and a terrible leader, a man with almost all the power in my own land and no decency. Then I came to a place where I had no power and no decency, and now that I have acquired perhaps a smallish amount of decency, I can see that I still hold no power—not over the minds of men, not against those who would control them, and barely over myself.” I raised my face to the sun. “I am not the man I wish to be. Certainly not the one Chavoron saw in me, or Jena—I am not the worst I have been, but I have no hope that I could deliver what would be needed to break the chains in this land. You are right, they need hope—and I am without any.”


  Curatio stared at me for a long moment, adjusting his armor. “I don’t see much from where I stand, either, and yet … I cannot bring myself to surrender the last sliver of it. My life is long, and the days ahead … they could be much brighter, though I suppose it would be little comfort to you, for it would likely happen beyond all your days.”


  “Indeed,” I said with a nod.


  “So will you seek hope?” he asked, his eyes trailing downward.


  “I will do the last thing that was asked of me,” I said, removing my helm from my head. It was warm and stuffy, here on this oppressive, barren stretch of wasteland. “After that … I do not know.” I took a breath of the hot air. “There is … perhaps one more thing I would ask of you.”


  He nodded curtly. “Ask it, and if it is within my power, I will see it done.”


  “My people,” I said, “the ones that fought with us in the Citadel … not all of them will seek to serve the new gods as Stepan chose to.” I stretched, cracking my back. “Go to them, if you are allowed, and offer them a passage back to Luukessia.”


  “This I can do,” Curatio said. “There is a portal by the bridge. I can escort them there, and even across it, if they so wish.”


  My breath caught in my throat. “With that portal … these new gods could walk across that bridge, take their power into my homeland …”


  Curatio seemed to give that a thought. “I doubt I presently have the spell power to destroy that bridge, but … I could remove that portal nearest the bridge, make it so that they would have to construct a new one there. Perhaps, given all that they have ahead of them, it might stymie for a time any attempts they could make to invade Luukessia.” He drew a sharp breath. “It is not much, admittedly—”


  “It’s more than anyone else could offer,” I said, and extended my hand to him. He took it, and we shook firmly, and in his eyes I saw a man filled with repentance so heavy that he glanced away from my gaze when his own flicked over my black-patched eye.


  Curatio took a long moment to respond after that, finally nodding slowly when the pain of looking at my patch left him enough that he could meet my gaze once more. “Should I … check back on you at some point? Make certain you’re all right? This is a long way from … anywhere, really.” He studied the horizon for a moment. “A man could starve to death here.”


  “Magic can produce all the water and food I need for sustenance,” I said. “And I can cast a teleport spell, even lift the pall of death, though that would do me little good, I suppose.” We shared a chuckle. “I will be all right out here, and … if I find what I seek …” I stopped speaking, lost in thought, in possibility.


  “Search me out if you do find that miraculous hope,” he said, and the green light glowed as he started to cast a spell. “For I could use some as well.” And he disappeared in a blaze of spell-light.


  I took a deep breath of the dusty air, the sun pounding down on me. The sky was a deep blue, giving me no cover from the warmth of the day. I stood where Curatio had left me, the peculiar weight of a chain and amulet upon my neck that hadn’t been there before, and I looked down at the thing left at my feet—the last command Chavoron had given me, the last thing I needed to do—the wooden ark waiting for me yet unopened on the deserted, empty ground where an empire had once bloomed.
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  Cyrus


   


  “Are you ready to go home yet?” Vara asked.


  “Soon,” Cyrus said, stirred out of his momentary daydream, bright sunshine fading as he stirred back to the oppressive gloom of the caverns of Saekaj. It was almost like waking from a dream he could touch, save that Cyrus had been standing upright when it came, like a distant memory, with even the sense of salty sweat upon his lips, though he was hardly hot here in the damp coolness of the throne room of Saekaj.


  He had paid a wizard to teleport him into the caverns, where a surprised guard had greeted him with deference in the city’s dark and circular cavern of a courtyard and hurriedly escorted him down to the Grand Palace as soon as he made the request. He’d walked with his cowl down, helm on, refusing entreaties from the guards to summon a carriage. He’d kept his footing on the downward slope to the upper city’s gates, eight guards walking around him like he was some honored guest in need of protection. In another time, he might have been amused by the escort. He knew the path and was perfectly capable of finding his way to the Grand Palace of Saekaj on his own, but if the soldiers wanted to walk along with him, he wasn’t going to stop them.


  More heed had been paid to him at the palace, courtiers and servants bowing as he walked through the wood-encased foyer and was shown through to the throne room beyond. There he waited, politely ignoring the viziers and courtiers who offered him company, indicating that he preferred the silence of the throne room.


  Cyrus stared into the pooling darkness beyond the small throne, remembering a time when he’d been hurled bodily through the wall into this room. He cracked his bones with a subtle popping noise as he straightened. How many scars do I have now that I lacked on the day I joined Sanctuary those years ago? How much weight on my shoulders—guilt, pain, or simple metal—he felt the chain beneath his armor catch one of the hairs on his chest as he shifted, pricking his skin slightly as it tore free—has been added since the day I tied my fate to Sanctuary?


  “So it’s true,” came a voice behind the throne as Terian came striding out of the darkness, clad in his full armor, axe hanging behind him, “Cyrus Davidon has returned to my humble halls after these months of long absence.” Terian stopped, leaning against his throne, armor clanking faintly. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again, and here you are.” Terian pulled off his helm and put it squarely in the middle of his throne, his expression burgeoning into a grin. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit to the deep of Saekaj?”


  Cyrus had practiced his reply to this very question carefully. “I wanted to seek out our old friends,” he said. “I’m considering … pulling them all together, or at least those who might be willing. Perhaps … find an adventure or two. I was hoping you could tell me where they all are.”


  Terian raised an eyebrow. “That … wasn’t the answer I was expecting.”


  “What answer were you expecting?”


  “I don’t know,” Terian said. “As I said before, I didn’t anticipate seeing you again after the Realm of War.”


  “And why is that?” Cyrus asked.


  “Because you never came back for your horse,” Terian said coolly. “He’s been here—well, above, in our stables—all this time, waiting for you to come claim him.”


  “You knew I was still alive, Terian,” Cyrus said, feeling a sudden burst of chagrin at forgetting Windrider in his descent into self-pity.


  “Of course,” Terian said. “And that you’ve been living in the barn—”


  “It’s a barracks,” Cyrus said, and when the paladin gave him a cockeyed look, he said, “it was converted from a barn before I bought the damned thing.”


  “It started its life as a horse barn,” Terian said.


  “And you started yours as a dark knight and a whoremongering jackass,” Cyrus said, “yet you’ve shed the trappings of the dark knight and the whoremongering, and so we all acknowledge you as a paladin.”


  “But still a jackass?”


  “Of course.”


  “Good.” Terian smiled. “You’re right, I do keep track of our old friends, through the whispers of my spies. It pays to make sure they’re keeping out of trouble. I can have a list made, point you in the right direction.”


  “Thank you,” Cyrus said. “I figured I’d find a few right here in Saekaj Sovar—”


  “Well, in Saekaj or Sovar,” Terian said carefully, “there is a difference between the two, though less than there used to be. And you’re quite right. I’m here and Aisling is … in the lower chamber, most of the time.” He hesitated, a pained expression taking hold of him. “And … J’anda …”


  “What?” Cyrus asked, and a surge of worry he no longer knew he could feel suddenly tugged at him, leaving him with a lurching sense that he’d just lost his footing from a strong push. He waited for Terian to compose himself and answer. But he already knew by the look on the Sovereign’s face that a terrible truth awaited, an axe blow about to land, and he could not steel himself enough to brace against its fall.
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  Cyrus


   


  There was a quiet little wooden cottage standing at the edge of a field, windows open just a hair, curtains of bright cloth within stirring at the hint of breeze. Cyrus could see them as he rode up on Windrider’s back, the horse’s steadiness reassuring even as the same quality in Cyrus’s own legs seemed oddly lacking. There was a hint of spring in the air, something sweeping in from the south, but all Cyrus smelled was death. He dismounted, leaving behind the guards who had come with him here, to the surface not far outside of Saekaj Sovar’s entrance, to this quiet cottage at the edge of a glade, and walked to the door, afraid of what he might find within.


  He knocked once, haltingly, and the door was opened almost immediately by a dark elven woman of youthful appearance. She did not seem surprised to find a tall human clad in full black armor standing before her but simply nodded once, unspeaking, and stood aside for him to enter.


  The cottage was not as small within as it appeared to be from without. Brightly dyed quilts hung from a rack on the wall, and were spread out over the large bed that occupied one of the walls at the far end of the single room, shrouding the small figure hidden beneath them. The air was warm, a hearth crackling near the bed, and a chair waited beside it, with a book resting there, opened to a page somewhere in the middle.


  Cyrus took hesitant steps inside, and the woman closed the door behind him. His eyes danced over the bed, noticing at last the long staff with the purple orb that leaned against the side at a slanting angle. His gaze lingered on it, feeling something akin to a gentle rending of his heartstrings, if such a thing was possible. He took another halting step forward, and at last he noticed the smell of strong herbs that he’d always associated with ailing lingering in the air as he stopped a few steps from the foot of the bed.


  The lines of the person lying within were barely visible through the several heavy quilts piled one atop the other. Cyrus approached slowly, with greater caution than if he knew a trap were about to be sprung upon him.


  “Come in, my friend,” came the faint voice of J’anda Aimant, staring at him from eyes nearly closed in sunken, skeletal cheekbones. Cyrus felt a vague repulsion, a bizarre association with Malpravus that caused him to hesitate. Even though he heard the voice of an old friend it felt like death was calling him onward, and just like his refusal to unstopper the vial and drink its contents, he could not urge himself forward at first.


  “J’anda,” Cyrus said, noting that the enchanter’s neck was thinner, and his skin paler than he remembered it.


  “Somehow I knew I would see you again.” J’anda’s voice came thin and frail as silken thread, and he tried to move within the quilts, struggling against them, but was unable to. Cyrus at last felt urged back to action and came to the bedside, lifting the quilts enough that the enchanter was able to extend a quivering hand from beneath their covered depths toward Cyrus and the chair that waited next to him. A whiff of foulness came with the movement of the quilts, of illness and lingering infirmity, of a soul who had plainly not left the bed in some time. “Before the end, I mean.”


  Cyrus took the proffered hand, removing his gauntlet and feeling the gaunt, bony fingers in his as he sat heavily upon the chair dislodging the book that sat upon it. It came to the floor with a loud thump against the boards, and Cyrus barely took notice. He set his gauntlet beside it, then took off the other, and clutched J’anda’s hand in his. “I don’t understand,” Cyrus said, looking furtively at Rasnareke, the staff leaning against the bed opposite him. “You have that. How can you—”


  “I do not think these weapons grant immortality,” J’anda said, his voice scratchy, “and I would not want that in any case. My day is drawing to its end, and I embrace that end. What purpose would it serve for me to go on, unending but enfeebled?” He coughed, a long, racking one. “I am not now that which I was before Luukessia, before the long days, and I don’t wish to be that anymore.” He smiled faintly. “I would not take back my decisions, would not trade what I did there for another year, or another thousand years.”


  “You’re a hero, J’anda,” Cyrus said, feeling that strange clutching again in his throat. “I assumed … after all we lost …” He felt his eyes close involuntarily, “… after the battles we’ve won … I thought we were done losing people.” He opened them again and found the enchanter staring up at him with a look of warmth, and just a tinge of pity.


  “Oh, Cyrus,” J’anda said, “you fought the gods and won, you did not beat life itself. Mortus may be gone, Vidara may be gone, but life and death still stand as opposites, each having its day, claiming its prize—one gets glory in youth, the other glory in death. And I am glad of it. We have seen with our own eyes what happens to a soul given enough time to corrupt itself. I have no desire to become like them.”


  “You could never be like them,” Cyrus said. “Curatio never was.”


  “You knew Curatio for only a few years,” J’anda said. “Who knows what he was like for the other twenty-three thousand? He might have been a monster at some point, and we would not have one notion of it. I sensed a secret shame in him, some darker waters we did not fathom. And in any case, immortality is not for me. I seek peace, and a peaceful end.” A smile lay draped across his thin face like the quilts on his body. “And I will have it. But you, my friend …” The smile left him. “You, I worry about.”


  “You need not concern yourself with me,” Cyrus said, trying to put on a false smile to hide what he felt.


  “All of us that are left concern ourselves with you,” J’anda said. “It is what she would have wanted of us, as friends.”


  The mere mention of her, even so indirectly, felt like a knife that made it through the cracks in Cyrus’s armor, and he looked away. “I—”


  “I saw your heart’s desire,” J’anda said quietly. “I saw it on that day in the woods, in the first years you were with Sanctuary, and I saw it again in the depths of Saekaj, when Bellarum wounded you. It did not change, that which you wanted most, after all this time. I know what it is to lose great love.” A small tear slid slowly down J’anda’s cheek. “I know what it does to your heart to have it ripped apart by cruel fates, by cruel people. I know what bitterness does, how hope departs and despair settles where love once lived.” He clutched at Cyrus’s hand, squeezing, but it barely felt like a child’s fingers, the grip was so fragile. “I know what you mean to do.”


  “I came to see you,” Cyrus said weakly, his protest feeble.


  “You came to say goodbye,” J’anda said.


  “Because you’re…dying,” Cyrus said, barely able to get the last word out. How, after all we’ve lost … how does this still hurt so godsdamned much?


  “No,” J’anda said, shaking his head slightly. “You may lie to the others, Cyrus, but I have seen your heart’s desire. I have been where you are. I know what you are thinking, for I have been there myself. I remember, so clear, even through the years, what it felt like.” He squeezed Cyrus’s hand again. “What would you have told Vara if she’d seen you through to your death bed, and still had some thousands of years left in front of her? If things had been different, if life had proceeded as you planned and you spent all your days with her and left her youthful in your old age?”


  Cyrus felt frozen, unable to move, a curious burning at his eyes. “I … I don’t …”


  “You would tell her to live her life,” J’anda said. “Cyrus … live your life.” He squeezed again, and Cyrus felt the cold touch of his skin. “You have … so much of it still in front of you, if you but choose to take it.”


  “I … I don’t want it, J’anda,” Cyrus said, holding it all in. “I’m like you … I don’t see the point in living forever now that the only thing I have ever wanted … ever really loved … is gone. It’s gone, J’anda,” he said, the words rushing out, like water from a streambed in a hard rain, “it’s gone, it’s taken, and she’s—she’s never coming back—and Sanctuary—Sanctuary is never coming back and—and what do I have left?” He felt the hot tears drift down his cheeks at last, and took one of his hands from the enchanter to dab at them.


  Cyrus looked down at J’anda, and now he saw pity in the enchanter’s warm eyes. “I was going to ask you to promise me not to do this thing … this thing you are set on doing.”


  Cyrus rubbed the back of his hand at his nose, not even caring about the feeling of weakness that was upon him. He didn’t even care if the dark elven woman who’d let him in was still watching. “And now?” he asked.


  “I suppose it would be wrong of me to bind you to a fate I don’t wish for myself,” J’anda said, and he settled back on the bed, his frail body relaxing. “All I ask is … that you consider it for a while longer yet.”


  “I have a lot of people to see,” Cyrus said. “I expect it’ll take some time to … wrap things up.”


  “Good,” J’anda said, closing his eyes and leaning against his pillows, face going slack. “Time … time is good.”


  “What’s so good about it?” Cyrus asked, more out of curiosity than any genuine venom. “It takes everything, given enough of itself to work with.”


  “Because with time … perhaps you will find hope again,” J’anda said, not opening his eyes. “And hope … hope is time’s opposite, the giver of life, of vitality. If given long enough … perhaps you will find something … some hope to tether you yet back to life …” And his breathing slowed, and he fell into a deep sleep, a maddening smile perched upon his thin lips.


  Cyrus watched the enchanter as he slept, listening to him breathe, reflecting on what he’d said. He stayed there with him, for a few days more, until the end came on a quiet morning, but J’anda never woke up, and never spoke another word. He died quietly, in peaceful slumber, the last casualty in a war Cyrus had thought ended months before.
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  The depths of the lower chamber, Sovar, appeared somehow warmer to Cyrus than the upper chamber he seemed to frequent these days. He looked out over the expansive city in the ground, peering into the darkness. The differences between Sovar and Saekaj, where the palace lay, in the cavern somewhere above, were legion. Where Saekaj seemed to be a cultured, carefully maintained and regal city, worthy of the Grand Palace, Sovar was a slum. Structures of cloth and dwellings of clay and stone carved out of the very cave bottom itself stood at disparate heights all over the sloping, uneven hillside Cyrus looked down over.


  “This is a hell of a thing,” Cyrus said, mostly to himself, as he stood looking down the long slope from the top of Sovar into the bottom reaches at the foot of the mighty hill that led away from the entry to the lower city. The buildings became less and less well constructed the further down the slope he looked, until the bottom seemed to be little more than a collection of buildings with a tent city somehow draped over it, though he was squinting hard into the darkness to make that determination.


  Cyrus shook his head, watching the rooftops. The faint chill of the underground air still found its way through his armor, but as he started his way down, using Falcon’s Essence and following the slope into the Back Deep of Sovar, he kept his eyes watching for movement. He saw it, out of the tent tops to the buildings, people looking out to study the motion they must have caught through the folds of their tent and cloth dwellings. A little girl watched him cross in front of her and waved happily. He waved back and continued his descent, looking into the darkness ahead, his hand resting on Praelior to aid his movement.


  He was almost two-thirds of the way down the slope when he saw the movement he was looking for. Something leapt from one cloth-covered roof to another, catlike agility allowing them to follow the rocky parts of the structure rather than placing a foot through the cloth and crashing into someone’s home. It was like a shadow, dim and barely visible, but he turned toward it, his footsteps tracing a path through the air as he hurried on, watching the shadow leap to another roof.


  He closed in on his target, watching as the shadow ducked a cloth awning with a light jump between buildings, and then came down onto a shorter building. Cyrus was only a building behind now, chasing along the rooflines carefully. He could see lithe, thin legs carrying his subject along with careful motions, her leather armor making not so much as a squeak while she ran.


  Aisling jumped from the rooftop and bounced with a carefully aimed kick off a dwelling wall carved out of the cavern floor. Her feet landed upon the shoulders and back of a bulky dark elf who had been running in the alley over which Cyrus now hovered, watching. She had her dagger out and pressed carefully against the man’s cheek, the shadows still cloaking her, Cyrus knew, against the eyes of anyone not carrying a godly weapon.


  “Snatching purses in Sovar is like trying to drink the moisture from the desert sands,” Aisling said in a low, angry voice. She sounded furious, and the point of her blade was eating into the man’s cheek, drawing navy blood. Cyrus looked closer; the man was actually a youth, probably no more than twenty. “Why not ply your trade in Saekaj, where you have a chance to at least thieve from one of the old lords who has coin rather than some poor washerwoman with barely any?”


  “Get—off!” the young man said, struggling against her weight on his back. He was having little luck.


  “Why?” Aisling asked in an angry hiss. “So you can go knock over a little girl for the spare bronze pieces she’s saved through a lifetime of thrift? Why don’t I just free you so you can murder an old man for the threads of clothing right off his back?”


  “I—don’t—do that!” he shouted as she ground his face into the mud with her elbow, digging it into the back of his neck. “I only takes from them that deserves it!”


  “Oh, is that so?” Aisling leaned low and whispered sweetly into his ear. “And you decide who deserves it, do you? You make the determination on who has been parceled too much and not enough?” Her breath stirred the long, black hair. Cyrus shuddered involuntarily, remembering how she had once whispered into his ear in a similar manner, and it made his whole body tense. “How about I,” Aisling said, low and throaty, “decide who lives and dies in Sovar … starting with you?”


  The boy went stiff as a corpse, eyes wide, then slowly tried to turn his head against the force of her elbow. “It—it was only thieving!”


  “Don’t you remember when thieving was a crime they took your life for?” She had a very decided menace to her tone that made Cyrus step closer.


  “Wait—no!” he shouted, voice echoing off the alley walls.


  “I do,” she whispered and let him turn his head enough to look up. Finally he saw her, where she should be, and his eyes grew even wider. He doesn’t see her, Cyrus realized, because of her weapon. What was that thing called? Epalette?


  “Please don’t! Please!” he shouted. Cyrus watched the alley approaches, but no one was coming, no sound of footsteps to spoil Aisling’s fearful fun.


  “There’s honest work now, you know,” she said. “It couldn’t be found in days of old. But if I turn you loose and you don’t go looking for that … you will die face down in an alley with your throat aired out.” She pushed his nose and forehead back down, grinding them against the dirt and dust, and he coughed. She stood abruptly, lifted him up, and as soon as he found his feet, she shoved him away.


  The boy stumbled blindly until he caught his balance, and then he looked back, trying to find his assailant and having no luck. Cyrus stifled a laugh, standing high above with his cloak wrapped around him. The boy swept his gaze at ground level. “Who are you?” he shouted again.


  Aisling reached out and cuffed him hard across the ear, causing him to flinch away in pain. “The mother who should have told you thieving is wrong. Now get out of here before I take that ear off—or worse.”


  The boy didn’t need to be told twice; he retreated at a run, hurried footsteps sounding, echoing through the alley.


  “Looming over me like a carrion bird is a little ominous even for you,” Aisling said, once he was gone. “What, were you worried I was going to kill him?”


  Cyrus stepped down into the alley and dispelled the Falcon’s Essence. Aisling watched him with dispassionate interest, her arms folded across her leather armor. “You’ve been known to dispatch a harder form of justice than I might agree with, but I probably wouldn’t have stopped you from slitting his throat.”


  She seemed to recoil slightly from him at that, but he mostly saw it in the eyes. “You really are changed, Cyrus, and not for the better. I wasn’t going to kill him, I only wanted to scare him away from his current path.”


  Cyrus had a sudden vision of what he’d done in Reikonos Square to Angelique, shivering in her bejeweled armor in the freezing fountain. “No harm in that, I suppose, though I expect that he’d disagree, what with his aching neck and cut cheek.”


  “Barely a scratch,” Aisling scoffed. “He’d get worse visiting the wrong brothel in this town. Enough to remind him of my warning in days ahead, I hope.” She looked him up and down. “I presume you didn’t just come find me to pronounce judgment on what I’m doing with my time?”


  “I did not,” Cyrus said. “I came to say …” He paused, the thought escaping him.


  She cocked her head, waiting for his answer. “What?”


  Cyrus opened his mouth to speak again, but no words marched forth. Why is it so hard to ask? “I came to see … if you were doing … all right.”


  It was a slow frown that broke out across her face, and she blinked three times quickly. “I’m … fine,” she said. “Just … just fine.”


  “That’s good,” Cyrus said, nodding once, perfunctorily. “I just … wanted to make sure.” He cast Falcon’s Essence upon himself, and turned, and started to walk away.


  “Wait,” she said, and he turned back. “Is that really all you wanted to know?”


  Cyrus thought about it for a moment. “I know that while we’ve fought together this last year and more, and it felt like everything between us was settled out adequately … yes, I wanted to make sure you were all right. Well, even. I don’t harbor any ill will toward you, Aisling. You’re smart, resourceful, brave, and now that you’re not under the thumb of a tyrant, you’re … you’ve been everything I could ever have asked for in a guildmate. You helped me through the tightest of pinches when you could have let me twist, so yes, I wanted to make sure you were well. I wanted to know that I didn’t leave you in a worse position without trying to help, so …” He tilted his helm at her, just slightly, in salute.


  “That’s … thank you,” she said, for once seeming taken aback. “I …” She started to say something and then stopped, chewing her lip.


  He waited for her to speak, but she just stood there, staring at him, blinking. “Yes?” he asked at last.


  “Nothing,” she said, stirred out of her contemplation. “I was thinking…never mind. Good luck, Cyrus.”


  “To you as well, Aisling,” Cyrus said, smiling at her. And then he turned and walked away, over the rooftops of Sovar, leaving her far, far below within a matter of minutes.
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  By the time he returned to the Grand Palace, Cyrus’s body was well and truly confused about the hour. Was it deep in the night? Was it early the next morning? The journey to Sovar had been long, and with a steep enough slope to the tunnel that he felt slightly winded coming back up, as though he’d climbed a small mountain. The flow of spider-drawn carriages and wagons below him had been steady, making him wonder if it was in fact the height of the day.


  Cyrus ran over the rooftops of Saekaj with ease, looking down on the carefully manicured houses that would have looked so out of place in Sovar. He had heard the whisperings, of course, that Sovar had once been the lesser city in the days when Yartraak had been Sovereign. To Cyrus’s eye, it still looked to be lesser in most respects, but perhaps things had changed. There were certainly enough brightly clad people in the streets of Saekaj to make him think it could be so; he didn’t know much about Saekaj or Sovar, but he knew the wealthy did not adopt the bright dyes for their own fashion.


  The guards merely nodded as Cyrus entered the palace, then the next set of guards nodded to him as he moved toward the doors that led to the throne room. Nods were all he received the entire way there, not a single challenge as a human in full armor and laden with godly weapons walked a straight path to the seat of power in the Dark Elven Sovereignty. Yes, Cyrus decided, things have changed here.


  The door to the throne room opened and he saw a flash of sea-green hair as Kahlee Lepos stepped out and someone closed the door behind her. She glanced up, and then up again until her gaze reached his eyes, and she favored him with a smile that was wry and yet still filled with obvious pleasure at the sight of him.


  “Lord Davidon,” she said, “what brings you to us at this hour?”


  “I couldn’t honestly tell you the hour,” Cyrus said, “even though it can’t be that many of them since I left the surface.” His expression darkened. “I trust you heard about—”


  “J’anda, of course,” she said, all the joy leaving her smile. “Arrangements are already being made for the services. Terian will tell you more.” She started to pass him, but he stopped her with an outstretched hand and she paused, looking up at him again curiously.


  “I’m leaving, Kahlee,” Cyrus said.


  “Now?” She looked at him, perplexed.


  “Now,” Cyrus said. “Keep him out of trouble, will you?”


  Disbelief mingled with annoyance flashed across her face. “Why don’t you assign me eight other impossible tasks, such as slimming the trolls to the weight of gnomes, feeding a hungry vek’tag with naught but my own spit, and pounding the arrogance out of the entire elven race with my tiny, bare fists?”


  “If anyone could do that last one, you could, I think.”


  Her irritation softened. “But why would you leave now? J’anda is to be honored as a Hero of the Sovereignty. Don’t you wish to see that?”


  “J’anda’s been a hero as long as I’ve known him,” Cyrus said, “and no honors or lack thereof would convince me otherwise.”


  She stared at him, and then nodded once. “He’s inside. He’s meeting with Bowe and Dahveed, but they’re almost done. I’m certain he’ll want to say farewell.”


  “Thank you,” Cyrus said, and she hugged him lightly around the middle. “I don’t think any of us could have predicted how well Terian would do for himself in marrying, and especially I wouldn’t have predicted you.”


  “I appreciate what I think is a well-buried compliment in there,” Kahlee said, “but you must realize something—a man is hardly complete when you find them. I saw Terian for what he was when we were wed—a good man in a terrible place. The whole of Arkaria might as well have been set against him for where he started out, and yet, with a great deal of work—a great deal—well, you see what we end up with. Perhaps he might have done some of the work on his own, also,” she conceded with a smile. She straightened up and became serious. “Take care of yourself, Cyrus Davidon, wherever the road may lead you.”


  “And you as well, Lady Kahlee.” And he bowed to her, and they parted as he entered the throne room.


  “Bah!” Terian shouted from somewhere ahead, past Bowe and Dahveed, each clad in their own colored robes, the druid’s topknot lacing its way down his back. Cyrus advanced quietly, but knew he’d caught the Sovereign’s eye when Terian called out, “Cyrus! Come here and settle this bone of contention for us.” Cyrus drew closer, coming even with the other two, who made room for him before the small throne, where Terian said, mailed fist on his chin, helm on his lap. “Would J’anda want a state funeral with glorious flowers and tributes and all manner of sorcery pyrotechnics or would he want a simple burial without any of the pizazz?”


  Cyrus thought about it. “He was a simple man … but with flair. Give him the pizazz.”


  Terian frowned. “That’s not quite what I was thinking, but maybe I was simply considering what I would want done.” He looked at Dahveed and then Bowe. “Fine, have it your way. Make it grand, make it glorious, and see that our brave friend is sent off in so spectacular a fashion that the people of Saekaj and Sovar will be talking about J’anda Aimant for the next thousand years.”


  “It will be done,” Dahveed said with a sparkle in his eye, and with a nod toward Cyrus, he started to retreat from the room.


  Bowe lingered a moment more, staring at Cyrus, until he finally stepped forward, bowed his head once, and said, “Davidon …”


  “Yes?” Cyrus asked. He couldn’t recall having ever heard the druid speak.


  “You fight well … but you should talk less in battle,” Bowe said, and then started away to join the healer already leaving.


  “Why?” Cyrus asked, frowning after him. “For my enemies’ sake?”


  “No,” Bowe called back. “For your friends. It is impossible not to listen to your ridiculous banter during a fight. Very distracting.” And he disappeared into the darkness of the far end of the throne room, where Cyrus heard the closing of the doors.


  Terian let a low chuckle. “He’s not wrong.”


  “Of course he’s not,” Cyrus said, tearing his attention away from the door back to Terian. “But you’re the last person who should criticize.”


  “I do enjoy a good monologue before a fight, and of course a few dozen choice insults during,” Terian said, nodding soberly. He looked right at Cyrus and said, “So … you’re leaving before the ceremony, right? That’s why you suggested it be a full, formal, state occasion?”


  “He deserves it,” Cyrus said.


  “That’s not in dispute, so don’t pretend it is order to dodge my question.”


  “Yes, I’m leaving,” Cyrus said. “I could stay, of course, but … I’d be a distraction from the real point of this thing, which is to honor J’anda.”


  “You are somewhat renowned throughout the land,” Terian said, standing up before his throne. “So … are you off on the next phase of your adventure?”


  “I am,” Cyrus said with a curt nod. “And thank you, for helping me find … well, those you could.”


  “Of course,” Terian said, with a nod of his own.


  “I suppose I’ll be off, then,” Cyrus said, and started to turn away.


  “All right, let’s go.” Terian stepped down from the throne, axe across his back, as if to follow behind Cyrus.


  Cyrus watched him, warily, over his shoulder. “Where are you going now? Another meeting?”


  “No,” Terian said. “I’m coming with you.”


  Cyrus felt his eyes narrow of their own accord. “Don’t be ridiculous. You have a kingdom to run.”


  “Sovereignty,” Terian said, sounding mildly offended. “But don’t let quibbles about titling get in the way. Let’s go.” He started to step past Cyrus, but Cyrus caught him on the pauldron.


  “You’re not coming with me,” Cyrus said.


  “I thought you were assembling everyone for an adventure?” Terian asked. “Like in the days of yore, when we’d suddenly decide to go through the Heia pass or something ridiculous like that, just killing titans wherever we saw them—”


  “There are no more titans.”


  Terian rolled his eyes. “You know what I mean. Adventure! The call of the blood to get up and move, to crawl through some dungeon in a remote corner of the land where no one else dares go!”


  “Not too many of those left nowadays,” Cyrus said. “Though I did hear tell about an imp outside Taymor that’s hoarding treasure and killing people.”


  “See, that’s the kind of thing we should be taking care of.” He slapped Cyrus with his palm across the breastplate. “Let’s go.”


  “Terian …” Cyrus said, feeling a strange mixture of warmth and regret. “You can’t come with me.”


  “You keep saying that, and yet here I go, following you,” Terian said. He wore a lively look, affable and pleased. “You mean to find these people, and I have helped you thus far. I can help you further. I’m a white knight with a godly weapon and a hunger to do some damage.”


  “It’s not a question of damage,” Cyrus said. “It’s a question of responsibility. You have it. I don’t. You are a man who has grown beyond the … the need for questing across the land. You have people who count on you—and a wife. They look to you, for guidance, for steadiness. You’re a leader. A man of … well, you’ve grown into quite the hero, Terian.” He smiled. “I might not have believed it when first I knew you, but … you’ve become a great man, Sovereign.”


  “The two are not mutually exclusive, then? Being a great man and also the Sovereign, I mean?” Terian asked, but there was an aura of wistful sadness in the way he asked it, and Cyrus could see that he was already relenting on his desire to follow along. That’s the difference between us—he has things to lose, to leave behind …


  And I don’t.


  “I would have followed you, you know,” Terian said. “No question.”


  “You already have,” Cyrus said. “Everywhere I could conceive of. Hell, places I couldn’t have imagined before we started down this road together. Thank you, Terian.”


  “For what?”


  “For … loyalty,” Cyrus said.


  “Not something you would expect to say to a person who nearly killed you,” Terian said, with just a trace of slyness. “The bonds of common fellowship bind us. Brothers to the last.”


  Cyrus smiled, just a little. “Alaric would have liked to have heard you say that, I think.”


  “Maybe he did,” Terian said, and now his smile faded. “Fare thee well down all the roads you might travel, Cyrus. The doors of Saekaj and Sovar will always be open to you—so long as I reign over and under this land, you will be welcome in these halls.”


  With a bow, Cyrus turned, so that the Sovereign of Saekaj and Sovar would not see his face as he walked out of the throne room. But as he left, he thought he could hear Terian scuff his boot as he made a turn of his own, putting his back to Cyrus—but the warrior did not dare turn around to look.
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  Blowing sands surrounded Cyrus as he urged Windrider on at a canter across the loping desert road. The sun was hot again, early summer taking its full effect here in the Inculta Desert. The Oasis of Etro’mil sparkled on the horizon, past the dunes and the wending road, and Cyrus was gently rocked by the sway of the horse as he rode toward the town just shy of the blue waters of the oasis.


  The town was small, a series of packed huts made of straw-laid brick, maybe twenty of them in uneven rows. The roofs were palm fronds, the edges blowing gently in the wind. The air was a dry, hot breath, like a dragon had opened his mouth and let out a mighty blaze of fire that warmed Cyrus’s cheeks, nose and forehead.


  Children played in the town street, pointing up at him as he and Windrider approached. He was quite a distance from the nearest portal, a ride of a few days during which he’d had to conjure extra water for himself and Windrider.


  Now, having reached the outermost house in the village, he dismounted, and a crowd of little urchins scrabbled around him. Older children waited and watched at the margins, looking to see what he was doing, where he was going. Cyrus could see adults even further back, going about their business in the side yards of their houses but craning their necks to see him. Many wore scarves over their heads to protect them from the blazing sun.


  “Scuddar In’shara?” Cyrus asked the crowd of children that was bubbling around him, leaping up like little dogs in their excitement. They were talking in a babble he couldn’t quite understand, their dialect not something he was used to. But they pointed toward a house in the middle of the village, and followed him as he started to lead Windrider in that direction.


  He reached the door and tied Windrider’s reins upon a post outside before knocking upon the front door. The crowd of children receded save for a half dozen of them, still bumping around his legs, pointing at his swords. He kept a careful watch on them so they didn’t touch the weapons, but none seemed to want to do much more than lay a finger on the scabbards for but a moment.


  A woman answered the door, swinging it wide and staring out at Cyrus. A few of the children that were gathered around his legs separated themselves from him and flooded into the house, congealing around the woman and bubbling around her like they had around Cyrus only a moment before, chattering and trying to speak to her all at once.


  “My name is Cyrus Davidon,” he said, “and I’m here to talk to—”


  “Scuddar!” she called, turning slightly. She looked back at Cyrus and took him in with but a quick, appraising glance. Her voice carried the curt accent of the desert people, but her eyes suggested shyness as she looked away from his gaze. She opened the door wider and stepped aside, pushing the kids along with her. “Come in,” she said.


  Cyrus stepped into the small dwelling, his eyes adjusting to the sudden lack of blinding desert sun. It was shadowed and dark inside, the windows covered over by cloth hangings that stirred in the breeze. Some of the children waiting outside called to him, though he couldn’t understand what they were saying. He stepped in and she closed the door behind him.


  “I’m sorry, your name is …?” Cyrus asked.


  “Guruni,” she said quietly, and then she moved off toward a small area in the corner of the room, past a row of what looked like rolled-up bedding of the sort Cyrus used when he slept under the stars. There must have been ten of them, all rolled and pushed against the back wall, leaving room for a piece of wooden furniture that looked terribly out of place in the hut. She opened a wooden cabinet in the hutch above and pulled out a tray made of woven fronds, thick and sturdy. She opened another cabinet and pulled out a wheel of thick cheese and a loaf of bread, then started to cut them up and put the pieces on two plates that she pulled out of another section of the hutch.


  “You look as though you have never seen a piece of furniture before,” came a quiet voice behind Cyrus. He turned to find Scuddar watching him with great amusement from the corner, where a wooden desk sat against the wall, something of elven origin with beautiful design and intricate carvings all along the sides, but burn scars marred the surface on the side and top. The desert man rested on a chair before the desk and the children stood surrounding him, now silent to the last of them, watching as well.


  “I—I think I just …” Cyrus let his voice trail off. He couldn’t find a way to express the thought on his mind without sounding insulting.


  “The furniture is unusual for this town,” Scuddar said. His balaclava was missing, and for the first time Cyrus could see that he had a head full of a thick, brown hair with the occasional lighter strand mixed in, almost blond. “Wood is in short supply, and thus craftsmen of this wood are in shorter supply, and so …” He gestured to the elven carvings on the desk. “But thanks to you, I am not solely of this town anymore, and can bring the goods of all Arkaria here to my home.”


  Cyrus glanced sidelong at Guruni, who was now bringing the tray over to the other side of the room, where a small table rested between a few chairs, of the sort Cyrus’s parents had in their house when he was growing up. She placed the tray upon the table and then hurried over to Scuddar’s side and shooed the children away, pushing them out the door. They grumbled in protest, but she ushered them out and followed, disappearing into the streets and leaving Cyrus alone with Scuddar.


  “We don’t get many visitors to the village,” Scuddar said, beckoning Cyrus over to join him at the table where Cyrus could smell wine in a pitcher that he hadn’t even noticed Guruni pour. “They saw you coming from hilltops away, a man all in black armor. My children came and warned me, but I could not believe it. ‘Cyrus Davidon would not come here,’ I said to them.” He looked carefully at Cyrus with his yellow eyes. “But I was wrong, and you are here, so—welcome.”


  “Cyrus Davidon has been here before,” Cyrus said, seating himself across from Scuddar as the desert man poured him a glass of wine from the carafe. “Though I suppose it was a long time ago, and I was … quite worn down by that point in my journey, I think.”


  “The question remains, though,” Scuddar said, picking up a piece of sliced cheese and holding it. “Why would you come back? What profits Cyrus Davidon coming to this village?”


  “What profits—? Scuddar, I never did much of anything for a profit,” Cyrus said. “That’s merchant talk.”


  “We adventured in places where we found gold and treasure,” Scuddar said with a sly smile. “There is nothing wrong with making money, my friend.” He waved a hand to encompass his dwelling. “It is the reason I left my village, my family, to come to Sanctuary. You made me the wealthiest man in this land, able to provide for my wife and children, and even their children, I think.”


  Cyrus blinked at that. “I … never really thought … I didn’t even know you had a family.” He leaned back, feeling suddenly tired, as though this new information had come at a cost. “Why didn’t you ever say anything?”


  “There was nothing to say,” Scuddar said with a shrug.


  “You could have—I don’t know, mentioned they existed? We fought side by side in foreign lands, against gods and dragons and who knows what else—”


  “Their life was here,” Scuddar said, “and mine was in Sanctuary for the time that I was there.”


  “Did you even see them during those years you were with us?” Cyrus asked.


  “Oh, most assuredly,” Scuddar said. “I came back many times.”


  “It always seemed like you were around,” Cyrus said, trying to think back to remember any occasion where he’d sent someone to look for Scuddar. “Whenever I called for you, you came.”


  “Of course. I took my duty very seriously.”


  “Yes,” Cyrus said after a moment’s contemplation. “You truly did.” And he looked at the nearest window, the dark cloth shade fluttering softly in the wind, revealing hints of blue sky beyond its edges.


  “So what brings you to my door this day?” Scuddar asked.


  Cyrus thought about that for a moment. “I wanted … to make sure you were all right.”


  Scuddar nodded slowly. “You worry needlessly about us. I am all right. We are all right here.” He swept an arm slowly around, as if to indicate everyone else in all the lands. “They are all very fine, wherever they all have landed.”


  Cyrus blinked, not quite sure he understood. “I was just asking about you—”


  “But you are not just traveling to see me,” Scuddar said with a knowing look. “You are seeing the others as well, yes?”


  “Yes,” Cyrus said, “but—”


  “They are fine,” Scuddar said, as though that settled everything.


  “Scuddar,” Cyrus said, trying to keep his tone gentle, “you can’t know that everyone in our entire guild is fine without—”


  “They are fine,” Scuddar said. “It will bring you no happiness to see them all.”


  “J’anda’s dead,” Cyrus said, his temper flaring like a lit wick. “Is he ‘fine’ under your definition?”


  “Yes,” Scuddar said simply. “I was not there—”


  “I was.”


  “—but I suspect he went peacefully, did he not?”


  Cyrus’s jaw clenched involuntarily. “He did.”


  “Of course he did,” Scuddar said, perhaps more firmly and expansively than he had ever said anything in Cyrus’s presence. “We are all fine. Some of us perhaps more fine than others, but Sanctuary—Sanctuary was destroyed a year ago, Cyrus. We mourned. We took our revenge. We lost, we wept, we suffered—”


  “Did you?” Cyrus asked, looking around. “Because it suddenly seems to me that you had less to lose—”


  “Do not say that,” Scuddar said, his tone suddenly clipped. “Do not presume that simply because I had my family life apart from my life with our army that I was any less attached to our compatriots than any other loyal member that joined you in battle.”


  Cyrus’s cheeks burned with scarlet shame. “I’m sorry. You’re right.”


  Scuddar grew silent for a moment, his yellow eyes suddenly sorrowful. “We all lost people in the years before Sanctuary’s fall, Cyrus. But none of us lost the way you did, and thus none of us are as … hobbled by it. We were wounded; you were shattered. If you seek your friends, you will see them as they are now—moved on, their pain behind them, brought out only in the quiet watches of the night when they cannot sleep, or in the solemn moment after the recounting of a tale of adventure and harrowing danger of the sort we have by the hundreds.” His eyes gleamed for a second, and then he grew solemn. “Do not seek the others, for you will only sadden yourself further. They are moving on, and by seeking them out now, as you are, you fail to do the same.”


  Cyrus stood, almost overturning the tray of food. He hadn’t taken a single bite, and in spite of a gnawing hunger, knew he wouldn’t. Not now. “I’m glad you’re doing well, Scuddar. I should—”


  Scuddar rose as well, but now there was sadness in his eyes and his voice as he spoke. “Please. Do not seek the others and despair at the hope in their eyes. Their view is clear; they can see their futures. Seek your own hope, do not drown yourself in sorrow at the thought of your past.”


  Cyrus locked eyes with him, and thought over his response before he finally said. “I just don’t know how to do that.” He did not wait for Scuddar’s response, instead going for the door.


  “You just keep going,” Scuddar said softly, almost so quietly Cyrus did not hear him. He paused only a moment before opening the door, and, nearly blinded by the blazing sun, stepped out of the shade of the house and into the heat, where he untethered Windrider and cast the spell to get him the hell out of the desert without further ado.
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  The mountain air in Fertiss’s outdoor quarter still smelled of thick, rich pine trees as Cyrus waited by the portal. Snow was still present on the high peaks, but then, Cyrus wasn’t sure if that ever went away, even in the longest days of summer. The city itself was a pleasant reprieve from the heat of the Inculta desert, and even from the warm streets of Reikonos, where the heat of the summer sun was producing a distinctly unsavory aroma.


  Cyrus had ridden from Reikonos to Fertiss rather than pay a wizard to teleport him. It had been a pleasant if slightly meandering excursion, a lonely ride through country that still bore the scars of the war. He had seen the differences in how it looked now and how it had looked seven years earlier when he’d passed through on his great recruitment drive for Sanctuary.


  He’d heard rumors that the dwarves still barricaded the great byways into Fertiss, but he hadn’t found that to be so. The grand roads tunneled under the mountains had been clear for him, no guards or checkpoints to slow his passage after the long weeks of ride. He had found the entire journey refreshing, and had never once considered simply hiring a wizard to cut it short.


  “I should travel this way more often,” he said, standing off from the portal a short distance, holding Windrider’s reins. It was an ovoid rock with a hollowed center, empty so that he could see the shops on the other side of the small square in which it rested. The horse whinnied in what Cyrus perceived as agreement, and then a light blazed before the portal as a train of three wagons appeared at its center, all grouped around a cloaked figure in the middle.


  Cyrus watched the happenings at the portal unfold; the wagon train’s boss leapt down and paid the spellcaster who had teleported them here, putting thick pieces of gold into the outstretched hand. Cyrus could barely see the man who had cast the spell, his cowl was down over his eyes to guard against the high summer sun. But he caught the man’s gaze, nonetheless, and the spellcaster nearly dropped his fistful of gold as the wagon train’s master finished paying him.


  Cyrus waited as the wagon train loaded up and started forward, rolling in a line toward one of the great causeways under the mountain into Fertiss, taking the road south. Cyrus wondered idly if they were bound for some destination in the capital or perhaps one of the under-mountain towns within a few days' ride. Portals were harder to come by in the Dwarven Alliance, Cyrus knew. His curiosity was short lived, his attention reverting to the spellcaster who, his work now done, sidled over to Cyrus in no great hurry.


  “Is this pure coincidence, finding you here when I arrived?” Ryin Ayend asked. “Or is this a planned meeting?”


  “Why?” Cyrus asked in wry amusement. “Did you plan it?”


  Ryin snorted. “Hardly.” He looked sidelong at Cyrus; they stood each facing a different direction, side by side. “How are you, Cyrus?”


  “I’m still alive,” Cyrus said. “You?”


  “I’m well,” Ryin said. “Though that should hardly come as a surprise to you, since if you knew I’d be here, you know what I do.”


  “You’re a transport wizard,” Cyrus said. “For a cargo consortium. Moving wagons and people around Arkaria. Like your sister.”


  “Less dangerous than transporting armies into battle and then remaining there to fight it out with gods and monsters,” Ryin said, “as we used to.”


  “Being a fat gnome covered in spices in a room full of a starving trolls is less dangerous than what we used to do.”


  “Too true.” Ryin hesitated again. “What brings you here to me?”


  “Fond longing, clearly.” Cyrus smirked.


  “Have you gone too long without someone to bring up an oppositional viewpoint?” Ryin returned the smirk.


  “No, my arse remains comfortably unpained absent you,” Cyrus responded.


  “If still somewhat long.” Ryin chuckled, then grew serious. “It’s natural, you know.”


  Cyrus looked at him in puzzlement. “My long arse?”


  “That feeling of responsibility.” Ryin turned his head to look at Cyrus, concern in his eyes. “You were the Guildmaster for years. It makes sense that you’d check up on us. Make certain we’re settling all right.”


  “Right,” Cyrus said, nodding, moving quickly to that explanation. It was simpler than the truth, after all. “You happy with the new job?”


  “I get long breaks to think, to regenerate my magical energy.” He brandished Torris with a slight flourish. “I don’t really need them, thanks to this, but … their other wizards and druids do, so I take them as well.” He looked around carefully. “They all still hew to the old League guidelines, sticking to their respective spell classes. It’s almost as though they still fear a declaration of heresy from an order now swept away.”


  “Change is difficult.” Cyrus forced a smile. “I’m told.”


  “Yes, I’m sure you’ve never experienced any change firsthand.”


  “Are you happy?” Cyrus asked. “With your job? You never really answered before.”


  “I suppose I am,” Ryin said, pursing his lips to think before answering. “I won’t do it forever, but it pays well. That thinking time comes in handy as well, plenty of space to contemplate … the future. I live here with my sister presently, but I’ve considered buying a tract of land somewhere, maybe in the Southern Reaches, just to live out there. I suppose I could take a portal from somewhere else in the world and drag it there on a wagon or two, make it my own.”


  “I doubt anyone will be using the one in Zanbellish,” Cyrus said.


  “I don’t even want to use that one for long enough to—what would you do? You think you can teleport a portal?” Ryin’s eyes narrowed in concentration. “I suppose it’s smaller than some of the cargos I teleport now …” He shook off the thought. “In any case, I have possibilities. And you?”


  Cyrus forced a smile once more. “I have possibilities, too. I just wanted to … check up on everyone else before I … move forward.”


  “Well, I wish you the best of luck with that,” Ryin said as a large wagon came rattling along the road from the opposite direction toward the portal. “If I’m not much mistaken, that’s my next job coming now.” He extended his hand for Cyrus to shake.


  “Thank you, Ryin,” Cyrus said, taking the druid’s hand firmly in his own and shaking it. “For everything.”


  “You’re welcome,” Ryin said. “And thank you. I doubt I’d have lasted nearly as long in any other guild. Thank you for putting up with me.”


  “You’re worth it,” Cyrus said, and they broke the handshake. “Take care of yourself.” He took up Windrider’s reins in his other hand.


  “Do you need a teleport somewhere?” Ryin asked as Cyrus started off, the sun’s rays coming over a nearby mountain peak and reflecting off the icy top, magnifying the brightness.


  “No,” Cyrus said, guiding his horse toward the southern road. “I’ve got time, so I’m going to ride.”


  “Good for you,” Ryin said, walking backward as the wagon he was joining came to a creaking stop behind him. “Slow down. Live your life. Find yourself.” He waved once, and then cast the teleport spell. It was a wizard one that glowed bright, and then was gone, taking the druid and his patrons with him.


  “I’m not looking for me,” Cyrus said, but there was no one there to hear him. It wouldn’t have mattered anyway, he reflected as he mounted Windrider and started off down the causeway that led through the mountain, ready for a long ride south.
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  The ride south took Cyrus through the Riverlands as summer broke true, green grasses and sunny days reaching new lengths, and leaving rainy spring fully behind. He took a wending path, unworried about time, unworried about progress. He snaked his way out of the north following the road he’d taken on the recruiting drive years earlier, remembering the names of people he’d met in the villages along the way, seeing a few familiar faces. He was greeted warmly in all cases, offered limitless ales when he was recognized in roadside inns, though he almost always declined in favor of his own water.


  He stopped for more than a day to rest in the plank and boardwalk city of Deriviereville, knowing what was ahead. The town was still recovering from the sack almost three years earlier, and it showed in the new carpentry and masonry being done. He had met the stern lady in charge of the territory and its capital, and he did not wish to make his presence known to Governor Waterman for fear she might want to fête him or otherwise hold up his progress.


  The next day he rode to the field of Leaugarden, where Sanctuary had suffered its most crushing defeat in battle. The fields smelled like blood to him even though he could not truly scent any such thing. The air seemed to hang uneasy about him, the skies overcast, grey to reflect his mood, and he lingered longer than he needed to, feeling the pangs of guilt and unworthiness for his failings on the field that day.


  When he finished torturing himself with past mistakes, he rode south out of the Riverlands and through the winding paths of the Mountains of Nartanis. By chance, the road took him beside the crater of Ashan’agar’s Den with only a small detour; when last he’d been here to collect the weapons, he had not bothered to truly stop and appreciate what lay beneath the rocky ground. He stood there, the dwarven encampment gone but for a few things left behind on the ashy soil of the mountains, looking over the edge into the excavated den below. He could see hints of boiling lava within, steam rising from the depths.


  He stared down for a long while, and then he drew Praelior. Staring at the hilt, the Serpent’s Bane, the answer to a question he had long since stopped asking himself became plain—Who had brought the hilt of the sword to him after it had fallen beneath the rubble of the den?


  “Only a ghost could have crawled through the wreckage of this place and pulled this out,” Cyrus decided, sliding the weapon back into its scabbard with a satisfying clink. He mounted Windrider again and rode south, not once looking back at the crater.


  Only a few hours later he found himself guided through dark tunnels into another stone room built into caverns, standing before another throne, recalling another battle he had fought. He felt sick as he looked around the old throne room in Enterra; even absent the markings and wall hangings proclaiming the Imperium, it was still the same place, with the same thrones, and though he knew the former occupants of those seats were long dead, it did not put him at ease at all.


  He waited in quiet, remembering the spot where Vara had died in this very room. He could almost see her golden hair against the floor as if with his waking eyes. He closed them and opened them again, and the afterimage was gone.


  “Lord Mendicant will be with you in a moment,” came a scratchy voice from behind Cyrus, causing him to whirl on the spot. A small goblin bowed his way out of the room, reminding Cyrus of Mendicant himself, when he’d first been introduced to Sanctuary. Before Cyrus could reply, or thank the goblin, he was gone.


  Cyrus frowned at the vanished goblin. He had detected a strangeness in the air on his way down to the throne room, a slouched posture in the goblins he’d passed. It felt as though there were a weight upon them, bearing down on all those whom he met, and Cyrus did not care for the sense of it pushing upon him. There was an anxiety in the air that was almost palpable.


  “Find myself standing before a lot of thrones lately,” Cyrus mumbled, and then the sound of a door opening loudly behind him caused him to turn.


  “Lord Davidon,” came the jubilant voice of Mendicant as the goblin entered the throne room. He was clad in raiment not unlike the rainbow cloth Cyrus had seen upon the King of the Elves before Danay had been overthrown. “How kind of you to grace our halls.”


  Cyrus watched the goblin as he entered, the Hammer of Earth in his hand, the grasping claws wrapped around the hammer’s haft as though ready to swing it upon a foe. He did not slow as he came in, hurrying up to the throne at the far end of the room and taking his seat quickly, settling the hammer’s broad head upon a steel stand resting next to the throne. He kept the haft in his hand, however, and Cyrus let his gaze linger upon the weapon perhaps a moment too long. “It’s a pleasure to be here again,” Cyrus said, trying to keep any insincerity out of his voice. “It’s been … too long since I’ve looked in on the progress of your people.”


  Mendicant laughed, a rough, braying sort of sound. “Until these last months, there was little progress to be seen. After the fall of the Imperium, things changed—but only a little. Now,” the goblin’s eyes gleamed, “things are starting to move in the right direction, yes.”


  Cyrus’s uncomfortable sensation had gone from a tingle along the back of his neck to a feeling like claws raking themselves down his flesh. “Mendicant …”


  “Yes?” the goblin asked before Cyrus had barely gotten his name out.


  “Who … rules the …”


  “Who rules the goblins?” Mendicant interrupted again, fingers stretched long across the hammer’s haft. “I was wondering when you would ask, Lord Davidon. I do.” He leaned forward in his seat. “At last, we can make the changes that are necessary.”


  Cyrus held in his first reaction, and even the second. The third, more diplomatic than the previous two, slipped out, however. “Who elected you to rule?”


  Mendicant’s expression changed subtly, and he stiffened—but only for a moment and then it passed. “No one elected me, for no one had to. Injustice was rampant, things were left undone. I seized the reins of power, Lord Davidon, in order to build a better tomorrow for Enterra, and build it we are!” He was practically crowing. “Productivity is up by more than half, there is a new cadre of spellcasters learning even now—Enterra will be strong.” He leaned forward, excitement flowing. “The goblins will be strong. We are ready to take our place in Arkaria. We’ve begun to expand into nearby hillsides, mountains—why, we’re exporting more ore to the humans, the elves and the dark elves than ever before. Gold flows down the tunnels of Enterra.” He puffed up. “Our food supply is stronger than it has ever been, and we are poised for great growth in a way the Imperium never could have, nor the feeble republic of these last years.”


  Cyrus closed his eyes, just for a moment, and felt a chill quite unrelated to the climate of the cave. “Mendicant …”


  “Yes?” Once more, the answer came swiftly.


  Has he become what we fought against so many times, in so many places—Enterra, Saekaj, Kortran … Cyrus opened his eyes again, and saw the goblin sitting the throne. He looked … small against its polished surfaces, and the hammer loomed large in his hand. Mendicant had always been so humble, so worried about doing what was right. Cyrus shook his head and dismissed the dark thoughts swirling beneath his mind’s surface. “I’m glad your people are doing well,” Cyrus said, forcing a smile. “I’m glad you’re doing well.”


  “You must have a tour!” Mendicant said, rising to his feet, robes swishing around him.


  “I’m afraid I don’t have time for that,” Cyrus said, smiling. “I need to be on to the next leg of my journey. The hour grows late and … you understand.”


  “Indeed I do,” the goblin said with a faint aura of disappointment. He stood there on the raised dais. “Still … if ever you come our way again, please do return. We would welcome the opportunity to show you what we have wrought with the gift of our freedom from the Imperium.”


  “If ever I pass this way again,” Cyrus said, now feigning that smile, “you can be certain I will take you up on that.”




   


   


   


   


  116.


   


  Cyrus


   


  Cyrus’s next stop required no ride at all, just a simple teleport back to Reikonos, where he led Windrider along the slanting roads and alleys toward the Guildhall Quarter of the city. Evidence of the attack by Rotan, Virixia, Enflaga, and Ashea was hard to come by these months later. Even when looking, Cyrus could detect no hint of damage left unrepaired, at least not where he walked.


  The sun had nearly set when he reached the crossroads in the Guildhall Quarter, glancing down the street toward the portal that led out of the Realm of Purgatory. He stared at the ovoid rock, the familiar glow at its center absent. It only lit when someone was coming through, and to his knowledge, no one had attempted the Realm of Purgatory in years. “I bet the Gatekeeper is a sad and lonely bastard now,” Cyrus said to himself with a malicious smirk. The long alley leading to the portal was similarly empty, the cobblestone road’s only occupant a discarded piece of parchment whose corner barely flapped in the light evening breeze.


  Cyrus glanced at the abandoned guildhall of Goliath, its walls shabby and the front door hanging off its hinges. How long has it been since we watched them marched out of town? he wondered with a smile. Six years? The smile faded as he thought about the eventual fate of that guild, dying in a blast of magic to sate their guildmaster’s unquenchable thirst for power. “Hell of a way to go,” he said to himself.


  He looked around, paying only a moment’s attention to the similarly abandoned Guildhall for Amarath’s Raiders. It, too, looked careworn, its windows smashed out and no lantern or hearth light within. There was no spark of life within, and this, too, stirred a smile, though only a small one, at the thought of Archenous Derregnault exploding upon the tip of Vara’s sword.


  He finally turned to see the guards at the guildhall for Endeavor staring at him. They were two trolls, most probably the same two that Cyrus had seen when last he’d come here, and he rolled his eyes and sighed before setting out toward them once more. He braced himself for them to stall him, but to his surprise, when he was within ten feet of the front door, they both took a knee and bowed their heads, thrusting the hilt of their swords out at him wordlessly, as though pledging themselves to his service.


  Cyrus stood there, halted in mid-step, the reins dangling loosely from his hand. Windrider whinnied loudly enough to shake him out of his shock, and he said, in a voice shot through with uncertainty, “Arise.”


  The trolls got to their feet, replacing their mighty swords in their scabbards, but kept their heads bowed as though afraid to look him in the eye for fear of losing their souls. “Lord Davidon,” one of them said, and the other mumbled similar assent. “What may these humble warriors assist you with?”


  “I’m looking for Zarnn,” Cyrus said, frowning at this bizarre treatment. Last time they looked indifferent; this time they’re treating me as though I’m one of the dead gods.


  One of the trolls hurriedly tore the door open and shouted, “ZARNN! Lord Davidon comes to see you!” He waited, staring inside a moment before turning back to Cyrus and saying simply, “He comes.”


  Zarnn appeared a moment later, enthusiasm on his face, earrings jangling, scanning hurriedly for Cyrus. When his eyes alighted upon the dark-armored figure, the troll burst forth and lifted Cyrus up before he could react, picking him up under the armpits like a doll. Cyrus caught a glimpse of the faces of the troll guards; they appeared scandalized on his behalf. Zarnn set him down quickly, twitching like an excited puppy.


  “Lord Davidon,” Zarnn said, barely able to contain himself. Cyrus almost felt compelled to take a step back out of fear that the troll might lose bladder control along with his composure. “What bring you here?”


  “I’m looking for you, Zarnn,” Cyrus said. He glanced past the troll. “I figured I’d talk to Lady Isabelle afterwards as well, since I’m here, but … I came to see you, mostly.”


  “Lady Isabelle no here,” Zarnn said with a shake of the head. “Be back in a week, she said.”


  “Sorry to hear that,” Cyrus said. “How are you, Zarnn?”


  “Zarnn well,” the troll said, putting a hand upon Rodanthar’s hilt. “Zarnn foremost warrior in Endeavor, and in any guild. Show them all how it done—the Sanctuary way. The Brotherhood of the Savanna Cat way.”


  “That’s a good way,” Cyrus said.


  “You come join Endeavor,” Zarnn said, “Zarnn stand back for you, let you step forth. You best warrior in Arkaria. Show them how it done even better than Zarnn.” The troll had a hopeful look to him, still dancing around slightly, his massive feet hidden in matching plate boots that clanked as he moved. Oh, how different he looks now, Cyrus realized, clad in the armor of a true warrior—such a change from when he came to us in ill-fitting plate …


  “I don’t think so, Zarnn,” Cyrus said. “I suspect soon enough you’ll be known as the foremost warrior in all Arkaria, not just the guilds.”


  “No,” Zarnn said, shaking his head most vociferously. “Everyone know best warrior Cyrus Davidon.”


  “Everyone know,” one of the troll guards said, nodding hard.


  “It for true,” said the other guard, nodding so vigorously Cyrus wondered if his head might fly off from the force. “No doubting.”


  “Yes, but if I’m not around …” Cyrus said, trying to lead the troll along.


  “You be around,” Zarnn said.


  “No one can kill Cyrus Davidon,” one guard said.


  “Impossible,” agreed the other.


  Cyrus started to open his mouth to disagree. One person can kill Cyrus Davidon, for certain, and he’s standing here in my armor. But he did not speak it, not to them.


  “Whatever happen to ark you look for?” Zarnn asked, changing subjects so quickly that Cyrus felt a little unbalanced.


  “I … don’t know that it ever existed,” Cyrus said, squinting, his brow furrowed. “Why do you ask?”


  “Lord Davidon look like someone has stolen his favorite goat,” Zarnn said.


  “Grave crime!” proclaimed one guard.


  “The worst!” bellowed the other. “Unforgivable!”


  “Could use some hope, Zarnn thought,” the troll said, looking at him innocently. “So … ark. Sad if it doesn’t exist.”


  “I suppose it is sad,” Cyrus said. There was a discomfort in him, a nettled feeling in his belly at the mere thought of the ark. “So … you’re the foremost warrior in all the guilds. Are you happy?”


  “Very happy,” Zarnn pronounced. “But would be happier if Lord Davidon joined us. Or reformed Sanctuary. That would be even better.”


  “New Sanctuary,” one of the trolls muttered. “I would join that.”


  “Me too,” said the other.


  “Sanctuary’s gone, Zarnn,” Cyrus said, his expression softening on his face like bread soaked in milk.


  Zarnn frowned. “People still here. Could build new Sanctuary. Have more adventures.”


  “I don’t think so,” Cyrus said quietly.


  Zarnn made a low rumbling sound. “Sorry to hear. If change mind, Lord Davidon, Zarnn be here, waiting. When you come back, Zarnn be ready for you. Join you again. Make you proud.”


  “I’m already proud of you, Zarnn,” Cyrus said, and the troll saluted with a fist across his chest. “Be well.”


  “You also, Lord Davidon,” the troll said, the firelight catching his eyes as Cyrus started away from him and the other two while they watched him retreat, down the street, with his cowl up over his head, ready to leave his fame behind once more and lose himself in the anonymity of Reikonos.
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  Are you ready to go home now?


  After a restless night spent in his bunk in the barn, Windrider maintaining a surprising silence tethered inside with him, Cyrus awoke to daylight streaming once more through the planks above him. Blinking against the blinding bursts of daylight, he had a momentary lapse in remembering why he was here. Part of him wondered if he’d just awakened after the calamitous destruction of Sanctuary, but his only company was his horse, not his mother or Vaste, as on that occasion. He half-expected to hear Andren and Narstron speaking in hushed tones, but there was naught but silence to greet him as he got out of bed and dressed, focused on undertaking the next leg of his journey.


  He led Windrider out onto the quiet slum streets, closing and locking the door to the old guildhall behind him. It made a satisfying click, like he was shutting the door to a chapter of his life and sealing it against further intrusion on his future. He had the vial carefully stored away in a padded pouch in his saddlebag to guard against breakage. When he mounted Windrider, he gave the old barracks a long look back, knowing he would never see it again.


  He thought about saying something, but what was there to say, and who would even hear it? The slum street was almost empty, a handful of people hurrying back and forth down it before the heat of the day set in. The building itself had sheltered him, true, but it would have sheltered anyone else just the same. It was the memories made within that counted, the long conversations with Narstron and Andren; the remembrance of the day spent plotting in defense of the Citadel against the theft of Amnis, returning here after the sack of Reikonos to find the hall still standing strong in spite of the destruction.


  Cyrus gave the old barn one last look then urged Windrider forward. He turned away from the old guildhall and did not look back, guiding the horse toward the square, where he knew he would find a wizard to carry him forward, not back.


  The square was bustling, busier than the slums, people already transiting to and fro in front of the fountain, caravans appearing at the portal and then making their way off on rattling wheels. Cyrus started to move in toward one of the wizards who had just appeared when a warrior in flat steel plate stepped in front of his horse. Cyrus caught the young man’s eye, a burning anger visible in his expression.


  “Excuse me,” Cyrus said, keeping his hand within his cloak, carefully resting on Praelior.


  “No, I won’t,” the young man said, not taking his eyes off Cyrus.


  “I beg your pardon?” Cyrus asked.


  “You won’t get that, either,” the young man said and drew his own sword, painfully slowly to Cyrus’s speed-enhanced eyes. “Get off that horse and fight me, you bastard.”


  Cyrus assessed the young man for but an eyeblink and then leapt from the back of Windrider, sending the horse charging off out of the way as someone gasped at the sudden disturbance in the square’s peace. When Cyrus landed, he drew Praelior instinctively, not even bothering with Ferocis. “You want me to fight you?” he asked.


  “Damned right,” the young man said, voice quivering as he tried to master his fear. The blade’s tip shook slightly as it hovered in the air, ready to strike. Cyrus recognized the form; it was classically taught in the Society of Arms. “You killed Bellarum. I’ll kill you for it.”


  Cyrus raised an eyebrow, holding his sword tight at hand. “You worshipped Bellarum, then? He was your god?”


  “As he was yours, before you betrayed him!” The young man came at him with a slow, obvious, but well-practiced strike.


  Cyrus turned the attack aside without even using his sword. He raised an elbow and his armor clanged against the side of the blade as the young man swung past. Cyrus gave the warrior a hearty shove and he took a few stumbling steps before recovering his balance. “Aye, he was. And I killed him. I killed the god you worshipped. That’s why you’re angry?”


  “Yes,” the warrior said, holding off on his next attack, looking for an opening. Cyrus did not envy him; he left many openings, almost too many to choose from, but his advantage in speed meant that all of them would close before the young warrior had even a chance to strike true.


  “Let me tell you why what you’re doing here is stupid, then,” Cyrus said calmly as the boy came at him again. It was a clumsy move, and the young man overcommitted. Cyrus stepped aside and let him go wide in his attack, not even bothering to knock him asunder as he went past. “You worshipped him as I did, as a god, as the embodiment of war—preeminent in power, unchallenged and unconquered.” Cyrus kept his tone light, for he felt a sharp sense of pity for the boy—and he was little more than a boy, freshly turned out from the Society, Cyrus knew. “Except I challenged him, and I conquered him. You worshipped him as the strongest, yet I beat him. And here you are, challenging me.” The boy attacked again, apparently not hearing Cyrus, and Cyrus simply battled his blade aside with Praelior, slapped him hard in the wrist, rattling the vambrace hard enough that it stunned the lad’s hand. Cyrus knocked the blade free from the boy’s grasp and then brought Praelior’s edge up to his neck.


  There was a gasp in the crowd as Cyrus stood there with the blade against the young man’s neck. “Do—do it, then,” the warrior said.


  “I’m not going to kill you,” Cyrus said, and he pushed him to the ground instead.


  The young warrior looked up at him, dust in a faint cloud all around him, his steel armor marred with the specks where it had already come to rest. “Why not?”


  “Because I don’t follow Bellarum’s teachings anymore,” Cyrus said. “I don’t believe in war anymore. There is no greatness to it. Necessity sometimes, but never greatness.”


  “That’s fine for you,” the young man spat. “But who are we to believe in now?” There was a hurt in his eyes. “You? Because I once did, before you killed Bellarum.”


  “Certainly not me,” Cyrus said. “I’m just a man, not a god. Gods demand things of you, and I need nothing from anyone in Arkaria, least of all worship. Try believing in yourself, perhaps.”


  The boy looked up at him, and let a hand flop into the dirt, stirring more dust.


  “It’s better than clinging to some rotting corpse of a would-be deity or my wandering, spectral presence in this land,” Cyrus said. “For soon I’ll be gone and you’d be left with nothing. No,” he shook his head, “it’s safer to believe in yourself. That’s the lesson I’ve learned.” He reached out for Windrider, and the horse came, separating itself from the watching crowd that had gathered around them, talking in hushed whispers.


  “That’s a grim lesson,” the young man said, all the defiance drained out of him.


  “It’s a grim world,” Cyrus said, swinging a leg up over Windrider’s back. “Why don’t you see if you can do a better job of lightening it up than I did?” He saw a wizard in the crowd and beckoned him forward, leaving the broken warrior behind in the dirt to contemplate what he’d said. Somehow, Cyrus knew, there would be no satisfaction found in the message he’d delivered. It certainly hadn’t satisfied him, after all.
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  The green stretched along the horizon as far as Cyrus could see, putting the truth to the name of Emerald Fields. Crops grew all ahead and behind him, many he couldn’t even name, though he recognized corn and beans among them. Farmers were moving among them like beetles on a leaf, tiny figures in the infinite sea of green.


  He’d been saluted at the portal, the residual guard posted there almost dropping their spears at the sight of him. He’d watched a druid standing nearby disappear in the twinkle of a return spell as he started off toward the town with Windrider and knew his arrival would be anticipated. The horse cantered along the dusty road as his rider felt a sense of trepidation growing in him, wondering what would be awaiting him when he reached the town. Part of him hoped nothing would arise; the other part—the smaller part by far—feared that nothing would be waiting for him but a simple town going about its business as though it were any other day.


  Cyrus came up over a slope in the road and heard a sharp whistle to his left. He looked, and there among the grasses was a smiling figure in a green cloak that covered her nearly well enough to hide the dark hair and the bow slung over her shoulder. There was no mistaking the lightning running down the claws on her hand, however, and even if he hadn’t seen the impish look on Calene Raverle’s face he would have known it was her by her bearing.


  “So it is true!” she called out, coming down the hill, the weeds in the ditch between her and the road up to her chest, brushing her tunic as she rustled through. She kicked as she walked, probably trying to scare away any waiting snakes, Cyrus figured, and when she emerged from the wayside into the road, she looked up at him wryly. “I’d heard from Ryin you were making the rounds when last he came to town.”


  “Is that so?” Cyrus asked, bringing Windrider to a halt in the middle of the road. He looked backward and then forward; there was no traffic for him to block with his presence there. “What else did he tell you?”


  “That’d you’d been to Saekaj,” she said soberly. “Said you were checking up on us all, one by one,” Calene said, folding her arms in front of her, the lightning claws lancing quietly. “Sounded a bit funny, and a bit sensitive, really, being as he was talking about the conqueror of Kortran and—”


  “Please don’t do some sort of recitation of my glorious victories,” Cyrus said. “My ears bleed from fatigue at hearing them extolled everywhere I go.”


  “I expect by this point the maidens are throwing themselves in the road in front of you, begging you to take them,” Calene said, and then winced, as though she realized how indelicate she’d been. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”


  “I know,” Cyrus said, with the trace of a smile. “If I stayed in a place more than a minute after people recognized me, perhaps the maidens would have time to do something of that sort. As it is, I leave so quickly they’re stuck throwing themselves in the road behind me.” He gripped the reins tightly. “How fare you, Calene?”


  “I fare well,” she said, then stopped, looking up as she thought. “Wait. Did I just tell you ‘farewell’? I didn’t mean it like that. I mean I’m doing well.”


  “The sun and green of Emerald Fields seems to agree with you,” Cyrus said, noting the darker shade to her complexion.


  “Being a ranger in Emerald Fields isn’t a particularly exciting duty,” she confessed. “Though last week I did have to track two lost heifers. The week before it was a stray goat. Had a troll scare there, for a minute. I’m going on a long-ranging patrol along Rockridge toward the Heia Pass starting tomorrow.” She grew solemn. “We ended up with Lord Fortin’s territory, per his will.” She puffed up with a little pride, her arms still folded. “I guess I’m head ranger around here, though there’s hardly a formal title or anything.”


  Cyrus smiled. “I’m pleased that you’re pleased.”


  “It’s hard not to be pleased,” she said, stepping up and rubbing Windrider along the neck. The horse whinnied and she smiled at him, scratching behind the ear. “I am disappointed I’m going to miss the First Harvest Festival, though. I guess there’s always the Second Harvest Festival come autumn, though. That’s the big blowout anyway.” She shrugged.


  “Always looking for that silver lining,” Cyrus said, dismounting as he swung a leg over. “I’d expect nothing less from you.”


  She smiled at him from under the horse’s chin. “Good to know I haven’t disappointed you, Lord Davidon—”


  “Calene,” he said, “we’ve killed gods together. You can call me Cyrus.”


  “Well,” she said, blushing slightly, “I don’t know if I can, but either way—I’m glad I haven’t disappointed you, not seeking out adventure again after … after all that happened.”


  “Hard to top what we’ve done,” Cyrus said, kicking at the dirt beneath his feet. “You don’t see me out there joining a guild, tilting at—whatever it is they tilt at these days.”


  “It’d be a bit of a comedown, after gods and death and all that,” she agreed then lapsed into silence for a moment. “And how about you? You doing well?”


  “As well as can be expected,” he said, keeping his voice carefully neutral and working to put a thin smile upon his lips.


  “That’s good.” She flashed him a quicksilver grin and took hold of Windrider’s reins. “Let’s get you to town. I expect an awful lot of people are going crazy right now, what with the warrior of legend coming their way, you know? We should probably get you there.”


  “We probably should,” Cyrus said. He followed her along as she led the horse, but his steps grew slow, his anticipation for what lay ahead dampening by the minute. He had his answer for the kind of reception he was going to receive, and to his lack of surprise, knew it would leave him cold no matter how warmly he was greeted.
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  “Quite a night, isn’t it?” Samwen Longwell asked as he and Cyrus sat a distance back from a great bonfire, surrounded by villagers celebrating under the influence of good drink and good company. A band played, its instruments’ strings producing a lively melody that even Cyrus could appreciate. The fire was lighting up the night, reminding him of other nights, on distant shores, when armies under his command had gathered around smaller fires, waiting for a coming battle.


  “You Luukessians certainly know how to throw a party,” Cyrus said, ignoring the wine in his cup. It was too sweet; he didn’t care for it.


  “You should see the celebration after second harvest,” Longwell said, taking a sip from his own flagon. “It gets twice as raucous than anything you’ve seen this eve.”


  “What have I seen this eve?” Cyrus asked, eyes tracing the line of celebrating crowds, stray gazes from many of their number meeting his. He could see the admiration in the men’s eyes, and something else, something that made him uneasy, in those of the women. “Other than drinking and lauding and feasting.”


  “Well, there’s the dancing,” Longwell said dryly. “Admittedly, such pastimes are not to my taste, but for those more fleet of foot …”


  “That’s not for me, either,” Cyrus said quickly.


  “I heard once you were a fair dancer,” Longwell said, taking another swig from his drink.


  “In days long past, perhaps,” Cyrus said.


  “Did you lose all you believe in again?” Longwell asked, plainly spurred by drink.


  “No,” Cyrus said. “I lost my … my belief in Bellarum, I suppose, some time ago, but … no, I didn’t lose all I believe in. It did leave a hole in me, though that pales in comparison to all else I lost.”


  “I’ve heard said in my homeland that the reason people believed in their ancestors was that it helped them cope with the losses of life,” Longwell said, too far in his cups to be tactful. “Maybe your faith in Bellarum going missing at roughly the same time as your … other loss …” He hiccupped, then looked chagrined. “Well … anyhow. You could still believe in the God of Good if you were of a mind to. Seems he’s the only one we’ve heard is still standing, wherever he might be.”


  Cyrus stared at the fire in the distance, the villagers dancing around the orange, leaping flames like tiny shadows. “What good is there left in the world?”


  Longwell stilled. “Surely there’s some … hope?”


  Cyrus brought his own cup up and took a reluctant sip. “I’m sure there is,” he conceded when he finished swallowing. “I mean, look at this place. People are living their lives, they’re happy, they’re surrounded at last by abundance, by decent neighbors. The elves are no longer a threat to them, the gods who would have seen them dead are gone … absolutely there’s hope in the world, and in great supply.” He took another small sip of the sweet wine.


  “You sound like you actually believe that,” Longwell said, sounding vaguely impressed.


  “Why should I not believe it?” Cyrus asked. “Even when you didn’t believe in the gods, you believed that we believed in them, didn’t you?”


  Longwell’s face contorted as he tried to think his way through the question. “Yes … I think?”


  “Just because a thing is not right for you doesn’t mean you question whether other people believe in it,” Cyrus said. “You might question why they believe in it, as I often did for the followers of Mortus, but it’s hard to question another person’s faith once you’ve seen their devotion.” His eyelids felt suddenly heavy, and he put aside the wine on a nearby trestle table. “Hope is all around you, like sweet flowers in the air in spring.”


  “Take a breath of it, then, Lord Davidon,” Longwell said, unsteady on his feet. He clapped Cyrus on the back and nearly fell over himself the in process. “Take some of it in.”


  “How could I not?” Cyrus lied, smiling at Longwell as the dragoon raised his own cup to his lips again. “Being here with you lot.”


  “Will you stay for a while, then?” Longwell asked, slurring his words. “Here in the fields? It’s a simple life—a bit dull, really—but there are good things here, as you said.” His gaze caught that of a line of maidens dancing by in a ring, holding hands as they moved.


  “Are you bored, Longwell?” Cyrus asked, watching the dragoon’s attentions follow the maidens.


  “No,” he said, and then nodded after a pause. “Perhaps a bit.” He met Cyrus’s eyes, his own watery. “I could go with you.”


  “Let’s talk about it tomorrow,” Cyrus said, and shoved Longwell out, where he caught the hand of one of the maidens dancing by. He seemed surprised, but joined in quickly enough in mirth and celebration that—try as he might—Cyrus simply could not feel anywhere inside.
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  Cyrus knocked on the door at the top of the stairs when he saw light filtering through the shade. He was rewarded a moment later with an answer: “Come in.”


  He went in and found himself in a warm office, a fire blazing in the hearth in spite of it being late summer. The smell of the wood was sweet and smoky, and Cyrus found himself enjoying its scent as the warmth washed over him.


  “I wondered if you would come see me, Lord Davidon,” Cattrine Tiernan said, sitting behind her desk with a glass of amber liquid sitting before her. There was an ornate glass bottle atop her desk as well, filled halfway with liquid that matched that in the glass. Cyrus stared at it until she took notice and lifted the glass, saying, “Spiced rum from the Isle of Remlorant back home.” Her eyes glittered with amusement. “As it turns out, they and some of the other islands that used to answer to Actaluere are still doing quite well, as some boats from our fishing and lumber harvesting village in the southeast determined when they pulled up to the shores of the isle.” She clinked a fingernail against the glass. “A little piece of home.”


  “So you’re not the last of the Luukessians?” Cyrus asked, standing in the middle of the warm office and admiring its touches.


  “They’re islanders, not true Luukessians,” she said, her green eyes sparkling like the emeralds that gave the fields their name. “Though that hardly matters, does it? Rather pedantic, given all that’s happened.”


  “I suppose,” Cyrus said, drawing closer to the desk. Cattrine opened the glass stopper from the bottle and made a motion, offering him some. “No, thank you.”


  “Suit yourself,” she said, and the top clinked as she put it back on, her fingers slightly clumsier than usual. Her eyes were a little dull as well, showing the sheen of fatigue and drink mixed together. “I was surprised to hear you were coming our way today.”


  “Calene told me Ryin warned you I was wandering the land,” Cyrus said. “Why would you be surprised I would come your way?”


  “I honestly thought you were avoiding us,” she said, taking a sip and smacking her lips together quietly. “Or at least some of us.”


  “I don’t feel much need to avoid anyone or anything at this point,” Cyrus said, the hairs on the back of his neck tingling slightly.


  “You always were brave,” Cattrine said, raising her glass to him and finishing it off before uncapping the bottle and filling it half-full once more. “But then, I knew that from the moment we met at Green Hill, when you sieged that castle with a fraction of the men my esteemed former husband,” she said this sarcastically, “could claim. I wish I could have seen you storming over the battlements, coming into his room and running him through.” A smile curved one corner of her mouth, and she brought the glass up again to obscure it. “I think about it less and less all the time … but still.”


  “Why would you think about that?” Cyrus asked. “Those times … long past?”


  “Because like thoughts of my beloved city of Caenalys,” Cattrine said, staring into the distance before she looked straight at him, through him, “they grow fonder in memory.” She stood, and came around the desk, setting her glass upon its surface. She wore her usual cotton trousers, but he noticed for the first time that her blouse was not buttoned all the way to the top, the curve of her breasts just visible.


  He glanced away, embarrassed. “Does that mean you grow fonder of me in memory?” He felt unaccountably warm now, heated by either the office fire or his thoughts. It had been so long since Vara. A ghostly memory of days long gone stirred at him, and he remembered Cattrine’s naked flesh pressed against his body.


  “I’ve always been fond of you,” she said, coming off the desk now. She sipped again, then put the glass down, her thin fingers moving nervously once they came back to her sides.


  “I remember when it was more than fondness,” Cyrus said, his body rigid. She was barely a foot away, and he could smell the scent of the rum, strong and promising. She was looking at him with slightly watery eyes, her lips parted, anticipation suggested in the way she held her body.


  She blinked slowly, leaning forward, and he smelled the rich rum on her breath as she whispered, “Perhaps it still is.” She leaned in and pressed her mouth upon his, and Cyrus felt himself drawn back across the years. Her lips were full and warm and wonderful, and the mere touch was like spell-light spreading down his face, tingling its way across his scalp and down his neck. Her hands found his arms and held him close as she probed with her tongue and he let her. He flushed even hotter, feeling he was boiling within his armor, impossibly warm.


  His body craved her, and he put a gauntlet on her back even as she drew him in, her tongue working in his mouth. He closed his eyes, and it felt wonderful, so full of promise, all the way through him, and he kissed her back, felt her curl against his armor, her lips upon his, feeling so strange, until—


  In a flash Cyrus recalled the feel of his wife’s mouth upon his own, Vara’s lips on his, her blond hair glowing like spun gold. He opened his eyes as their lips parted, and he jerked away from Cattrine as though burned with a fire spell. He took his ragged breaths, saw the wounded look upon her face. “I’m sorry,” as he tried to compose himself.


  “It’s all right,” she said, though the look on her face told him it was not. “I shouldn’t have—”


  “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Cyrus said.


  “Neither did you.” She softened her tone. “Cyrus, she’s been gone for over a y—”


  “Trust me,” Cyrus said with a halting breath, “I know exactly how long she’s been gone.”


  “But still you pine,” Cattrine said, holding herself stiffly, her face still, any hurt now carefully hidden. “I should have known.”


  “It was not yours to know,” Cyrus said, turning his face away, “but mine. I can still feel … feel her with me sometimes, like … a specter just out of sight … like a dream I just woke from.”


  Cattrine was silent for a time. When she spoke, she said, “Cyrus … I don’t think you know what they say about you. About how you wander the land, a spectral vision like you see of your beloved wife. Do you know what they call you, the smallfolk?” Her lips quivered slightly. “‘The Ghost of Sanctuary.’”


  Cyrus smiled ruefully and held in a bitter laugh. “Knowing the last man who held that title … I can say I’ve been called so much worse. It is apt.” Through her facade he could see her concern. “The rest of you are all going on, living your lives … and all I want to do is fade away.”


  “It need not be that way,” she said as he started to move away, to escape for the door. “You can come back to us. Leave this wandering behind and let yourself … be touched. Let yourself … feel again. Before you truly do fade away.”


  He stood in the darkness of the doorway, listening to her plea, though it was fruitless. He almost laughed, for it was no choice at all, really—


  “Goodbye, Cattrine,” he said, and he closed the door to the warmth, the light within, and disappeared into the darkness.
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  The road to Termina from Emerald Fields was long, and carried Cyrus north along the banks of the river Perda for many weeks. He found himself staring out across the Plains of Perdamun to his east, thinking of the crater somewhere in the distance. He knew his fate was to reach it, eventually, but the path ahead still loomed before him, and he had many miles to go before he reached its—and his—end.


  He entered Termina as the last hot breaths of summer were blowing out of the south. One long, weary day that followed a fitful night he came over a high hill on the riverbank, and there it was: a city reborn, laid out before him against the brown line of the water’s edge. He could see the bridges there, hanging above the sparkling waters—the Grand Span and its two smaller sisters, there on the edge of the alabaster glory of Termina. There was little sign left of the invasion; the market bustled now with antlike figures, and the avenues swarmed with activity. Further on, in the middle of the city, the Chancel of Life looked as though it had collapsed on itself once more, as though it had been rebuilt more grandly and then fallen down, and Cyrus felt a pang, wondering how that might have happened.


  The southern road threaded between the buildings, leading Cyrus through the older districts. He let Windrider canter as he watched the architects and masons do their work, fixing some incomplete houses and patching damage to others. The worst of the damage looked to have been repaired, and now they were engaged in the final restoration. The debris that had lined the streets only a year earlier seemed nearly gone, though black banners were in evidence everywhere, and Cyrus did not need much imagination to guess at their origin. Still, they remember her as I do. Will they mourn as long as I would, though?


  In spite of that, the greenery and glory of Termina was back in full evidence. A lusty autumn wind did nothing to dispel the bright colors of the flowers that lined planters on the streets as Cyrus took a turn into the Old District, following streets he only half-remembered, ones that had changed in the upheaval of war and the sack.


  He found the place without realizing it; he saw the corner up ahead first, the one where he and Vara had first kissed. His lips burned at the memory of it, and his cheeks burned with shame at the thought of what he’d done with Cattrine more recently. He sat on the back of Windrider, at a halt, staring at the spot on the cobbled street where it had happened, until he saw movement out of the corner of his eyes and turned.


  She was there, blond and glorious, red lips emerging from the shadows, golden hair let loose around her shoulders. He could see the piercing blue eyes staring out at him even though she was partially shrouded in shadow in the frame of the door, and Cyrus felt lightheaded for a moment, as her words reached out at him on the street.


  “Are you ready to go home now?”


  Cyrus felt an unnatural chill, then a flush, and he snapped back to himself in embarrassment as the woman stepped out of the shadows fully, into the sun streaming down from above. Her hair did gleam like gold, and her lips were red as fresh-drawn blood, and her blue eyes did shine like the sky on a summer day, but it was not her. Cyrus shook the fatigue out of his eyes. “I’m sorry, Isabelle. I thought you were …” He didn’t even bother to finish the thought.


  “Did you even hear me?” Isabelle asked. “Are you going to come in now? Or just sit there, ahorse, staring at the sidewalk ahead?”


  Cyrus looked down at the healer, and closed his eyes. With them pressed shut, it wasn’t difficult to see her as her sister, but when he opened them again the differences were so stark as to make him wonder how he could have mistaken her, even for a moment. “I’m sorry, Isabelle, but … no. I didn’t mean to disturb you—”


  “Disturb me?” She looked up at him in concern. “You didn’t—Cyrus, what are you doing here?”


  “Wandering through the past,” Cyrus said, clearing his throat. “I was on my way to Ilanar Hill.”


  She relaxed the slightest degree. “To your mansion there?”


  “I thought I should see what it looked like,” he said, unsure why he felt the need to lie, even now. “Perhaps a change of pace is in order … I’ve been wandering Arkaria for a while, you know.”


  “I do know,” she said gently. “Come see me again? While you’re in town?”


  “You’re not going back to Endeavor’s guildhall?”


  She made a weak hmmph-ing noise. “I go back every week or so, but … no, I don’t expect I’ll be found there much longer. I think those days, for me, have ended.”


  “I know that feeling well,” Cyrus said, drawing up tightly on the reins.


  “Come see me again while you’re in town,” Isabelle said, an imploring note barely audible in her voice. She stood with a hand shading her face, and he had to shake his head again to dispel the idea that she might have been Vara.


  “I’ll try,” Cyrus said, urging Windrider forward again, wanting to be away from her, from the cold knife of her familiarity, like a blade on his flesh. “I don’t know how long I’ll be here. I was planning to keep heading north and—”


  “You don’t have to be alone, Cyrus,” she called out as he continued off, away from the house where Vara had grown up. “She wouldn’t have wanted you to be alone, any more than you would have wanted her to be—”


  “I know, Isabelle,” Cyrus said, “but she’s not here anymore, and thus her opinion counts for little unless she wants to come back and enforce it on me herself. Which I would welcome,” he said quietly, knowing she would hear it.


  “Take care, Cyrus,” she called after him as he looked back a last time. Now he saw once more, that resemblance to Vara, and he turned away, not daring to speak, for fear he might say something to her—say all to her—that he wished he could say to his wife.
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  Cyrus barely noticed the path up Ilanar Hill, nor did he fully regain his senses until he had nearly reached his own mansion, which he knew by the numbering he had seen on the post at the end of the road leading up to it. He had never been here before, but could tell even in the stupor brought on by the long day’s ride that it was grand. There were columns and gleaming marble and arches aplenty that in the past might have overawed a poor boy from the Society. Cyrus felt no stirrings of amazement as he once might have, however, and he knew it was not merely the fatigue. We’re edging nearer to the end, now. Closer and closer …


  He rode up under the portico covering the entry, the sound of fountains tinkling out front. A footman hurried down the short steps from where he’d been standing at attention just beside the door and took hold of Windrider’s reins, bowing his head. “My Lord Davidon. My name is Greenan. I am your humble servant.”


  “How did you know I was coming?” Cyrus asked.


  Greenan looked up at him. “I didn’t.”


  Cyrus stared at him. “You were waiting beside the front door on the off chance I would stop by?”


  “Or that someone would call upon you, my Lord of Perdamun,” Greenan said. “The latter is obviously more common, being as you have not visited this domicile until now, but I like to be prepared for all occasions that might arise …” He offered a hand to help Cyrus swing down from his horse, but Cyrus ignored it and dismounted in the opposite direction, armor squeaking upon the settling of all his weight. “I will tether your horse here for now,” Greenan said, lashing Windrider to a post, “and then make certain he’s attended to in the stables later, after I’ve seen to anything you need of me, if that’s all right?” Greenan hurried alongside Cyrus up the steps to the house, throwing the doors open to him just before he reached them himself.


  There was an impressive foyer beyond, and Cyrus gave the marbled floors and the burning hearth a look before settling his attention back on Greenan. “How long have you been here?”


  “I was here throughout the reconstruction, my Lord,” Greenan said, “and stayed on once that was done.” He stood stiffly at attention. “I volunteered for this duty, actually—”


  “That’s all very good,” Cyrus said, waving him off.


  “Would you like to sit?” Greenan asked. “There’s a study just through here,” he gestured to the right, “and I could make you something in the kitchens if you’re hungry. We don’t keep anyone other than myself on staff at the moment, but if you’re going to come to residence here there is an ample allowance for me to hire a cook and other full-time household help—”


  “Why don’t you go take care of my horse while I sit in silence for a while?” Cyrus asked, looking toward the door Greenan had indicated.


  “Ah, very good, sir,” Greenan said, and bowed. “If you need anything, anything at all, I’ll just be right outs—”


  “Go on, then,” Cyrus said. “I won’t starve to death in the short space of time you’re taking care of a horse.” And he moved off, making his way toward the promised study.


  “I suppose not,” Greenan said, chuckling weakly. “Still … come and get me if you need anything.” His voice faded as Cyrus entered the short hall to the study.


  The study was more of a library, filled floor to ceiling with bookshelves. A small couch and some well-appointed chairs formed a small circle in the room, as if ready for an intimate group of friends to gather for conversation. Cyrus made his way over and settled himself down in a plush, thickly padded chair. He removed his helm, setting it on the table beside him. The back of the chair extended up as a brace for his neck, as though it were made for someone of his height. It hit perfectly, allowing him to rest, the fatigue settling in on him, giving him the sense that he just might be able to fall asleep right there.


  The squeak of a shoe on the marble floor caused Cyrus to open his eyes, and when he did he immediately leapt to his feet. “You’re not supposed to be here,” he said, drawing both Praelior and Ferocis, holding the blades out before him, in spite of the fact that the man standing before the window ahead was unarmed.


  “I’m not really supposed to be anywhere, anymore,” the man said, lacking the characteristic arrogance Cyrus had come to expect of him. “You saw to that.” The Gatekeeper of the Realm of Purgatory turned on Cyrus with lips pursed, looking almost bored, his long nose still high in the air. “After all, what’s the Hand of the Gods to do without any gods?”


  “Die, I think,” Cyrus said, “like any good hand once it’s severed.” He started to take a step forward to do some severing of his own, but the Gatekeeper held up a hand to stay him.


  “Or I could help you,” the Gatekeeper said, and he looked just serious enough, lacking any of the sarcasm, bitterness, or fury that he had shown on every occasion that Cyrus had met him, that it stayed his hand.


  “I don’t need anything you have to offer, Gatekeeper,” Cyrus said, and readied himself once more.


  “My name is not Gatekeeper—or at least it wasn’t always,” he said, with a deep-seated weariness. “It was once Stepan Thomason. And there is something I can do to help you—something I would do to help us both.” He looked almost concerned, and he looked down his pointed nose without a trace of his old sneer. Instead he wore a pensive look, almost worried. “I want to help you save an old friend.” He drew up, serious and solemn. “I want to help you free Alaric Garaunt.”
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  “Stop and explain yourself,” Cyrus said, following behind the Gatekeeper over the first rocky hill in the Trials of Purgatory. The air bore traces of a chalky dust that threatened to make Cyrus gag, and the entire realm was coated in twilight, no sign of a sun in the sky. The land before him was made up of small islands that fell off into nothingness, and Cyrus gave the empty space to his left a sidelong look before turning his attention back to the Gatekeeper, whose long, golden cloak rustled behind him.


  “I already explained,” the Gatekeeper said, neatly pacing Cyrus. “The man you know as Alaric Garaunt is being held prisoner. I wish to free him, and you are going to help me.”


  “Why couldn’t you just free him, then?” Cyrus asked, hiking up the small hill before him, boots clanking against rock and pebble with each step. “What, did you become a gelding when the gods died?”


  “No,” the Gatekeeper—Stepan, he had called himself—said, a little of the familiar irritability now apparent. “My power remains as it was before, a fraction of that of those gods you killed, sliced off long before their deaths and imbued in me in much the same way as the power contained in your blades—impervious to their end or other misfortune. But,” he said, and the annoyance seemed to die, “I am forbidden to interfere in the trials, and further forbidden to use my powers on—”


  “Wait,” Cyrus said, cresting the hill, “the trials are still functi—”


  He did not get to finish the question, as from the ground broke three golems, ripping the dirt and soil asunder in their rise. It was like watching the soil give birth to creatures of rock, solid, growing swiftly from the ground before him. Cyrus’s hands raced to Praelior and Ferocis, drawing them just as swiftly and launching himself at the first of three golems.


  “Did I forget to mention?” the Gatekeeper asked with mild amusement. “I need someone to defeat the trials.”


  Cyrus struck at the leg of the creature, burying Praelior in it and then swung Ferocis upward, sinking it into the golem’s gut all the way to the tip. He acted without thought, channeling a force blast down his blades, and an eruption of living stone battered his armor, tiny pieces of rocky debris spanging off the metal as he turned his head. He could hear the shower of pebbles against the side of his helm and then he fell back to the ground, one foe defeated.


  “You could have warned me!” Cyrus shouted as the second golem charged at him. He threw up Praelior and channeled an ice spell down the blade. In his rising alarm he shaped the bloom of the cloud of frost as wide as he could, and concentrated hard on drawing all the freezing cold out of the ether that he could. The result was a frosty breath of wind that blew hard from his sword, engulfing the charging golem. Cyrus stepped aside just before it broke through the cloud, shrouded in ice from top to bottom, frozen solid, and it came crashing down like a statue pulled from a pedestal, shattering into a thousand pieces under its own weight when it hit the ground.


  “This is very impressive,” the Gatekeeper called, but Cyrus was focused on the final threat. The last golem came at him, so much closer than the last, and this time Cyrus brought both swords around, lining them up to point directly at the head of the creature. He blinked as he drew his bead on the rocky beast, and then cast his spell. A gout of flame burst from the sword tips, this one concentrated and focused, no more than the size of his own head. It leapt forward and struck the golem in the center of his faceless head, and the inferno played across the rock for but a moment before melting its way through, molten stone dripping down its chest, until it fell over only feet before him, still at last.


  “I do have a question, though,” the Gatekeeper said, descending out of the air to stand next to Cyrus as he caught his breath, standing over the last defeated golem, “how did you know—given that it’s a monstrous and rocky beast—that blasting it in the head would kill it?”


  “I—I wasn’t thinking about it,” Cyrus said a little crossly. “It came at me, I didn’t have time to freeze it, so …” He waved a hand at the downed golem.


  “Well done,” Stepan said mildly. “When your mother, Curatio, and Alaric challenged the trials on their own, it took them much longer to defeat the golems than you did.”


  “It might have been quicker if I’d been prepared,” Cyrus snapped.


  “Why were you not prepared?” Stepan asked with a querying eyebrow raised.


  “Because I assumed after killing the gods themselves, perhaps their creations would trouble me no more,” Cyrus snapped. “You put an enemy in their grave, you just figure that the fight is over.”


  “That is a foolish assumption,” Stepan said, frowning. “You of all people should know that your enemies seldom die, putting an end to the fight. Defeating one enemy spawns another, as one seeks revenge for the fall of their fellows. Very few people manage to simply go down the line and cross all who oppose them off the list, as it were. There are consequences to your behavior, after all, costs to these sort of vengeful transactions—”


  “As though I don’t know that,” Cyrus growled.


  “Oh, I’m sure you’ve felt it,” Stepan said. “Are you ready for the pegasi and the Wind Totem?”


  “Not really,” Cyrus said, but he started toward the second island’s gateway in the distance, where he could see a flat stretch of dusty land waiting in the middle of the emptiness that surrounded it.


  “Remember,” Stepan said as Cyrus skirted close to the edge of the land bridge between islands as he made his way forward, “if you fall off for any reason, you will be trapped in a sort of prison under my care until such time as the trials are bested again.” He made a face to indicate his distaste. “I will be forced to torment you.”


  “Because it was the command of the gods?” Cyrus asked, paying little attention to the Gatekeeper’s warnings, his thought directed toward how best to dispatch the eel and what lay beyond. I’ve done these fights more times than I can count, but it was always with thousands at my command … still, now I can use magic, better and more heretically than ever we could when attempting this in the past … and I do have two godly weapons at my command …


  “No,” Stepan said smugly, “because if you’re fool enough to lose your balance and topple clumsily off the isles like a great idiot, you will deserve it.” He changed tack, expression going back to curiosity interlaced with a steely reserve. “How do you plan to deal with the Wind Totem and his shockwave?”


  “Like so,” Cyrus said and charged across to the next isle. The dust beneath his feet was churned with every step as he charged into battle. He could see the small pack of winged horses again, pegasi like the ones that had been in the final battle in the Realm of War. They swooped down upon him, their pure white coats gleaming in the twilight, a storm of hooves raining down toward him, and he remembered a time when they had pummeled him furiously, nearly to death.


  “If Windrider was here,” Cyrus muttered, raising his sword as the first came at him, “I’d let him stomp the hell out of every single one you—” He swung his blade as the horse made to hit him, and cleaved its forelegs off, slashing the wing and giving it a solid shoulder check as it went past. It tumbled to the earth and flipped, the whinnying almost a scream as it collapsed, white coat marred with the blood and horror.


  The next he took the head from, another he blasted out of the sky with a force blast, turning it upside down so that it could not flap its wings with enough force to support its weight. It landed on its back and kicked, paralyzed, screaming while he went on to kick the next hard enough to send it sideways into two more.


  The Wind Totem appeared in a blast of pure energy, and Cyrus was thrown to the ground hard, but weathered the pain and cast a healing spell. He rolled out of the way just as the Wind Totem came down to finish him with a stomp. He took one foreleg with a swipe of his sword, then the other, and ran Ferocis across its white neck while it floundered, ending it as he rose back to his feet.


  A few force blast spells brought the last of the threats out of the sky, and he struck them down with his blades without further worry. He did not wait for Stepan to join him before striding forth again, leaving a host of pegasi dead behind him as he made his way to the isle ahead, the dark lake waiting for him, the waters sparkling in the perpetual twilight of the Trials.


  “If I hadn’t already said my damned goodbyes to all the people who could have helped me in this place …” Cyrus said, his own annoyance rising as he walked over the land bridge, giving but a glance to the infinite sky that stretched down either side of him.


  “Yes, you’ve become quite the isolated soul, haven’t you?” Stepan asked, reappearing beside him. “I wasn’t surprised you leapt at the chance to come with me immediately, and without consulting a single one of your so-called friends for help.”


  “Why are they my ‘so-called’ friends?” Cyrus asked, coming to a halt at the shore of the sea. It rippled, stretching out in front of him. “You doubt that they would have come if I’d actually called them?”


  “Oh, I’m sure they would,” Stepan said, “but you wouldn’t have called them. You have it in your head to say farewell to all—to them, the land of Arkaria, to the memories of your beloved wife. You know that they suspect—the canniest of them, which is admittedly few—what you are planning, to exit this life with that vial you keep in your saddlebag.” Cyrus looked at him to find the Gatekeeper smirking. “It’s obvious, you see.”


  “To someone who can spy without being seen, I suppose,” Cyrus said, casting Falcon’s Essence on himself. His feet left the ground as the tide rolled in a few inches in front of him, the lake disturbed by some movement somewhere beneath its surface.


  “Perhaps they simply don’t care, did you ever consider that?” Stepan asked.


  Cyrus took a deep breath and let it out. “Is it still a requirement that you be an interminable arse to everyone attempting the trials, or is this just who you are?” The water bore a powerful stench, like rotten seaweed.


  “It was never a requirement, but it did help cut the boredom somewhat,” Stepan said pensively. “Honestly, when you’ve lived as long as I have, you become somewhat jaded about human nature. You’re all so predictable, after a fashion.”


  “Yes, those gods of yours certainly saw me coming,” Cyrus deadpanned and then broke into a run as he headed out over the lake.


  “You are aware, of course,” Stepan said snidely, running over the waves after him, “that the eel can jump?”


  “I do recall being told that, yes,” Cyrus said, rising a little higher.


  “And so your strategy is to become his dinner? Well, this should be filling for Murthray, at least.”


  Cyrus paused in his run. “You named the eel?”


  Stepan’s gaze flickered, and he seemed suddenly uncomfortable. “I have … an abundance of time,” he said, sounding a little defensive about it. “If you have some plan, you might wish to execute it now, for Murthray is comi—”


  The eel exploded out of the water in a leap. It was incredible, Cyrus reflected, like a snake standing on its tail, uncoiling as it burst free from its watery environs. He was prepared, after a fashion, watching the white foam of the disturbance erupting slowly from the surface of the water as he brought his swords to bear again. Channeling his spell through them, he loosed a bolt of lightning wider than his own body. It arced through the air and hit the eel in its open mouth.


  The lightning crackled in the pure blackness of the eel’s open gullet, bursting through like spokes of a wheel from the center. It passed through the creature in but a second, its work done, and the eel’s jump halted as it went limp, crashing back down into the water and floating there, belly up, for a few seconds before it sunk beneath the surface.


  “You’re going to give yourself grey hairs if you keep burning through magic like that,” Stepan said, apparently unconcerned. “Though I suppose you don’t much care about that, being not long for this world anyway.” Cyrus did not reply, and after a moment the Gatekeeper spoke again. “Is that why you leapt so quickly at the opportunity I offered? Because dying here or dying at the crater of your beloved Sanctuary are essentially equal propositions in your mind?”


  “No, they’re not equal,” Cyrus said, breathing hard from the exertion and hard use of magic. He could feel the fatigue that battle had pushed away, held at bay, settling in once more, the adrenaline of the fights conquering his exhaustion from the long day’s ride, but only temporarily. It was like paint over old boards, unable to hide the splitting and warping of the wood for long. “But I don’t intend to die here.”


  “So you’ve reached the other state of fearlessness,” Stepan said, nodding sagely. “Not the one of conviction, but the one where you’re simply left with nothing else to care about, not even your own life.”


  “Or perhaps I’m just filled with such inflated self-importance that I don’t think I can be killed by enemies as pitiful as those you’re throwing at me,” Cyrus sniped.


  “Make no mistake, I am not throwing these at you,” Stepan said, and at this he cocked an eyebrow. “And you must assuredly can die, which you should damned well recall given that ahead comes—”


  “Shit,” Cyrus said, grimacing. “The Last Guardian. It can still—”


  “Kill you with the blink of its eye? Twice? Yes,” Stepan said, though he lacked the smugness now. “You might want to put that clever tactician’s mind of yours to work trying to figure out a solution to that particularly insurmountable problem while you breeze your way through the Siren of Fire, who—lest we forget—can reduce you to less than ash.”


  “Yeah, well,” Cyrus said, “if I let it get me down every time I faced a foe who could do that, I wouldn’t have done half the things I’ve done.” And he walked over the land bridge into the flaming battleground where he knew the Siren of Fire waited, cloaked in what appeared to be a blaze at the bottom of a crater. “Come out, come out,” he muttered, readying himself.


  The bonfire at the bottom of the small pit surged, reminding Cyrus of the one he’d seen on his night in Emerald Fields. The cloak of flames dispelled, and she rose, standing up like a nude from a painting. The Siren of Fire regarded him for but a moment before she started to raise her hand, but Cyrus was ready for her, casting yet another spell, this one a heretical one taught to him by his mother—


  Water blasted out of the tip of his swords, dousing the Siren as Cyrus charged her, boots pounding across the rough ground. Steam sizzled and crackled, hissing in the air as it rose, the drenching water dispelled by the sheer heat coming from the foe. Cyrus did not let it stop his charge, going headlong into the mist, and when he saw the shadow of the Siren he swung his blades before she could react, not stopping.


  He came out the other side of the cloud of steam and heard a gentle thud a few feet away. The Siren’s head hit the ground and rolled away. Cyrus looked back and saw the body topple over into the base of the crater, and he continued his walk across the silent battlefield, the next gate ahead already creaking open.


  “Another one down,” Stepan remarked, falling into line next to him, “and once more, you do it easily. But what will you do when you face the thing that can kill you with but a look?”


  “Not let him get a look at me,” Cyrus said, and he cast Falcon’s Essence once more, taking again to the sky, running upward in a spiral as he cast the invisibility spell upon himself.


  He ran up for about two hundred feet and stopped, looking over the island ahead. He could see the Last Guardian, looming in the middle of the isle, some twenty feet tall and already waiting, like a statue, its gaze pointed straight ahead. “Oh, good,” Cyrus said, peering down at it, “it’s not in a puddle.”


  “It can see through your invisibility, you know,” Stepan said, hovering next to him. Cyrus had not noticed him following.


  “I’m sure,” Cyrus said, “but it’s probably like how I see Aisling with her weapon in hand—more shadowy, less defined. And at this height …” He shrugged and started forth at a run, watching the guardian carefully for any sign of movement.


  He ran over the isle, watching warily all the while. There was no hint of movement from the creature, which stood there as he approached. He reached it quickly and stood directly over its head, staring down at its odd, oblong shape. He peered at it, trying to decide the best approach for only a moment before the Gatekeeper asked, “Now what are you going to d—”


  Cyrus dispelled the Falcon’s Essence before the question was even finished being asked, and down he dropped, letting his swords lead him, tilting so that he would land blade-first. The wind whipped around him from his descent, rushing up at him, slowing his fall just slightly as gravity dragged him back to the isle below and his waiting foe.


  The Last Guardian started to stir when Cyrus was only ten feet above it, the sound apparently catching its notice. Cyrus did not care, for it looked forward first, moved out of its stupor too late.


  He struck it in the back of the head, planting both blades just below the crown. Momentum carried him down, Ferocis and Praelior firmly planted, and he dragged them with him through the guardian, ripping down its neck, its back, and finally reaching its legs. Its hard skin peeled like steely fat, and when his swords burst free out of the creation’s groin, Cyrus cast Falcon’s Essence and stopped his fall only two feet before colliding with the ground.


  The Last Guardian stood there, wobbling, for but a moment before it fell. It had been divided neatly in three, with a small strip down the middle between the blades, splitting as either arm and leg fell in their respective directions and the center strip dropped straight down. It ended up looking a little like the points of a triangle, the legs and shoulders and head all aimed in different directions when they came to rest.


  Stepan appeared next to Cyrus once again, his eyebrows high, unspeaking. “That’s how,” Cyrus said simply, and started forward again.


  “Indeed,” Stepan said, quickly falling in next to him. “Well, you’ve surpassed that trial. I’d offer you a boon of your choosing, but I expect you don’t really need anything I could provide you …”


  “Unless you can raise the dead,” Cyrus said tautly.


  “I’m afraid Bellarum has ensured that can no longer be done,” Stepan said with a tautness of his own, “as I’m sure you know. There were always limitations of time on that in any case, which is why Alaric’s bride remains safely dead.”


  “You’re talking about Raifa?” Cyrus asked. Ahead he could see portals standing around the far edge of the isle, their centers churning with energy of different colors, a rainbow of shades.


  “Indeed,” Stepan said. “I did once provide him with a lock of her hair … I could try and summon the same for you—”


  “I don’t need a lock of Vara’s—” Cyrus caught himself before saying it, and came to a halt, dust churning up at his sudden stop. “Actually … yes. Yes, I’d … I’d like that.”


  “As you will,” Stepan said and closed his eyes. He furrowed his brow in concentration, and then squinted harder before opening them again. “This is … I’m afraid I can’t grant this request.”


  Cyrus looked at him with little interest. “Why not?”


  “Perhaps my loss of connection to the gods has reduced my ability to grasp that which hangs beyond life,” he said, though he sounded unsure to Cyrus. “In any case … it is beyond my reach, I am sorry.”


  “Fine,” Cyrus said, turning his head and walking away. “I haven’t really needed anything from you since the Edge of Repose in any case.”


  “Yes, I recall,” Stepan said, “still, you asked for things—rings and trifles and whatnot.”


  “Where did you get the Edge of Repose?” Cyrus asked. The portals drew nearer, their swirling centers brighter as he grew closer.


  “It was given to me by Pretnam Urides,” Stepan said. “When he broke Praelior apart at the command of the gods. They could not destroy it; no godly weapon can be unmade, the spells protecting them make such a thing nearly impossible. So they disassembled it and entrusted its pieces to their various warring factions, believing that no one could possibly undertake such a quest as to put it together again. I mean, really—parts held by dragons, Mortus, goblins—even the material to smith it all together was rarer than any other but a few short years ago, until those elves in the south started to dig below the jungle.” He sighed. “I don’t mean to insult you—this time—but without the God of War backing you, I think it’s safe to say that sword would have remained safely out of anyone’s grasp, and the other weapons could perhaps have stayed out of trouble as well, and this whole … upheaval might never have happened.”


  “Take my word for it,” Cyrus said, as he reached the portals, glowing with silent intensity, “the past does not return to us.” He caught a thinly disguised irritation from Stepan as he turned to address the Gatekeeper. “Whatever shape you might have wished for it to take, your masters are dead. Start carving out your own future again and stop bellyaching about it.”


  “Or else end it, as you intend to?” Stepan asked. “What bounteous choices—either get past this unplanned change swiftly, or kill yourself. I should have expected nothing less from such a simple mind as yours.”


  “Yes, you should have,” Cyrus said. “Now, which will take me to Alaric?”


  Stepan’s eyes narrowed for a beat, and he pointed at one in the center with a scarlet glow that reminded Cyrus of Bellarum’s eyes. “That one. I should warn you, he is guarded by a fearsome beast named Boreagann who is—”


  “Yeah, yeah,” Cyrus said, stalking off toward the portal, “I’m sure he’s a real fright.” And he disappeared into the crackling energies, ready to face the next challenge.
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  Cyrus saw the creature with the blunt face and shaggy fur helm charge at him the moment he stepped through into the torture chamber, but he had his blades in hand and so the slaughter was done with great ease. Ferocis took the beast in the neck, Praelior caught it in the chest, and hot, stinking breath mingled with the smell of blood was Cyrus’s reward for killing the creature known as Boreagann. He kicked the carcass off his blades, ripping and tearing it as it fell loose, shredded by his attack.


  “That was … swifter than I thought it would be,” Stepan said, frowning, once more at Cyrus’s side.


  “How many gods do I have to kill before you stop underestimating me?” Cyrus asked, giving him a rude look. “Approximately? Because I’m running out.”


  “At least five more,” came a feeble voice, and Cyrus turned his head to see a naked, bleeding body on a steel table. “Stepan isn’t the sort … to be easily impressed.”


  “Alaric,” Cyrus breathed, sheathing Ferocis and hurrying forward. He cast a healing spell as he went, light dancing from his fingers, covering the naked, torn flesh of the former Guildmaster. Grey hair hung in ragged hanks down the scarred face, and the eyepatch that Cyrus had come to consider part and parcel of the man was missing, a gaping black socket staring at him along with the steely eye that watched his progress.


  “I did not … expect to see you here,” Alaric said, his voice rough and raw. Blood still caked him, crusted on his skin even now that the healing spell had taken effect. “And with spellcraft at hand, no less. You’ve learned well.”


  “He’s been here all this time?” Cyrus asked, wheeling on the Gatekeeper, who nodded. “Been tortured all this time?”


  “At the command of the gods, yes,” Stepan said, though he did not sound pleased about it.


  “And I’m sure that you were absolutely fearful for me the entire while,” Alaric said raggedly. Cyrus reached for the Ghost’s bonds but found them dark metal, shining with a faint light that suggested magic had been cast in the bindings. Alaric looked up at Cyrus. “Are you … you are truly here, then?”


  “Truly,” Cyrus said, putting a hand on Alaric’s shoulder. “I’m sorry it’s taken me this long … I … I didn’t know where you were.”


  “I would not have wanted you to come for me,” Alaric said, his dull eye upon Cyrus. “You must leave. Bellarum will—”


  “Bellarum is dead, Alaric,” Cyrus said quietly. The words echoed in the quiet chamber. “He has been for months.”


  Alaric stared at him, uncomprehending, but the moment he got it, it was obvious upon his face. “You … killed him?”


  “I did,” Cyrus said, swallowing hard. “Alaric he … he killed …”


  Alaric faded, just for a moment, slipping ethereally from the bonds that bound him to the table. He rolled through the table, fell to his knees, and Cyrus stooped to take his arm, but his fingers slipped through the old paladin’s skin like it was smoke. Alaric faded for a moment, then returned to solid color. Cyrus reached down once more, and this time he could hold the old Guildmaster’s arm. His flesh was cold. “I presume …” Alaric began, voice weak, “… the cost to defeat him … was terrible?”


  “Yes,” Cyrus said, hoarsely. “To say the least.”


  Alaric looked up at him, and slow recognition dawned over him. “Vara.”


  Cyrus only nodded, and said, “And Sanctuary. He—”


  Alaric shook his head, grey hair shaking along with him, twirling around his neck like the train of a dress. “No. No, it can’t—”


  “It’s gone, Alaric,” Cyrus said. “There’s nothing left but a crater.”


  Alaric stared off into space, and then he went translucent again. “No, that’s simply not so.” He looked up at Cyrus. “You need to … you need to summon it. You have … the medallion?”


  Wordlessly Cyrus reached beneath his armor, his mail, and pulled out the medallion, with its lazy spiral of writing across the surface. He let it hang before his breastplate, and it jangled at the touch of the metal on metal.


  “Yes,” Alaric said with relief and longing, and with Cyrus’s help he pulled to his feet unsteadily, leaning upon the warrior. “You need to summon it.” He looked at Cyrus and his eye was fixed, almost mad, looking upon him. The empty socket stared at him as well, accusing, and Cyrus looked away.


  “Summon—Alaric, it’s destroyed,” Cyrus said. “Bellarum destroyed—”


  “It is not,” Alaric said, and he seized hold of Cyrus by the breastplate, yanking him with surprising strength. “Go back. Go back to where it happened. Call it forth—”


  “Call what—how?” Cyrus asked, marred by disbelief. He’s lost it in his torture, in his captivity. He’s gone mad.


  “Ask for help,” Alaric said, and he started to fade, turning smoky once more before solidifying. “You need to mean it. There must be real peril, salvation to …” He faded, his voice still coming, “… call it forth. With the medallion. There is a book, a simple tome, found in any library in Arkaria, though none would know its provenance but they who look for it. It is called The Traveler’s Hope. Look within its pages for the Plea of the Dying.” He took a long breath. “Find the book. Invoke the plea. I will meet you there.”


  Cyrus blinked, and Alaric took an unsteady step toward the Gatekeeper. “And you …” Alaric said. “Why, Stepan …?”


  “Why now, you mean?” Stepan asked, with a steely reserve. “I did have a bit of a war within myself asking that question for a time, before I came to my conclusion.”


  “And what was your conclusion?” Alaric asked.


  “That though it took you ten thousand years,” Stepan said, stirred, a hint of feeling bleeding through his facade, “you upheld my word and returned at Luukessia’s darkest hour.”


  “Yes, and made a prophet of you in the process,” Alaric said. “What will you do now, Stepan?”


  The Gatekeeper seemed to consider this for a moment. “Whatever I damned well please,” he said at last.


  “Fare well, Stepan,” Alaric said, and he faded, turning to mist, and the mist receded into nothingness, leaving Cyrus alone with the Gatekeeper, in a room marked by dark and steel.


  The silence held for only a moment before Stepan spoke, his voice choked with emotion that seemed as foreign on the usually smug Gatekeeper as armor on a snake. “I will return you now to your manor in Termina.”


  “What the hell was he talking about?” Cyrus asked.


  The Gatekeeper’s hands glowed as he cast a spell. “I haven’t the vaguest idea, nor the faintest care. My part in this is done,” and the spell took hold, dragging them out of the grim chamber, and Cyrus was sure that Stepan fully believed that. And mine, too, Cyrus thought, appears to drawing to a close of its own as well …
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  “My Lord Davidon?” Greenan’s voice was high and worried as Cyrus found himself standing before the study window in the manor in Termina, where a moment earlier he’d been in the torture chamber beyond the Trials of Purgatory. He took a sharp breath and could smell the hearth burning behind him, and when he turned he found Greenan standing there, blinking at him. “Were you … there all along, my lord?”


  Cyrus looked down. The medallion he’d shown Alaric was hanging out from beneath his armor, the chain tangled in his untidy hair. He could see the swirl of ancient writing upon it, and frowned, taking it in hand. He couldn’t read ancient, but he remembered Alaric’s instructions. “No, I wasn’t,” he said at last, remembering that Greenan had asked a question.


  “I’m sorry?” Greenan asked, sounding slightly confused. “I must have just missed you when I came looking—”


  “I wasn’t here,” Cyrus said, staring down at the medallion. The window was dark to outside, night having fallen in his absence. Cyrus blinked, letting his finger trace the spiral of writing from the edge of the medallion inward. “Is my horse ready?”


  “I just finished tending to—”


  “Can he be saddled?” Cyrus asked, looking up.


  “Of course,” Greenan said, snapping to attention, his confusion showing in a series of blinks and stuttering. “I—I can—right now, if you’d like—”


  “I’d like,” Cyrus said, glancing past Greenan at the desk at the far end of the study. There was parchment there, and an inkwell. “Go do that, and I’ll have something for you before I leave.”


  “May I inquire as to where you’re going?” Greenan asked as Cyrus strode forward, still cradling the medallion. “I mean, you just got here—”


  “I’m going home,” Cyrus said, feeling the faintest stirrings of hope resonating within him as he picked up a quill and scratched the words, “Dear Vaste,” on a piece of parchment. “I’m going home at last … for the last time …”
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  The book had been easy to find, even in the library in Termina. He had taken the tome without argument, the elves in charge of the old stacks unwilling to argue with the either man who killed the gods or the husband of the beloved Shelas’akur. Cyrus did not care which prompted their cooperation, he was merely grateful for it, as it allowed him to ride east over the Grand Span within an hour of returning to the city from the Realm of Purgatory, out through to Santir, where he secured passage with a wizard who took him south, to the nearest open portal and left him there, with his purse only a few silvers lighter for the service.


  He rode south hard, resting only when he felt Windrider should have to bear no more. He stopped and slept for a time, and when he broke for rest, he always spent at least a little time reading The Traveler’s Hope. He found the Plea of the Dying almost immediately, but the rest of the book was of mild interest as well. It described a most curious phenomenon—people near death, crying out and receiving help of one sort or another. Desperation given hope, Cyrus reckoned, but he scarcely skimmed the pages in the thick tome, eager as he was to get back on the road.


  On the third day of his ride, he crested a hill and saw the crater from great distance. He urged Windrider forward, the end nearly in sight. The horse kept on at a gallop, hooves stamping furiously at a run over the uneven plains roads, their care plainly neglected in the last year of disuse.


  The autumn wind whipped at his cloak as he reached the last mile. We’re close to the end now, he thought, as the wind whipped through his hair beneath his helm, his cowl and cloak billowing behind him.


  He rode up to the crater’s edge and dismounted, stroking Windrider’s ear as he did so, whispering, “You’re the best horse a man could ask for.” Windrider whinnied at him, as though he understood, a hint of mournfulness in the sound.


  Cyrus didn’t spare a glance for the monument to his left, too afraid to look at it for fear of what it might do to him. No time for that now. He ignored it for fear of the pain that the last name would cause, but instead felt a pang of longing.


  This is where I was supposed to be.


  Regret.


  I shouldn’t have left.


  And finally, and perhaps strangest of all, came the faintest hint of fear.


  It’s almost over.


  Cyrus swallowed hard, as though he could simply toss out the adverse emotions like unwanted baggage. He paced his way back to the horse and removed The Traveler’s Hope from the saddlebag, pulling the silken string from between the pages he had marked. The Plea of the Dying was spelled out before him, and he knelt at the edge of the crater, holding the book. With his other hand, he forced his gauntleted hand beneath his breastplate and grasped the medallion, metal clinking on metal as closed his eyes and spoke.


   


  “I invoke thee who hear my plea,


  I request thy aid,


  For those who are soon to die.”


   


  For I am about to die, he did not say, though the feeling was settled upon him like a warm, familiar cloak.


  He closed the book with a satisfying thump, listening to the sound echo over the empty plains. A moment of silence reigned in this place of the dead. Then a flash blazed before him like summer lightning, then another, as though a storm had broken in the heart of the deep and empty crater. Cyrus watched it blaze with white light, crackling forth like the blast he’d shot into the gullet of the eel. The thunder came at last, a crack that shook the earth beneath his feet, and Cyrus opened his eyes as he caught himself on the ground with his right hand.


  Something was there.


  Something … that shouldn’t have been.


  Mist had crawled in on the clear day, like a cloud blowing low over a mountaintop. It blotted out any hint of the sun that might have been lingering behind clouds, coalescing like a living thing in the crater. It filled the gap in the earth, solidifying, ground appearing where none had been before, and as it started to clear, Cyrus saw … the impossible.


  A wall loomed just before him, tall, imposing, enough of a defense to repel an invasion.


  Beyond that lay fallow ground and dead grass, brown as though the life had been leeched from it, enormous footprints left in the upturned dirt, leaving it a bed of mud.


  And finally, beyond that …


  Cyrus took in a sharp breath, looking in under the gate. The keep was as he remembered it except for a tall, a dark hole like a black, gaping maw where the stained glass window had been above the double doors. The towers were there at each corner, and the last, the center one, rose up into the air hundreds of feet. The lines were as familiar to him as the curves of his wife’s body, and he felt a little tingle turn into a chill as he stood there, rooted to the spot, as the last of the mist coalesced and it became as solid as life—vivid and real enough to reach out and touch.


  He did not say anything, for there was nothing to say. It was as though an old friend had rejoined him on a field of battle after being long thought fallen. Of all the things destroyed, of all those lost, this one thing had been returned unto him.


  And for the first time in a very long time, Cyrus Davidon smiled—real and genuine, not grim or forced—for he had returned to Sanctuary at last.
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  Alaric Garaunt stood before them in the archive, his sword Aterum drawn and in his hand, the blade shining in the torch and fire light. The knight himself wore a mournful look. The blade’s edge gleamed, sharp and deadly, as Cyrus let his eyes play over it. There was a kind of hope in that, too, the instrument of death that waited just there, and Cyrus readied himself, closed his eyes and waited for it to fall.


  There was a gentle clink of metal on stone, and Cyrus opened his eyes to find Alaric kneeling before him, Aterum extended hilt-first, the blade cradled in the old knight’s hands.


  “What … what are you doing?” Cyrus asked, staring down at him. Out of the corner of his eye, Cyrus could see Vaste watching with a raised eyebrow.


  “I am pledging my sword to you,” Alaric said, looking up at him with that one eye, beseeching. “As a knight to the master of Sanctuary … I follow you now.”


  Cyrus was struck with a feeling like he was filled to the top of the gullet with Dragon’s Breath, about to explode. “How—how do you expect that’s going to bring me peace, Alaric? Why would you assume that your sword sworn to me is what I want?” He looked down, but the old knight was still, betraying nothing. “You don’t understand … at all.”


  “I understand more than you think,” Alaric said quietly. “I have understood more than I have told you, all along. And if you will wait—just a short while, I think I will complete this telling in a way that will either give you the hope to go on …” he swallowed heavily, a pause of heralding the significance of his meaning, “or else I will … aid you in passing from this life.”


  “Alaric—” Vaste said, alarmed.


  Alaric held up a hand to stay him. “Just wait, Vaste.”


  “Fine,” Cyrus said numbly. “But I read your tale, Alaric. I read it all. From the day you left Luukessia to—well, to the day that you parted with Curatio while leaving our ancestors to the mercies of the gods … I read it all, the confession by your own hand.”


  “Almost all,” Alaric said, “for there were a few things I feared to set in ink.”


  “Oh, mercies,” Vaste said, and it sounded like a curse.


  Cyrus let out a rueful chuckle. “In your journal you confessed to being craven, a murderer, to lusting for power … it took the entire idea of who you were and what you stood for that I held in my head and almost completely destroyed it. I can’t wait to hear the parts you held back.” He looked down into the knight’s eye. “Though, honestly … after reading all that … I feel like I didn’t know you at all.”


  “You didn’t,” Alaric said simply, rising from his knee and sliding Aterum back into his scabbard with a sharp sound of quartal on the steel lip that ringed the top. “You knew the legend, not the man who was reflected in that diary. You knew the me I became, not me as I was—fortunately, for I was a spiteful child in those days, filled with rage and intemperance.”


  “Also, apparently lust,” Vaste said. “Because the maidens of Enrant Monge? It sounded like there were many.”


  Alaric did not bother to hide his look of chagrin. “More than I would care to admit to.”


  “All right, if you want to conclude this tale,” Cyrus said, “fine.” He pulled Praelior from its scabbard, the sword singing as it was freed from its bounds. “Why give me the hilt for this? Why aid me in Bellarum’s quest to put together Drettanden’s sword again? I thought you didn’t want me going after gods, but you practically put in my hand a weapon to kill them. Why do that, Alaric?”


  “An excellent question,” Alaric said. “I did because there was a god moving you, steering you, Cyrus. In my cowardice, I may have left humanity to its fate, but … that doesn’t mean I wanted you to march into yours unarmed, or holding a steel blade. You seemed destined to make choices that would lead you toward a destiny that was not of my choosing, nor entirely of yours. To send you into it without Praelior …” He shook his head. “No, I couldn’t do that. Your mother would never have allowed it, either, watching over you as she was.” He paused, suddenly introspective. “And besides, to bind you to my path, holding back for fear of the gods I watched rise because I lacked the power and will to fight them … that would be worse than letting Bellarum try to push you down his.”


  “Did you know what would happen if I challenged the gods?” Cyrus asked quietly. “That everything would go—”


  “Mad? I suspected,” Alaric said. “I tried to take the early punishment on myself, obviously, by slaying Mortus with my own hand—”


  “Why not just give me Rodanthar?” Cyrus asked, watching the knight with accusing eyes. “Simpler than putting me through—”


  “Giving you Rodanthar would have been like lighting a beacon telling everyone to look closer at Sanctuary,” Alaric said. “It was your mother’s sword, and I claimed it was not on her when I ‘killed’ her. To have it suddenly appear in your hand … it was something Quinneria and I discussed but ultimately passed on for fear it would provoke them to look close enough to reveal her among us. They did not know, surprisingly. Her ruse held, even as she assisted Curatio and I through the Trials.” He looked grim. “I take it she is—”


  “Also dead, yes,” Cyrus said flatly. “For real, this time, I assume, unless this is all just some grand scheme you’ve concocted to once more take the piss out of me—”


  “Before this gets uncivil, I have a question,” Vaste said, interrupting before Cyrus could follow the path of anger too far down. “You’re wearing your armor.”


  Alaric stared back at the troll, blinking his lone eye. “Yes?”


  “So …” Vaste said, eyes narrowed in concentration, “… does that mean that somewhere in Saekaj right now, Terian is shivering, wondering why he’s suddenly naked?”


  A laugh almost escaped Cyrus’s lips unbidden, but came out instead in the form of a dull cough. “That’s … a good question.”


  “Terian is still fully clothed, wherever he is,” Alaric said with the trace of a smile. “As far as I know. This armor …” He put out his hands, and his clothing faded into a blur of fog, then rematerialized as a simple grey tunic. Cyrus stared at him; the Ghost looked most peculiar out of his armor. “… Is not actually armor. Terian has the real object, but I can … recreate it, as it were, with little difficulty.” The mists swirled around him once more, and a moment later he was clad in the armor again, the helm returned to the crook of his elbow.


  “That’s good news,” Vaste said. “I was worried that Terian was stuck in a cold cave somewhere, his genitals unconscionably contracted due to the enduring chill of that infernal place. I feel better now.” He nodded. “So.” He looked at Cyrus, then to Alaric. “When you first showed up … you promised hope.”


  Alaric looked at the troll, and then to Cyrus. “But of course. There is always hope.”


  “I don’t think I believe that,” Cyrus said.


  Alaric did not blink, staring at him with the grey eye. “If that is so … why have you been seeking the ark?” He glanced at Vaste. “You have been seeking it, haven’t you?”


  “I sought it,” Cyrus said. “Briefly. And I didn’t find it, obviously, because you had it all along.” He shook his head. “I looked. Asked after it. Even had people search the Realm of War, where we’d heard it was from Vidara—nothing.”


  “No,” Alaric said. “Because it was not in the Realm of War, and has not been for ten thousand years.”


  “Yes, we read that in your super-confessional diary,” Vaste said, leaning in.


  “Why did you take it?” Cyrus asked, feeling a surge of bitterness. “Knowing what you knew about what Mathurin—Bellarum—was going to go through? Why take it from him?”


  Alaric shifted uncomfortably. “I asked myself that very question in the days after I realized what he had become. I wondered if perhaps I should have left it for him.” He stared into the distance pensively. “Maybe if I’d left him … hope … things would have turned out differently.”


  “You think he would have been less of a bastard?” Vaste asked. “Because my guess is he would have figured out how to pierce the veil and leech the God of Good, too, if it was possible. But the question you didn’t answer …” The troll’s teeth jutted forward in anticipation, “is where the hell is the damned ark?”


  Alaric smiled. “Tell me something … have you never wondered why I am the Ghost of Sanctuary?”


  “No, I’ve never wondered that,” Vaste said, deadpan. “You can disappear into the mist at will—”


  “Form armor and clothing out of thin air,” Cyrus said.


  “Probably spy on us in the bathroom,” Vaste said. “Which, I don’t blame you for, by the way. I’d want to look at me naked, too.”


  “And it doesn’t make you curious at the provenance of the magic I employ?” Alaric was still smiling maddeningly, as he so often had since first Cyrus had met him.


  “Fine,” Cyrus said, weary of it all. “What sort of magic is it, then? Heretic? Ancient, I assume?”


  “No,” Alaric said, and his smile faded. “Far beyond ancient, actually.” He licked his lips, and Cyrus noted that they appeared cracked and broken, doubtless another effect of the years of torture. “The magic I use as the Ghost … is the magic of the ark.”
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  I stood on the dusty, barren steppes in the southeast of Arkaria, the glow of Curatio’s teleportation spell fading in my sight, and I stared at the wooden object at my feet, its lid sealed tight against the gusting sands blowing up from the Inculta desert to the southeast.


  The ark.


  Taking it had been the last command given me by Chavoron before he died … and it was a command I followed. Curatio used the spell words I gave him to carry me to Chavoron’s home the moment we left the Citadel. I climbed the infinite steps to the top of the tower, into the guts of his workshop, racing to it for fear that Rin would be along any moment to claim his new redoubt. I needed to get to the ark before he did, this much I knew, a quivering feeling in my stomach as my guide.


  For in this last task appointed me, I would not fail.


  And now it sat before me here, the wooden top sealed against the windswept steppes. I knelt on the dusty ground, whorls of dirt spinning up around me as I stared at the carved lid. I leaned down with my metal-clad fingers and placed them on the edges, gingerly opening it.


  White light spilled out from within like magic set loose, uncontained. It swirled around me like the dust in the wind, glaring and bright, covering me in its embrace. I felt instinctively for the medallion that Chavoron had told me to take from his desk with it—“They are paired,” he had told me. The light covered me, blinding me like a bright sun, but without the harshness or the desire to flinch away. I didn’t shrug from it like a flame spell; it captured me, bathing my hands in white light, creeping into my very skin, setting me aglow.


  And there, in the heart of the light, I saw something else entirely … something that gave me purpose … gave me direction …


  Something that gave me hope.


  I felt it creep through me, imbue me, and then it tugged, gently, for the very first time. It was pulling me away—away from that flat place on the steppes, where the wind was howling through. Away from the sun-bleached dirt, away from the world. Everything turned white, glorious and bright, and I closed my eyes as peace descended upon me—like being a child in his mother’s arms once more, or a man in the embrace of his first love—it filled me, wrapped me up in its warmth, and soothed me in a way that war and distance and the fates had made me think I would never feel again.
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  “So … it changed you, then?” Vaste asked. “Made you … what you are? Made you … the Ghost?”


  The sun was rising, casting its light through the archive’s broken windows. Cyrus looked out on the darkened plain, still shadowed with the sun below the horizon, the red disc’s edge hinting at its eventual appearance. Cyrus was weary; Alaric’s description of peace sounded pleasant enough to his jaded heart, though the skeptic within him dismissed it immediately.


  “It did,” Alaric said.


  “Why the Ghost?” Vaste asked. “I mean … you know, as far as things you could become goes, there are better, I would argue.”


  “Such as?” Cyrus asked.


  “He could have turned himself into a titan, obviously,” Vaste said.


  “Or a ghost titan?” Cyrus asked.


  “Now you’re just being ridiculous,” Vaste said with a frown. “What’s the point of being huge and partially transparent? You’re not sneaking past anyone as a titan … though I suppose he can go invisible …”


  “I chose to become a ghost—the Ghost,” Alaric said. “Mostly because … of who I was. I lived my life before coming to Arkaria as the worst sort of attention-seeker. I sought to create power for myself by my position. After what happened here in the War of the Gods, I sought not attention, nor the stroking of my ego, nor power … in short, none of the things I would have looked for before. I wanted to escape notice, to … disappear. To do whatever good I could, wherever I could and then after … fade away.”


  “So you became the Ghost,” Cyrus said dully. “Wandering the land until … what? You grew sick of hiding and decided to found a guild to carry out your glorious purpose?”


  “Not exactly,” Alaric said. “I was summoned forth from time to time, though rarely. And then … one day … I was brought forth here—”


  “In this place?” Vaste asked.


  “By my mother?” Cyrus asked.


  “By Quinneria, yes,” Alaric said. “She invoked the Plea of the Dying, and—”


  “Wait,” Cyrus said, frowning, “the Plea of the Dying?”


  Alaric smiled. “Yes.”


  Cyrus stared at him, the threads spinning in his mind until he had a tapestry, albeit an incomplete one. “But … when I used the plea … it brought forth Sanctuary, not you.”


  “Wait, that’s how it came back?” Vaste asked.


  “Yes,” Cyrus said, looking at him as though he were a moron. “What did you think happened?”


  “I don’t know,” Vaste said, swinging his arms expansively wide. “There was a crater here before, and now Sanctuary is back. I guess, after everything I’ve seen, I just sort of assumed that … I dunno, magic was the answer.”


  “Magic is the answer,” Alaric said, “but not of the sort you’re used to.”


  “Yes, yes,” Cyrus said impatiently, “ark magic. You said that. But I thought the ark was—absorbed into you, or something.”


  Alaric raised his eyebrow. “It is.”


  “Then the box is … gone?” Vaste asked, looking at Alaric as though he expected it to come popping out from somewhere. “You’re not … carrying it up your arse or something?”


  Alaric’s lip curled up at the corner. “Most assuredly not. I am not carrying the ark at all, in fact.” He let that sink in for but a moment, then said, “We’re standing in it.”


  “The hells?” Cyrus felt as though the earth had shaken beneath him, though he knew he was still firmly upon the steady stone floor. “You mean—?”


  “Yes,” Alaric said. “Sanctuary is the ark. And it has been all along.”
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  “Well that’s a kick in the groin,” Vaste said. “A sunshiney kick right to the old plums.” He looked at Cyrus. “This is why you couldn’t find hope. It was all misty and hidden.”


  Cyrus stared at the Ghost of Sanctuary, still reeling from Alaric’s statement. “That doesn’t make any sense. The ark was … was small.”


  “Let me ask you something,” Alaric said. “When you first arrived at Sanctuary, how many members did we have?”


  “Around two hundred,” Cyrus said, remembering the sight of the Great Hall on the first night’s dinner, the chatter between old friends and new echoing in his ears.


  “Did they fit snugly into the Great Hall at mealtimes?” Alaric asked. “Or did they rattle about like a shellbug in a wooden chest?”


  Cyrus looked at the knight, then to Vaste before answering. The troll shrugged, and Cyrus said, “Snugly enough, I suppose. It wasn’t cavernous by any means—”


  “And when your numbers swelled to nearly twenty thousand,” Alaric said, “did you not question how you could house all those people in the same space without knocking down the walls? Without expanding quarters and forcing people to live tightly together?”


  Cyrus blinked. “I … never considered it.”


  “Of course you didn’t,” Alaric said. “Nor did you consider in much detail how the rooms realigned, the curtain walls heightened in times when we were under siege, the charms at the battlements stripped enchantments, the towers mysteriously reconstructed themselves after the siege or that there was—somehow—an ability for Sanctuary itself to warn us in the event of an ill-intentioned intruder in our midst.” He spoke like a particularly soothing teacher. “You would not consider any of these points unless they were raised, because so long as you were here in Sanctuary, you were part of it, part of the magic, and the change passed before your eyes as though hidden by a cloud, or an enchanter’s spell. Because, you see … Sanctuary is alive, after a fashion.” Alaric smiled, looking down in consideration as he spoke. “It is a living thing, possessed of some rudimentary intelligence, able to adapt to our needs, able to see what comes and warn, and help … it watches out for us. It provides … refuge.”


  “If Sanctuary was the ark all along,” Cyrus said, mind racing along, “then … Bellarum never knew—”


  “Oh, he knew,” Alaric said. “I expect he discovered the truth of it quite late, though—most probably after he had killed Vara and attempted to destroy this place. Tell me—did he undergo a sudden … change of attitude toward you after attacking Sanctuary?”


  “Yes,” Cyrus said. “He—he wanted to kill me before, and then suddenly … he wanted me to serve again. To join him. As if out of nowhere.” He looked over his shoulder at the wreckage of the Council Chambers, as if it might have righted itself by mere thought.


  “He saw Sanctuary for what it was in the moment he ‘destroyed’ it,” Alaric said. “It was not destroyed, however, but merely returned to the ether beyond our world, the place where I go when I become ghostly. He could not reach it there, and surely was maddened by the object he so coveted escaping his grasp.” Alaric nodded at the medallion on Cyrus’s chest. “He would have realized afterward that you were the one that held the key—and changed his plans accordingly.”


  “So … did you design Sanctuary, then?” Vaste asked.


  “Based on what is now the Realm of War, yes,” Alaric said, “for it was the home of my mentor in the old Protanian Empire. The top of the tower—”


  “Was from the Citadel,” Cyrus said, the answer coming to him in a flash of inspiration. “And the garden—”


  “From Caraleen’s—Vidara’s—own,” Alaric agreed. “That came later, though, after your mother brought me back to the world following … a long absence.”


  “Did you ever consider,” Vaste said, brow furrowed in serious thought, “putting the Council Chambers and quarters on the bottom floor? Because that walk, it just kills—”


  “No,” Alaric said with some amusement, and he turned his head to look out the archive’s window to the plains beyond. The sun was rising, shining down on the green plains with orange light. “I thought the view rather made up for the climb.”


  Cyrus stared down at the medallion with its twisting writing, and it glinted gold as the sunlight hit it. He took off his gauntlets and let his fingers play over the chain, lifting it off his neck and holding the cold circle in his hand, letting a finger trace the ancient writing. “Here,” he said, extending it to Alaric, chain spilling over the edges of his hand. “You’re the rightful Master of Sanctuary. Take it.”


  Alaric shook his head without even a pause. “You are no less worthy of it than I was on the day it came to me.”


  The despair swelled in Cyrus, and he shook his head. “It’s not that, Alaric.” He waved the medallion around, trying to encapsulate the feeling permeating him, the despair pouring in now that the last secret had been revealed—and it changes nothing, he thought. “I get it now. This is the place that gave you purpose. Gave you hope. A reason to carry on when you’d lost it all. But …” He took a deep breath and let it out, speaking quietly and grimly. “… I already told Vaste, I don’t want to begin again, to rebuild Sanctuary. I appreciate your purpose … but I don’t want it.” He felt as though he’d reached, at last, the end of the road, and he thought of the vial in Windrider’s saddlebag.


  I think I could drink it now, he thought, and a blessed wave of reassurance gave him hope that, perhaps, at last, he could.


  “What do you want most, Cyrus?” Alaric asked, face inscrutable.


  “Peace,” Cyrus said.


  Alaric shook his head, watching the warrior with his lone, cold, grey eye. “No. That’s not true.”


  Cyrus stared at him dully. “You think you know what I want better than I do?”


  “Yes,” Alaric said. “Because you might want peace, but it’s not what you want most.”


  Cyrus felt a flicker of anger rouse up toward the old knight. “You’re right. It’s not what I want most. But I can’t have what I want most.”


  “Why not?” Alaric’s expression was still careful, impassive. He stood in the middle of the archive, the sun shining in through the window on his armor now.


  “Because she’s dead, Alaric,” Cyrus said, and now the hatred burned out, snuffed as easily as a burning blade of grass. “Because I held her in my arms and felt her die, and so I can’t have her any more.” He looked around the wrecked room. “Unless, by some miracle, the ark can bring people back to life?”


  “No,” Alaric said. “It cannot do that.”


  “I didn’t think so,” Cyrus said, looking away, a last ember of hope burning out. “I—”


  “But it can,” Alaric said, cutting right over him, “absorb someone who is dying … before their soul departs … and reform the body …” Cyrus looked up at him, and met Alaric’s gaze. “Given enough time,” the knight said softly.


  “Wait,” Cyrus said, and he stepped forward, standing before the old knight, looking down on him, sudden urgency rising up within. “Wait. But she was dead. I watched her die—”


  “How long does it take for us to die?” Alaric asked. “Permanently?”


  “An hour,” Vaste answered. “But she was destroyed, Alaric. I tried to heal her myself and—”


  “She was beyond the reach of any magic you could cast or understand,” Alaric said. “But not beyond all reach.” He looked at Cyrus. “In the moments after she died, Bellarum attacked Sanctuary, and Sanctuary—the ark—defended itself the only way it could. By withdrawing into the ether, where he could not harm it.” His eye glittered, just slightly. “But it did not go alone, when it went—”


  “Where is she?” Cyrus asked. He did not wait for the answer, stalking out of the archive, breaking into a jog. He burst through into the Council Chambers, looking at the place on the floor where last he’d seen her, expecting to find—


  There was nothing there. Blood stains marked her passage, wine-colored and long ago seeped into the stone.


  Cyrus sagged, catching himself before he fell down amidst the debris that was strewn all over the Council Chambers. He spun on Alaric, legs unsteady. “I thought you said—”


  “Cyrus,” Alaric said calmly, raising a hand as if to catch him, “you need to understand—”


  “You just gave me hope and now you’re taking—”


  “Cyrus,” Alaric said, cutting him off. “What do you think happened to Curatio?”


  “He ran off,” Cyrus said, trying to push this new distraction aside, trying to cut to the heart of the matter. “When things got bad, after the dragons, he—”


  “No,” Alaric said. “You knew him. He would never have left you in times of such hardship.” He put his palms up and indicated the room. “He’s here. Right now. He is … becoming … what I became. It doesn’t happen instantly, and … what happened to Vara … it can’t be healed easily … or without consequence.”


  “What are you trying to say?” Cyrus asked, stepping closer to the old knight.


  “She’s going to become like you, isn’t she?” Vaste asked. The troll loomed in the door to the archive, his lips flat, hints of emotion threatening to burst forth.


  “Eventually,” Alaric said. “It takes a long time. It begins slowly, and over the millennia …” He lifted a hand, and it turned to mist, then solidified once again. “But … she is here. In the ether, in the space beyond your sight—”


  “Which is why I couldn’t see her in death,” Vaste said, nodding slowly. “She didn’t go on.” He shot a look at Cyrus. “I wonder if that’s why Bellarum couldn’t pull her out of the chamber in Purgatory?”


  “Most assuredly,” Alaric said, standing like a statue in his armor, imposing in the middle of the Council like the figure he had been when Cyrus had first met him, delivering wisdom unto all of them. “Because she is not dead. Not really. She’s here, with us. And,” he said, smiling at Cyrus. “She can hear you … right now.”


  Cyrus felt his hand come to his mouth, covering it. His breath caught in his throat as his eyes searched the stone around him for any sign of blond hair, blue eyes, red lips. There was nothing, though, only the orange of the burning torches and the grey of the stone. “Where …? How do I …?”


  “Soon, Cyrus,” Alaric whispered. “But I must warn you … she won’t be able to emerge for a very long time. Beyond … beyond the days of your life, I’m afraid.”


  Cyrus felt his heart plummet as though it had leapt over the balcony without him. “No. She—I can’t—not without her, Alaric—”


  “Then I have a modest suggestion for you,” Alaric said. Cyrus held his breath, waiting for the promised suggestion. “Join us,” the Ghost said at last.


  Cyrus stared at him. He took a breath, then another, trying to decide if he’d heard the paladin correctly. “Join you? As in—”


  “As in, instead of drinking that poison you’ve been considering,” Alaric said, “you stay here with me—with her—as Sanctuary fades into the ether, as it is soon to do to repair the damage Bellarum has done to these halls.” He raised his hands to indicate the damage all around them. “As soon as that happens … you’ll be able to see her again. You’ll be able to be with her again—”


  “Yes,” Cyrus said without a moment’s pause. “I’ll do it.”


  “That was awfully fast,” Vaste said. “In the choice between poison and being absorbed and digested by our living guildhall, you leapt right to the being absorbed and digested?” The troll stood there for but a moment, silence punctuating his query. “Fine,” he said after a short interval, “I choose to be eaten, too.”


  “Vaste,” Alaric said soothingly, “you might wish to reconsider. This process … it will take you away from here and return you in a time when all you know and love might be washed away. There is no guarantee that we will even return at all.”


  “Oh, yes, of course, I forgot,” Vaste said. “I live with the elves, and have a very active social life. Why, I play cards every week, and I just joined a knitting circle … oh, wait!” He smirked in false consideration, and when he spoke again, it was laden with sarcasm. “I live in an empty mansion in a city of people who don’t really like me all that much. I think I’ll chance the unknown future with you misfits.”


  “You will become like me,” Alaric said, his words ringing like a warning. “A ghost. A memory, at best. You will pass into the realm of things forgotten—”


  “I don’t care,” Cyrus said, and now his skin tingled once more, but warmly this time. “If she’s with me … if she’s waiting there … I don’t care. People have called me many things in my life. I don’t care about any of them—none!” His voice cracked as he spoke the last desire of his heart. “I only want to hear her … call me husband again.”


  Alaric smiled, slowly, sadly. “Very well, then.”


  “What do we do?” Vaste asked, looking around, as though expecting the stone walls to close in around them.


  “Nothing,” Alaric said, but he had already begun to fade, a mist-like quality about his skin.


  There was a light outside the window as the sun began to rise. Cyrus looked at it, and it took him a moment to realize that the sun had faded away, that other light had risen in its place, blotting out the green plains.


  “Wait,” Cyrus said, feeling the edge of panic, “what about Windrider?”


  Alaric’s smile was genuine, and still visible even as he continued to fade away. “Windrider will be just fine. He has always been a part of Sanctuary; did you not wonder how your horse could be quite so remarkable?”


  A soothing relief ran over Cyrus. The light grew outside the window, white and pure, all trace of blue skies gone, all remembrance of the sun swept away with this feeling that seemed to encompass Cyrus entirely. It ran over his skin, a rush against his flesh.


  “I’m tingling!” Vaste cried, somewhat distantly. “Everything is tingling and it feels so good!”


  It was like a warm day on a calm beach, as if he were waking from a perfect nap, like he’d been riding through the forest and returned to a warm meal, hot and steaming on the table, with a jug of foamy ale that tasted like perfection on his tongue.


  It sounded a little like the hooves of horses, rumbling in a long race. Cyrus couldn’t see anything beyond the glow of white that surrounded him, no matter how he searched—


  Until—


  He saw the flash of yellow against the white background, like golden hay in the distance. It flitted out of his view, and then he caught an impish smile framed by perfect red lips. Blue eyes lit up in front of him, watching him, peering into his soul.


  And in the distance, a quiet voice that he’d nearly forgotten asked a question.


  “Are you ready to go home now?”


  He could see her there, next to him, like they’d just ridden through the gates together. The world was complete; he had nothing more to long for, nothing more to worry about. His armor was gone, and she took his hand in hers, lacing those long fingers through his.


  “I’m ready,” Cyrus said, never more sure of anything in his life. She was there, with him, and put her head on his shoulder. He could feel her warm, against him, as though she’d never left. He stared in her eyes, and the temptation to ask the stupid question, “Is it really you?” dissolved under the knowledge that it was, undeniably, her.


  She was here.


  And he was here with her.


  The light grew brighter, just for a moment, and then, in a whisper, he could feel her breath in his ear, see the slow smile as she looked at him, warmly—as though she, too, had been waiting forever for him. He felt her touch, ghostly and light on his cheek, and her voice, so delicate and wonderful, reminding him of long hours spent in bed, of long talks and long walks, sounded in his ears, and spoke the sweet fulfillment of all he had wanted for a year and more. It sounded like …


  Hope.


  “Welcome home, my love,” she said, and he closed his eyes, and drifted off in the light.




   


   


   


   


  Coda


   


  One Thousand Years Later


   


  Shirri Gadden had landed herself in trouble this time, the sort you couldn’t exactly pull yourself free of without the kind of help that didn’t come cheap. Shirri’s problem was that she was broke, and since help didn’t come cheap, it was a double pox, the sort you got right after you recovered from the last ailment.


  She hurried down the street with the cloak over her, trying to ignore the pounding rain coming down. Reikonos wasn’t a pretty town, not unless you were rich and lived in the parts where they had big houses and big gardens. Down here by the factories it was ugly, with black coal smoke belching out of tall brick stacks, dumping ashen residue on everything. She had a small flat near here, and it was impossible to keep it clean with all that vexation dumping down all the time. She’d heard tell from her mother of a time when the skies above Reikonos were blue, but that sounded like a falsity to her. The factories with their black clouds and smokestacks had been around for as long as she could remember.


  She skirted past a pub and dodged down an alley. She’d been this way a few times before. It wasn’t real safe to be wandering in this part of town after sundown, but then, there weren’t a lot of parts of Reikonos where it was. Cutthroats would steal a coinpurse from a corpse more gladly than mugging a living victim; less chance they’d get caught if they left their prey dead in an alley rather than let them walk away to scream for the city guard.


  Shirri heard the footsteps before she saw who was making them. It was a like a constabulary bell ringing, clanging from one of the towers all around the city. She turned her head and saw them—


  Oh, Davidon, she saw them.


  She took to running, knowing damned well they’d catch her. They looked tall, she was short, and there wasn’t a chance in a dragon’s mouth she’d get away from them, not in this knot of alleys. She knew them, knew them well enough to know that anyone with half a wit would have someone posted ahead, just past the empty lot on the high street.


  Still, death came for those who stood still, so Shirri broke into a run. If they were honest criminals, they might write her off as a bad job, say forget about it and go drag away some drunk staggering out of Minndee’s bar on the street over—


  They didn’t write her off.


  They started after her at a run, hoots and catcalls filling the alley. She knew what a calm criminal sounded like, the sort that might have put the fear of Davidon in her and been off about their business. These weren’t that type. These were the other.


  The ones who enjoyed hurting people.


  “Oh, no,” she whispered to herself, cutting around the corner. She could see the vacant green space up ahead, across the empty street. A glance skyward proved that the clouds of smoke had covered the sky this night, and there was not even a sliver of moon to guide her. The street torches burned, making her wonder if she could somehow disappear past that lot, maybe—


  One of them burst out of a side alley laughing only five feet behind her, and she knew her time was nearly up. Shirri screamed, knowing even as she did that no one would hear her, no one would help her—not in this town. Not the guards. Not the citizenry. No one.


  Not in this town. Not in Reikonos. Everybody always said it:


  There was no hope left in Reikonos.


  The man behind her snatched her cloak just as she made it to the cobblestone street, the gaslights above her sending off their warm glow. She stumbled, twisting her ankle as she fell. She landed hard on the stones, her elbow cracking and a gasp of pain forcing its way out of her lips. She curled up instinctively, cradling the elbow, the ankle radiating pain of its own down her foot.


  “Lookee what we got here, lads and ladies,” said the burly man who’d chased her down. There were others emerging from the shadows now, their grins the first thing she saw, teeth shining in the gaslight. “Shirri … this is why you shouldn’t run when you know you owe.”


  “I don’t have it,” Shirri said through gritted teeth. The pain in her elbow was impossibly bad. She could feel the rough hints that a bone had broken there, and there wasn’t anything she could do about it except lie here and hope they left her alive when they were done with whatever they intended to do. She had ideas, and every single one of them terrified her.


  “Well, then that makes you kind of useless, don’t it?” Burly asked. He was just a rough from the streets, he didn’t even work for himself. It somehow made it worse that the man who was going to kill her wasn’t the man who really even wanted to kill her.


  “Let’s take her to the wall and toss her over,” a woman with a weasely voice said, not even disguising the thrill at the thought. “Watch her spend her last moments trying to decide whether to drown or get ripped apart.”


  “That’s always a fun one,” Burly agreed. “Costs, though, paying off a guard to let you. Doing the job here, though …” He grinned. “That’s free.”


  “Please, no,” Shirri said. The pain had faded under the panic, the certain knowledge of what was coming. She couldn’t see any way out of it, no hope of rescue. They had her surrounded, they had the numbers. She had no way out, and the desperation clawed at her like a cat sealed in a sack and tossed in the moat. In her case, it manifested in the most curious way, a plea that she said, under her breath, like a ritual turned to a shield, in just the way her mother had taught her, long ago:


   


  “I invoke thee who hear my plea,


  I request thy aid,


  For those who are soon to die.”


   


  “You think that’ll help you?” Burly asked, sounding vaguely amused. “I don’t think you realize—”


  A sound like thunder following a lightning strike rattled the nearby windows, shaking the ground beneath Shirri. She watched the toughs take a step back, uncertainly, rocked by the strange sound. There was a flash, and she looked around, trying to see where it had come from, but there was no telling, really; it almost seemed like it had come out of the building with the sharp spires and the tower that stretched up behind—


  Wait. Had that been there a moment ago? Shirri’s head swam with the pain, and then the sound of a door opening in the distance echoed across the street.


  It sounded like hope.


  “Is someone there? Help me!” Shirri shouted before Burly reached down and grabbed her, stuffing a hand in her mouth. He tasted like whiskey distilled in an old, dirty barrel.


  “You hush up there,” Burly said, peering into the dark. Something was moving out there, Shirri could see it. There was a sound, too, like …


  Footsteps?


  “Whoever you are,” Burly said, motioning for his comrades to close in, “I’d suggest just walking on this lovely evening—if you wish it to remain a lovely evening and not a bloodbath.”


  “I’ve always enjoyed a good bloodbath,” came a woman’s voice from the darkness, sharp and playful and proper. She stepped out of a shadow and Shirri saw her, clad in silver armor from head to toe, blond hair bound tight above her head in a flowing ponytail. She looked straight at Shirri with something akin to amusement, then shifted her fierce attention to Burly. She had the pointed ears of a pure elf, and Shirri blinked in surprise at that.


  “Well, it’s going to be your blood, darling elfy, so I doubt you’ll enjoy this one,” Burly said, chuckling under his breath. “Look at this getup, thinks she’s a brave lady knight.”


  “She’s a lady of the elven kingdom, actually,” came another voice, this one from a man with platinum hair. He looked calm and composed, but wore a smile, and in his hand was a mace with a metal ball that he rolled in a circle with his wrist. He wore immaculate white robes that didn’t look as though they had a speck of ash on them.


  “Ain’t no elven kingdom,” one of the toughs said. “Who you supposed to be?”


  “A bunch of minstrels out for a walk, clearly,” came another voice, this one jovial and lighthearted—and completely out of place. The speaker stepped into the gaslight and Shirri gasped, as did a few of the others. He was tall, taller than any person had a right to be, and with skin as green as the ocean by the docks. He almost looked like … but he couldn’t be. “Would you like us to sing you a tune? Because that’ll cost you.”


  “Oh, we’re going to make you do the singing, greenie,” Burly said, putting a dagger to the side of Shirri’s face. She felt the point of the blade at her cheek. “Compliments of the house.”


  “I don’t think this gentleman has good intentions,” came the voice of another man, older, and when he stepped out, Shirri frowned. He was wearing armor, too, grey and battered. He wore a sword on his belt and kept his hand upon the hilt, and spoke from behind a helm that looked like a bucket.


  “You may be dressed funny, but you’re not quite as dumb as you look,” Burly said. “Now … last chance. I’m feeling generous. Go back to the carnival you all came from and we’ll call this just another fanciful night in Reikonos. No harm done to any party, but—”


  “Harm is about to be done.” A dark shadow slipped out of the inky black night, and Shirri’s eyes rolled off it. She heard the voice of a man, deep and resonant, and when she finally saw him, she realized he, too, was covered in armor from head to toe. This armor was different than the others, though—


  It was entirely black, and he wore two swords at his waist.


  Shirri felt her breath catch in her throat, staring at him—at HIM—him, dressed like HIM—


  One of the toughs let out a laugh, but it was shrill and high and unconvincing. “Look at this fartwat! Thinks he’s Cyrus bloody Davidon, he does!” He laughed again, but it died as he looked at his fellow criminals, and a dull, painful silence settled in instead.


  “That’s right,” the man in black said, and as he stepped forward, his hands fell to his swords. Through the bottom of the helm, Shirri could see a ghostly smile. Then the swords erupted from their scabbards and were in his hands faster than Shirri could draw a breath, and suddenly—


  Suddenly, she wasn’t afraid anymore.


  “It’s him,” she whispered. “It’s really … him.”


  “Not a bloody chance,” Burly whispered back, awestruck. “It—no—he doesn’t even—”


  “My name is Cyrus Davidon,” the man said, and she felt it—she knew—he spoke true. He held the blades up, and they looked like every illustration she’d seen in every book on him she’d ever read. There was a sound of leather boots slapping against an alley floor, and then another, and another, as the criminals started to run.


  “It’s bloody impossible,” Burly said, retreating back, dragging Shirri with him. His grasp at her neck was loosened, fading, along with his hope. “He can’t be—he’s—he’s a bloody myth! And—and even if—if—he’s been gone a thousand years—”


  Shirri looked at the five of them, in the darkness, as they closed together—the woman, the green man, the elf, the knight and finally, the man in black. He stood there by gaslight, holding aloft his swords. “I was gone,” he agreed. “For a while. And now …” And the smile became a grin as he seemed to shiver in the gaslight, as though a cloud of smoke from a nearby factory covered him over for just a moment, and then drifted on.


  Shirri felt the warmth run through her as Burly’s last hope flagged, and his arm slithered off her throat, fear taking him as he ran off into the night, fleeing from the specter that stood before her, a ghost that seemed to have drifted right out of the mists of history and solidified right there, in front of her, before her very eyes.


  The man in black smiled, a ghost that had come out of the night, out of the darkness—to save her. And he spoke, as she stood there, witnessing it at last—the thing the people had all talked about, hoped for, wished for, for as long as Shirri could remember …


  His return.


  “… And now I’m back.”




   


   


   


   


  Return to the World of Sanctuary in




A HAVEN IN ASH


  Ashes of Luukessia Trilogy, Volume One


  Coming Early 2017!


   


  AND


   


  Cyrus Davidon Will Return in




GHOSTS OF SANCTUARY


  The Revenants Series, Volume One


  Coming in 2018!




   


   


   


   


  Afterword


   


  What do I even say, now that it’s all over?


  Oh, right. Forgot. I just teased that the story of Cyrus Davidon is continuing on the last couple pages there, didn’t I? Well, take heart. The Sanctuary Series is over, and if you were of a mind to, you could close this book (or turn off your e-reader, in most of your cases) and feel as though the story has reached an end of some sort. For it has. Every major question I laid out in the early books of the series should be answered now, more or less. (Except for a really, really big detail from the end of Fated in Darkness. I didn't forget. I promise.) I didn’t dig into all the trifling details of every moment of their lives or anything, but you’ve got the gist. Now you know the secret of Sanctuary (surprise! If you go back and reread, I guarantee you’ll start to see the hints of what was coming even in the pages of the Prologue of Defender) and lots of other secrets if you’ve been paying attention. I took care to try to layer in surprises that would only be reinforced upon further rereading, so if you’re disposed to do so, enjoy.


  As for what’s to come? Well, quite a bit. If you read the last page with the teaser, you’ll see there’s a trilogy called Ashes of Luukessia, upcoming, which I hope to complete in 2017 (yes, the road Alaric traveled in Mortus’s realm is probably paved with good intentions, but I’m intending to do it nonetheless—we’ll see if reality allows for my ambitious vision to come to fruition) allowing me to start work on the sequel series, titled The Revenants Series, in 2018. Let me tell you a little about each of these projects.


  The Ashes of Luukessia trilogy will begin roughly fifty years after the end of the Sanctuary series (I think—I haven’t started writing it yet because I’ve got a little bit—okay, I understated it—a LOT—on my plate right now). We pick up in the last living village in Luukessia, which should raise your eyebrows slightly since there shouldn’t be anyone still living in Luukessia at all. But there are. A whole village, in eastern Syloreas, just sitting there, with new heroes and a story waiting to be told. So that’s coming in 2017, which will hopefully see the release of all three volumes by the end of that year. Of course, the book you’re holding in your hands was supposed to be out in June 2016 and I’m writing this in August, so … that plan may change. We’ll see. I feel I should warn you, while an old friend from Sanctuary will show up and play a prominent role in that one, it will not be Cyrus, Vara, Alaric, Curatio or Vaste. I know that means many of you will probably just write it off, and that makes me sad, but it’s okay. For those of you who want to see other corners of the world of Sanctuary, I promise I will once again do my best to deliver what I hope to be a gripping tale in the spirit of the Sanctuary series. And if I fall short, well, I promise to try and at least insert a few jokes on the level of squirrels and chipmunks attacking some poor bastard’s nuts.


  And of course, in 2018, I’m already planning for The Revenants series. Okay, truthfully, I’ve been planning for this one since around the time I started planning the Sanctuary series, but nowhere near as exhaustively as I did Sanctuary. This one needs some more time to incubate, and also … it’s not just about Cyrus anymore. It will follow the characters that have re-emerged with him in Reikonos, one thousand years after his last battle with Bellarum. Arkaria has changed dramatically, and I don’t want to spoil it, but if you re-read the coda to this book after you’ve read the first book of The Revenants, you might see where I’ve hinted at one of the bigger changes to the world in that thousand-year absence. The Sanctuary series was certainly epic fantasy, but I think because of what I’m going to be doing with The Revenants series (which will have a steampunk flavor), following not just Cyrus but old characters and new ones through a world gone mad and an adventure that will challenge even him, we’re going to be looking at (potentially) some very large books—and large books take a very large chunk of time to write (which is why this book is late, since it’s not far off being the longest in the series). Which means 2018 might just be an optimistic pipe dream. I apologize for you true-blue, diehard fans if that ends up being the case, but listen … I write three series at the moment. I write reasonably fast. But it takes time to craft these works, and it takes time to write the other books (Out of the Box, in particular, sells 4x the books and takes ½ as long to write) so … patience, grasshoppas. All good things in time, and as you’ve hopefully just seen … all your questions will get answered in the end.
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  Jeff Bryan has also worked to catch some of those literary nits, those errors that tend to arise between editing passes. He also amuses me with jokes sprinkled in the margins, some of which make it into the final text.


  Robert Altbauer is the mapmaker for the entire series, and has done a marvelous job.


  Karri Klawiter has designed every one of those eye-catching covers, and has done a fantastic job of creating new concepts even when I’m mentally bankrupt of even the slightest artistic direction.


  Nicholas J. Ambrose was my original editor, original formatter, original cover artist, and added more to the early days of this series than you can possibly imagine. He’s been a steadfast friend, without whom I wouldn’t have been able to take those first steps into the world of indie authoring that has treated me so well. I’m pleased to say he’s returning to format this, the last book in the series, which feels like an awesome way to bookend the series.


  Thanks, also, to the usual suspects – my wife, my kids, my parents and my in-laws. Without them doing what they do, I’d probably still be on book one (or book none) instead of book eleven of this series and number thirty-six in total.


  Lastly, thanks to you, the fans, especially if you’ve been here since the beginning. The Sanctuary Series started from the smallest beginnings you could imagine … and I can’t wait ‘til you see where we go next.




   


   


   


   


  Other Works by Robert J. Crane


   


  World of Sanctuary


  Epic Fantasy


   


  Defender: The Sanctuary Series, Volume One


  Avenger: The Sanctuary Series, Volume Two


  Champion: The Sanctuary Series, Volume Three


  Crusader: The Sanctuary Series, Volume Four


  Sanctuary Tales, Volume One - A Short Story Collection


  Thy Father's Shadow: The Sanctuary Series, Volume 4.5


  Master: The Sanctuary Series, Volume Five


  Fated in Darkness: The Sanctuary Series, Volume 5.5


  Warlord: The Sanctuary Series, Volume Six


  Heretic: The Sanctuary Series, Volume Seven


  Legend: The Sanctuary Series, Volume Eight


   


  A Haven in Ash: Ashes of Luukessia Trilogy, Volume One* (Coming Early 2017!)


   


  Ghosts of Sanctuary: The Revenants Series, Volume One* (Coming 2018, at earliest.)


   


   


   


  The Girl in the Box


  and


  Out of the Box


  Contemporary Urban Fantasy


   


  Alone: The Girl in the Box, Book 1


  Untouched: The Girl in the Box, Book 2


  Soulless: The Girl in the Box, Book 3


  Family: The Girl in the Box, Book 4


  Omega: The Girl in the Box, Book 5


  Broken: The Girl in the Box, Book 6


  Enemies: The Girl in the Box, Book 7


  Legacy: The Girl in the Box, Book 8


  Destiny: The Girl in the Box, Book 9


  Power: The Girl in the Box, Book 10


   


  Limitless: Out of the Box, Book 1


  In the Wind: Out of the Box, Book 2


  Ruthless: Out of the Box, Book 3


  Grounded: Out of the Box, Book 4


  Tormented: Out of the Box, Book 5


  Vengeful: Out of the Box, Book 6


  Sea Change: Out of the Box, Book 7


  Painkiller: Out of the Box, Book 8


  Masks: Out of the Box, Book 9


  Prisoners: Out of the Box, Book 10* (Coming October 11, 2016!)


  Unyielding: Out of the Box, Book 11* (Coming Late 2016!)


   


   


   


  Southern Watch


  Contemporary Urban Fantasy


   


  Called: Southern Watch, Book 1


  Depths: Southern Watch, Book 2


  Corrupted: Southern Watch, Book 3


  Unearthed: Southern Watch, Book 4


  Legion: Southern Watch, Book 5


  Starling: Southern Watch, Book 6* (Coming in Late 2016 – Tentatively)


   


  *Forthcoming
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