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A Note to my Readers



Hey, everyone!

The back of this book contains loads of useful “RPG” information, including maps of the country and region, information sheets on the Pantheon of gods, and character sheets for the main cast!

You can also find this info (in better resolution and with more detail) at https://www.sarahhawke.com/rivenmire

Thanks for reading, and I hope you enjoy the new setting!

Love,

Sarah
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To my father, every girl’s paladin


Prologue 



Whoever threw the tomato had incredible aim. The rotten red fruit struck Hastor squarely in the helmet, splashing through his visor and going straight into his eyes.

“Fuck!” he swore, clawing futilely at the metal cage with his gauntlets.

“Keep walking straight,” I told him. “We’re almost to the gate.”

“I can’t fucking see—”

“Don’t give them the satisfaction of a reaction. Just walk.”

The younger man snarled and cursed, but he kept moving. The others did as well, though they made sure to keep their heads down while we were within range of the crowd. A staggering number of townspeople were out here this morning, far more than there should have been at such an early hour. And despite the fact that Rivenwatch barely had enough food to supply its soldiers these days, there seemed to be no shortage of ammunition. If I had to guess, someone—probably one of the temple acolytes—had wheeled a few carts of spoiled fruit out here for the occasion.

We were Condemned, after all. And while every cleric from here to Stormcrest endlessly preached about how Aodar offered redemption as well as castigation, forgiveness always seemed to be in short supply.

Hastor took one more tomato to the face before we finally passed beneath the bridge, whereas I endured two hits from underripe melons that were as hard as rocks and as sour as piss. My left pauldron absorbed most of the impact, but I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if I ended up with a nasty bruise the next morning.

If there was a next morning. Considering where we were headed, that was no guarantee.

“Ungrateful bastards,” Churley wheezed from behind me. “Would they rather be out there fighting the Riven themselves?”

“If we would only stop sinning, there wouldn’t be any more Riven,” I replied dryly. “Weren’t you paying attention to the sermon? It all makes perfect sense if you’re an idiot.”

Churley snorted over his mangey red mustache. “Just once, it would be nice if someone would thank us for risking our asses.”

“That’ll be the day. Now keep your mouth shut—we’re almost there.”

The morning sun blazed down on us once we emerged from beneath the bridge. Plenty of people were lined up on the side of the street to yell at us, too, but now that we were finally in sight of the Lady Confessor on her platform, they limited themselves to screaming and heckling.

I had grown accustomed to ignoring the slander, mostly because I stopped giving a damn what the people here thought about me a long time ago. And really, there were only so many ways you could get called an irredeemable monster before the insults all started blending together.

The Lady Confessor herself would never stoop to calling us such disparaging names, of course. The young woman—blond and blue-eyed and pale as the morning’s milk—didn’t have to stoop to doing much of anything herself. She and her sisters were the most coddled people in the fortress and possibly the entire bloody region.

“Come forth, Condemned,” she said in a sweet but confident voice. The crowd fell into reverential silence. “Come forth and pledge your lives to the service of the White Flame. Within Aodar’s holy light, even the darkest souls can be redeemed.”

Churley guffawed quietly, and Hastor let out a curse under his breath, though that may have been from the tomato still stinging his eyes. I kept my gaze locked firmly on the young woman, knowing full well that she—and the two paladins in gleaming silver armor behind her—were watching me in particular for any signs of disobedience. They would happily use any excuse they could find to drag me to the gallows rather than leave me in the ranks of the Condemned.

“May Aodar forgive these sinners,” the Lady Confessor went on. “And may the radiance of his White Flame burn away their impurities and leave bare their cleansed souls.”

She continued the Prayer for the Condemned, and I continued trying to keep the disgusted sneer off my face. I never would have been able to manage it without Churley and Hastor here.

Because it’s not just about me, I reminded myself. It’s about the rest of the men. They might have a future. Helping them pay their dues and get back to their families is worth putting up with this bullshit a little while longer.

All things being equal, my comrades both had it easy. Thieves like Hastor only needed three tours in the Grey Moors before their debt was paid in full. Blasphemers like Churley required a bit more penance—he needed to serve at least five patrols before the White Mantle would forgive him for calling their god a cunt. And as for me…

Well, the Mother Confessor hadn’t given me a precise number. There was no point, since we both knew my sentence wouldn’t end until my death. If someone didn’t know better, they might have assumed I had killed someone to earn such a brutal sentence. But no, in the eyes of the White Mantle faithful, I had committed a far more egregious sin than murder.

I was a heretic who had willingly accepted the power of the Profane. And nothing, not even righteous service in the name of Aodar, could change the unholy nature of that bargain.

“And so your lives are given unto His hands,” the Lady Confessor intoned. “The sinners who will become the faithful. The Condemned who will become the Redeemed. Bless Aodar: may His flame forever purge the Riven, and may His light forever banish the darkness.”

The paladins behind her ended the prayer by echoing the last line, and the Lady Confessor looked upon us expecting the same. A few of the others bowed their heads and practically shouted the words, either out of fear or genuine piety. The lads and I muttered them with all the conviction of four-year-olds whose mother had threatened to withhold dinner if they didn’t behave.

With that, the worst of the abasement was over. And while I didn’t particularly enjoy being told how worthless I was, at least this confessor had a pleasant voice and pretty face. She was much younger than I expected; most women who wore the white-gold robes were closer to thirty winters than twenty, and she might not have even been that old.

Which made it all the stranger that she planned to accompany us on our patrol. The confessors wielded powerful magic, but the Mantle was still loath to send them—or any other women of childbearing age—into danger. That was what their loyal paladins were for.

So long as those paladins could hide behind a few lines of expendable Condemned.

With a low, grating rumble, the fortress gates ground open. Rivenwatch, the great citadel at the southwestern edge of the Golden Coast, was the last line of defense against the rapacious barbarian tribes and bloodthirsty monsters beyond. And the Riven, too, though they were fewer in numbers these days. I hadn’t seen a single ghoul on any patrol in the last six months.

We passed beneath the barbican in a rough line, twenty doomed men escorted by two paladins and a single confessor. She traveled on horseback while the rest of us—her paladins included—slogged along on foot.

“A whole bloody week in the Moors,” Hastor muttered once we’d gotten a bit of distance between us and the fortress. “You sure they brought enough to eat?”

“For them,” Churley put in. “Probably make us hunt game and see if it gives us the Rot.”

While they shared a grim chuckle, I turned to examine the two older men carrying the bulk of our supplies in their heavy packs. Neither looked particularly battle-worthy, what with their age and missing fingers, but the Prayer for the Condemned didn’t say anything about needing to stab heathens to earn redemption. As long as they lugged around the food and buried everyone’s shit, Aodar would forgive whatever they’d done eventually. The White Flame was a generous god, after all.

The rest of the group was younger and heartier, if not necessarily more experienced. I recognized several from my last tour a month ago, including a scrawny horse thief named Tully who’d been cursed with a younger man’s face and an older man’s thinning hairline. They all had reasonably functional gear—mostly hardened leathers and sharp spears—though a few were blessed with brigandine coats and blades. My thick scale armor, battered as it was, was still the only suit on display with a chance to repel the arrows, blades, and claws of the Riven. Aside from the silver plate worn by the paladins, anyway.

My sword also stood out, mostly thanks to the latent enchantment that kept the blade sharp and the steel clean. Steelshade was the name the smith had given it, having forged it and several others to support the doomed campaign in Moonshade Fen four years ago. It was a functional if unclever name from a functional if unclever man.

I was honestly surprised the Mantle had let me keep the blade—men who’d fallen as far from grace as I had were rarely afforded the luxury of possessions. Though if the Mother Confessor planned to send me out on patrols for the next decade, she probably realized it was best for everyone if I remained well-armed.

Besides, when I inevitably died, one of the paladins could pluck the blade from my corpse and pretend it was a family heirloom when they brought it home.

The day passed slowly, as treks through the muck so often did. This region of the Grey Moors was normally quite temperate, especially the farther south one traveled toward the gulf. But it had rained the past two nights, and the trail to the southwest was in the shittiest condition I’d seen in months. It was supposed to be a four-day march to Blackreach from here, but the mud could easily add an entire day or two to the journey.

We reached the old battlefield by late afternoon, and the mud made it even more perilous to traverse than normal. The entire mile-wide area was littered with debris from an ancient war between human empires and their massive magical constructs.

Limbs from arcane golems that were three times the size of a man, hull plating from war machines that could move along the ground without horses to pull them, circular discs of iron that had no obvious purpose whatsoever…they were all there, relics of the past half buried beneath centuries of accumulated dirt and rubble.

Most of the metal was so rusted it would probably come apart with a few smacks from a forge hammer, but everyone knew to keep their distance. The ground beneath most of the debris was still tainted with corruption, and men of ill fortitude could turn simply by touching it for a few moments.

Our paladin escorts took great care to ensure that the Lady Confessor stayed well clear of the debris, and I found myself wondering why the Mantle had sent her in the first place. Most of the time when patrols traveled to Blackreach, it was either to relieve members at the garrison or to trade for rare herbs, but a confessor wasn’t needed for either of those. And the dangers to her were very real, not only from monsters, but from corruption.

Its effects weren’t always immediate or obvious; by simply passing through here, she raised the risk that any future pregnancy would cause her to Blight before birth, turning her and the unborn child into Riven. What could possibly be so important to take such a risk?

I chewed on those thoughts as we maneuvered through the battlefield. The muck slowed our progress even more than I’d thought, and by late afternoon, it became clear my estimate had been overly optimistic. The muck eventually became so deep that we had to abandon the trail altogether and seek higher ground in the woods instead. The shade from the forest canopy was welcome—dull and battered as they were, the silver scales in my armor still greedily drank up the sunlight—but meandering through the uneven, trackless terrain would probably double the length of our journey.

But there was nothing for it, and I personally didn’t mind the slower pace. As long as you didn’t end up as a meal for bloodthirsty beasts or marauding monsters, the Grey Moors were quite beautiful. Civilization had spent the better part of two centuries in full retreat out here. For the most part, the land was better off for it…other than the vast swaths still tainted by Riven corruption, anyway.

We were perhaps an hour from dusk when I heard the Lady Confessor’s horse snort behind me. I turned and was surprised to find her looking down at me from her saddle.

“I’m told you know these woods quite well,” she said.

“Better than most, my lady,” I replied. “I’ve been through here many times.”

As we passed beneath a small gap in the canopy, a beam of sunlight shone down upon her blond hair, briefly making it appear like liquid gold spilling over the shoulders of her white robe.

“Do you have any ideas for where we might camp?” she asked. “I doubt we have more than an hour of daylight left.”

“There’s a reasonably flat clearing another mile down the creek here,” I told her, thankful that I had been paying attention to the landmarks. “It wouldn’t be the worst place to rest.”

“Excellent. I will inform the Knight-Captain.”

I nodded, still surprised she’d bothered to speak with me. Her sisters in the faith weren’t exactly known as socialites. Unlike Aodar’s priests, the confessors didn’t give sermons or tend to the flock. Their purpose was to keep order. With their mentalism magic, they could root out lies and sin among the ranks of the faithful. A single word from their lips could force a man to his knees, and a burst of light from their palms could burn out his eyes.

I’d never actually seen one speak to a Condemned unless it was to tell him how doomed he was, though perhaps she was being social simply because she was so young. Looking at her more closely, I revised my estimate of her age downward by a year or two. She had the sharp features, smooth face, and unblemished skin of someone who’d spent her life indoors and far from danger. Like all confessors, the symbol of Aodar was painted in black over her left eye, with the handle of the sword on her upper eyelid and the blade stretching down to her cheekbone. The flaming wings surrounding the hilt were represented by a dark shadow in her makeup.

“What is your name?” she asked.

I concealed a frown. Had the Mother Confessor really not told her who I was? Perhaps that explained her surprising sociability.

“Duncan,” I said. “Duncan Keene.”

Her pale blue eyes abruptly widened. “Keene?” she hissed. “You’re the Dread Knight!”

My cheek twitched. No, the Mother Confessor definitely hadn’t told her who I was.

Her pretty young face twisted in revulsion, and for a few heartbeats, I wondered if she might spit on me or even kick me with those fancy gold-tipped boots of hers. But apparently she had enough poise to keep her disgust from boiling over.

“Oathbreaker!” she snarled. “You betrayed us! The Mother Confessor should have ordered your head mounted on a pike outside of Blackreach!”

“In the cleansing light of the White Flame, even the blackest heart can be redeemed,” I said, quoting the scripture back at her. “The Mother Confessor believes that. Or maybe the headsman was just busy that day. It’s difficult to say.”

The girl’s jaw clenched even harder. “You sabotaged the alliance! You turned the vile magic of the Profane against us!”

I could have defended myself. I could have explained that in my six years with the Dread Knights, I had killed as many Riven and saved as many lives as any righteous paladin. I could have insisted that it was her precious servants of Aodar who had turned their blades on us during the Blackreach Betrayal, not the other way around.

But ultimately, such arguments would fall on deaf ears. Truth and faith were like oil and water.

“You’re fortunate I don’t burn out your tongue for daring to speak to me,” the confessor spat, spurring her horse toward the front of our loose formation. I watched her go, a wave of old bitterness rising in my gut. It would have been easy to hate the girl for her misguided judgment, but I didn’t. She was young and ignorant, and at this point in my life, I had resigned myself to hating the people who had filled her head with lies in the first place.

“Smooth as ever, Keene,” Churley said, snickering as he came up behind me. “Surprised she didn’t order you to kneel while her horse took a shit on your face.”

“The night is young,” Hastor added dryly. “There’s no way the Mantle would send a confessor out here to the Moors without having a plan to keep her entertained.”

I forced a thin smile. Normally, I enjoyed harmless ribbing as much as the next soldier, but right now I couldn’t take my eyes off the girl. I still couldn’t understand why the Mantle would have risked sending her out here. It didn’t make any sense. Of all the horrors unleashed by the Invocation, the spell that had ruined the world, the Blighting was easily the worst.

We traveled for perhaps another hour before we approached the clearing. I recognized the abrupt twist in the creek we’d been following, and I wondered if the confessor would still take my advice about camping locations after learning who I was. Frankly, I wouldn’t have been shocked if we pressed on a little longer out of spite.

But before I could find out how petty the girl may or may not have been, I sensed her mount’s abrupt change in temperament. The horse’s ears flicked back, and its hackles raised as its gait noticeably slowed.

“Something’s wrong,” I said, the tiny hairs on the back of my neck tingling.

“What?” Hastor asked from my left. “You mean because the confessor hasn’t come back to burn your eyes out yet?”

“Something’s spooked her horse.”

To my right, Churley snorted. “They’re always spooked. They’re as skittish as deer, you know that.”

“Hers shouldn’t be,” I countered, scanning the darkening treeline. “It’s a Tharisian Charger—that mare has probably seen more battles than most of the men here.”

I felt them share an amused glance, but I ignored it. I couldn’t expect them to understand—they hadn’t fought in the war against the Riven like I had. For all the faults of the White Mantle, they had the best stablers on the Golden Coast and possibly all of Ikibris. The mounts were often braver than the dipshits in silver armor who rode them.

“It is getting dark,” Hastor said. “Thing’s probably as tired as we are.”

“Carrying that slip of a girl?” Churley asked. “Doubt it even notices her.”

“I’ll try to get the captain to call a halt here,” I said tightly. “Just in case.”

“Good luck with that, mate,” Hastor said with a laugh. “That cock-wad’s gotta be the most stubborn piece of—”

A sharp whistle cut through the air before he could finish the sentence, piercing Hastor’s helmet and driving through his skull. His body had barely even hit the ground before a cacophony of dark screams thundered through the forest, and a score of tainted men with battered metal armor, pallid flesh, and glowing violet eyes stormed out from behind the trees and underbrush.

Riven.

“Form ranks!” the paladin at the front of the formation cried out as he drew his mighty blade. “Protect the Lady Confessor!”

Had he been traveling with a division of White Mantle faithful—or even militiamen—his orders might have been heeded. But expecting a group of Condemned to behave like professional soldiers while being ambushed by Riven was as foolish as placing faith in a god that allowed the monsters to exist in the first place.

Most of the other men had sufficient survival instincts to draw and ready their weapons as the Riven charged, but some froze in terror. None were likely to survive the next few seconds without my help.

“Watch our flank!” I growled at Churley as I drew my blade. The red-haired man was staring wide-eyed at Hastor’s corpse, but I couldn’t spare the time to slap sense into him. Not with two of the monsters charging right at us.

I lunged forward to intercept them as they bounded over a fallen log. The first was a ghoul, a newly-turned Riven armed with jagged claws and protected by tattered cloth. It was so focused on trying to eviscerate Tully, the scrawny horse thief, that it didn’t even try to dodge when I slashed across its body, severing its arm at the shoulder and unleashing a geyser of black blood. I kicked the shrieking monster into the dirt, then whirled around to confront its partner.

The wight—a more powerful Riven born of an experienced soldier—was clad in mail armor and carrying a dull blade. When I slammed my blade into its shield, the rotten wood instantly gave way to the enchanted steel, shattering around the wight’s arm like so much useless kindling. A quick thrust skewered the monster through its corrupted heart.

Behind me, Tully had finally strung his bow, and he was attempting to nock an arrow while his hands trembled uncontrollably. Churley had drawn his weapon as well, and he screamed as he bashed his hammer into the skull of another ghoul to buy the scrawny lad another precious second of life.

The paladins had also leapt into action. The rearguard knight fearlessly charged into the enemy, his sword blazing with the fury and power of the White Flame. A single sweep of the weapon obliterated two Riven in a burst of golden light, and several more of the monsters screeched as the blinding radiance burned their glowing eyes out of their sockets.

Unfortunately, the front of our formation was already collapsing. The lead paladin had also leapt into the fray, hoping to defend the Lady Confessor behind him. But when an arrow struck her horse in its light barding, the beast reared in panic, throwing the girl from its back. The paladin rushed to her side and left himself exposed in the process.

Yet even as a spear pierced his armor and twisted in his back, even as a fresh river of blood frothed over his lips, his mouth moved in a final prayer in the hopes that Aodar might spare his faithful confessor. But I knew all too well that the White Flame couldn’t save us from the Riven.

Thankfully, I knew someone who could.

Lifting my blade in front of my eyes, I called out to the being whose unholy blood had doomed my soul, but who had also never failed to give me the strength I needed to defend the weak.

Maviroth.

The moment I spoke his blasphemous name, a surge of power rushed through me, and the full fury of his dark magic awaited my command. I immediately rushed toward the three Riven wights before they could skewer the fallen confessor trying to pull herself out of the muck.

“Eruva Dagnir!” I chanted. As the Words of Power echoed through the forest, a burst of pale green energy erupted from my fingertips and coiled around the monsters like ethereal serpents. They screeched in protest as the spell sapped their strength and slowed their advance, and their stumbling movements gave Tully the time he needed to finally fire his bow and fell one of the wights. I lunged forth to intercept the others, my body and blade moving with unholy speed as I hacked through bone and flesh.

The Lady Confessor screamed in terror as their black blood further sullied her white robe. She didn’t seem injured, though she’d doubtlessly end up with a few bruises from her fall. But from the size of her blue eyes and volume of her panicked shrieking, it was clear she had never actually seen a Riven in person before, let alone fought one.

“Get up!” I shouted, hoping I could break through her fear. “We need your—”

I saw the shadow of the wight creeping up behind me a split second before I heard its footsteps, and I whirled around just in time to catch its sword with my own. Sparks flashed between our blades as they scraped together, and the Riven continued pressing down to try and break my guard so it could slice me in half. I clenched my teeth as I pushed back, barely holding on even with Maviroth’s power coursing through me.

The purple glow of the monster’s eyes was even more disturbing from mere inches away, as were the black veins pulsing beneath its pallid flesh. But the true horror of the Riven wasn’t merely their monstrous guise—it was the knowledge that if their corruption seeped into your blood or lungs, you were doomed to become one yourself.

Roaring in exertion, I twisted my blade counterclockwise to break the clash, then slammed the pommel into the wight’s face. It gurgled as it stumbled backward, its shattered nose hemorrhaging blood, as I brought my left gauntlet to the center of its breastplate.

“Soreth Mortis!” I shouted, channeling a burst of unholy magic through my fingers. The Riven screeched as the necrotic energy devoured its tainted flesh, and I leaned back and kicked it away as hard as I could. The dying monster crashed into two more of its companions, but the impact would barely slow them down.

Unless…

As always, the temptation to draw more power was there in the back of my mind. Maviroth’s dark blessing had opened the door, allowing me to unleash his unholy wrath, but simple spells were only the first taste of what magic had to offer. True power waited deep within the corrupted heart of the Primordial Chaos, not merely on its surface. All I needed to do was peek inside.

And so I did. A second wave of power coursed through me, intensifying the spell. The Riven I’d cursed died instantly as the necrotic energy flared inside it once again, feasting on its torso. The wight’s companions pushed the corpse aside, perfectly content to ignore their dead comrade and come after me.

Until the body exploded. Shards of the wight’s skeleton ripped through the other Riven like a storm of knives. The ghouls twisted on the ground, black blood frothing from their mouths as they died a final death.

Then, predictably, I paid the price. My muscles seized up, and my veins burned as if my blood had been set on fire. A wave of nausea crashed over me, and it took all my willpower not to drop to my knees and retch all over the forest floor. My heart fluttered, my breath went short, and I felt myself take one step closer to becoming the very monsters I was here to destroy.

A single tainted spell shouldn’t have been enough to turn me, but one never knew for certain. I had fought alongside Dread Knight arcanists who could reliably delve deep into the Chaos once or even twice per battle without serious consequences, but I had also witnessed an apprentice turn himself with a single tainted spell. I could still recall the look of abject terror in his eyes as the corruption seized him…and the surprise eternally frozen on his face when I’d run him through a moment later.

Deep down, there was a part of me that hoped I would turn, if only to finally end this interminable servitude. I had spent my entire adult life fighting the Riven, and my reward had been to lose my comrades, my honor, and the woman I loved. The world had awarded my service—my sacrifice—with humiliation and torment.

Gritting my teeth, I turned back to face the confessor girl. The look of horror on her face was no longer directed at the Riven, but at the man who had used tainted magic. It would have been so easy to let myself go and become the monster that she and her White Mantle friends already thought I was.

Or I could fight back, if for no other reason than to spite them one last time.

Snarling, I pushed through the pain and nausea as I raced to her side. Grabbing her arm, I hauled her out of the muck and helped her to her feet.

“Summon your horse!” I told her, looking straight into her eyes. “Right now!”

When she remained frozen in fear, I grabbed her shoulders and forced her to look at the battlefield. The fight was all but over—most of the other Condemned were dead. Sometime in the past few seconds, Churley had taken a spear to the gut, and Tully’s head was no longer attached to his body. A few yards further away, the last Mantle paladin was being pulled to the ground by ghouls, the brilliant glow of his blade fading to darkness when the Riven ripped it from his hands. In desperation, he tried to invoke a holy prayer to burn away his body and prevent himself from turning, but halfway through his incantation, the Riven tore out his throat.

“The horse!” I screamed. “Now!”

I don’t know if it was the intensity in my voice or the extent of the carnage that got through to her, but the confessor finally turned her head back to her horse as it whinnied and kicked the Riven trying to skewer it with spears.

“Vosh!” she shouted, the air rippling as her magical command reached into the beast’s mind, compelling it to return to its rider.

“Go!” I shouted, darting forward to hack down another ghoul as it chased after the horse. “Get back to the fortress! Tell them what happened!”

Two more Riven were upon me before I could turn to see if she obeyed, but after I’d added them to the growing pile of corpses at my feet, I heard the crack of the confessor’s reins and saw her mount leap over the winding stream. I caught her gaze for a fraction of a second as she bolted away, and I saw the question burning deep within her eyes.

Why? Why would a Dread Knight save her?

She wouldn’t have understood even if I’d explained it to her, and she wasn’t in the clear yet regardless. A dozen yards away from me, a wight was taking aim with its bow.

“Takros!” I yelled. My voice might not have had the power of a confessor—I couldn’t compel a foe to repent or drop to his knees—but I could fill his heart with enough rage to convince him that I was the only true threat on the battlefield.

For a moment, at least. But that was all the confessor should need.

The Riven, ensnared by my magic, shifted its attention to me and loosed its arrow. My armor was up to the task, but only just. The arrowhead caught the double layer of scales in my flank rather than striking between them, sparing my flesh and the organs beneath. Undeterred, I charged the wight before it could fire again, skewering it with a quick thrust as it nocked the arrow to the string.

But there were so many more. Amidst the corpses of both Condemned and Riven, at least a dozen of the monsters were still alive, with more appearing from within the forest every moment. And when I caught a sudden glimmer of movement out of the corner of my eye, I turned just in time to see Churley yank the spear from his stomach and lurch back to his feet. His flesh had gone as pallid as the other ghouls, and an eerie violet light had begun burning inside his eyes.

“Eruva Mogoth!” I chanted, invoking a dark blessing to enhance my strength rather than weaken my enemies. The battle was over, and I was hopelessly outnumbered.

But I was a Dread Knight. I would never go down without a fight.

I lunged at the Riven before they could come at me, slashing and thrusting and bashing anything in reach. Incantations rolled from my lips, sapping their strength and dissolving their tainted flesh. But even with Maviroth’s unholy blood roiling in my veins, I was only one man, and the ranks of the Riven seemed limitless.

When the press of ghouls finally dragged me to the ground, their claws and blades slashing through my armor and into my flesh, my last thought before the darkness claimed me was a sincere hope that after I turned, I’d kill at least one smug, self-righteous paladin before the Mantle put me down for good.


1
Awakening


Darkhold, Bastion of the Dread Knights. Six Years Ago…

“Get up!”

My skull throbbed, my bones ached, and my heart pounded as if it were about to explode inside my chest. The demon blood I’d imbibed burned in my mouth. Its unholy hunger sapped my strength, leaving me lying face-down. Standing up seemed impossible. It was taking everything I had to keep from spewing my guts all over the hard onyx floor.

Several of the others were already thrashing on the ground atop wet piles of their own vomit. At the very least, they wouldn’t become armigers. At worst, they might not survive the night. Only one in three aspiring Dread Knights completed their initial trials, and only half of those endured the Profane Covenant without passing out, puking, or dying.

As the tainted blood boiled in my stomach, binding me to my comrades and to the Profane, I couldn’t help but wonder if I was the next to fail. Only four of us had made it this far, and none of the others seemed any closer to pulling themselves off the floor than I did.

Except one. The white-haired elf girl had gotten her hands beneath her, and she’d started to push her wiry frame upright. Her silver eyes, normally as piercing as the moonlight, were completely bloodshot. She had half the muscle of the rest of us, yet it seemed like she might be the first to succeed.

“The Dread Knights cannot abide weakness,” Praevost Laricath snarled in his dark, pitiless voice. His heavy plate boots thundered on the floor as he paced around us, and I could imagine the fury and disappointment on his weathered face even behind the thin visor of his black helmet. “Because when we stand against the Riven, we are offering the weapons they can use against us. If you fail—if you fall—then all the strength and power we’ve given you becomes theirs. I will not swell the ranks of our enemy by feeding them the weak and unworthy.”

Gritting my teeth, ignoring the churn in my stomach and fire in my throat, I braced my hands beneath me. Normally, I could push myself up with no effort at all, even in heavy armor, but today it felt as if there were a horse lying on my back. And yet a few feet in front of me, the elf girl was halfway to her knees.

I had seen her many times training with the others in the Darkhold courtyard, but I didn’t know her name. All I’d been told was that she was one of the Tahari, the savage elves who survived in the wilds across Ikibris. Almost everyone was afraid of her—not because of what she could do, but because of what she could become. If the rest of us turned, we would become ghouls or perhaps wights. But an elf girl who turned would become a banshee, whose soul-rending scream could instantly turn men into Riven.

“The enemy will not listen to your pleas for mercy,” the Praevost said, raising his black gauntlet—the Fist of Maviroth, imbued with all the malice and power of the Dread Lord. “The Riven are ruthless. Unfeeling. Uncompromising. But the true enemy on every battlefield, the one you must learn to conquer each and every day, lies deep within your soul. It is not enough to be given a Profane blessing. You must prove that you are strong enough to wield it.”

I wobbled on my forearms as I pushed, and I was so nauseous I nearly burst. I clenched my teeth and closed my eyes, forcing myself to endure. I refused to fail the trials now, after I’d worked so hard and sacrificed so much.

The Western Fold was under siege, and there was no way in the murderous abyss that the militias could hold the resurgent Riven at bay. Caer Haloch had already fallen; Agronel would be next. Only the Dread Knights had any hope of stopping their advance.

And I was going to join them. No matter what.

Snarling deep in my throat, I pushed. Inch by inch my body lifted upright until my arms were completely straight. A wave of dizziness crashed over me, threatening to pull me back down, but I ignored it. I just needed to get my feet beneath me and stand…

“Get up!”

The words were quiet but hard, and I looked up to see the white-haired elf girl, triumphant on her knees, looking right at me. She couldn’t offer me her hand—direct aid was forbidden—but I could see in her eyes that she wanted to help. When the trial was over, when the Profane Covenant had been forged, we would all be bound in blood. Men and women. Humans and elves.

Dread Knights who had made a pact with the darkness in order to stand against it.

“Get up, Duncan!” the girl demanded. “You have to get up!”
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The Grey Moors. Present Day

I woke up cold, naked, and alone.

My lungs sucked in a rush of air, and my nose was overwhelmed by a pungent medicinal smell. Instinctively, I tried to move my arms and legs, but they didn’t want to cooperate.

“Fuck,” I rasped, my voice as parched as a corpse.

Oh, gods. Is that what I am? A Riven?

A rush of panic shot through me as I grappled with my last memory and the blackness clouding my vision. But then my brain finally caught up, and it occurred to me that if I could think for myself, I couldn’t have turned into a Riven. At least, not yet.

Taking another deep breath, I tried to focus on clearing my eyes by blinking repeatedly, but it didn’t seem to help. It was only then I realized there was nothing wrong with my eyes—it was just dark.

But not completely dark. Twisting my head to the left, I spotted a single lantern dangling from an iron ring perhaps twenty feet away at what appeared to be the base of a wooden stairwell. The dim light wasn’t much to work with, but my eyes gradually adjusted enough to reveal that I was below ground inside a mostly empty cellar. There were a few barrels and boxes stacked along the walls, as well as something I tentatively identified as an apothecary’s lab. If nothing else, that explained the medicinal smell.

I could make out just enough of myself to see that I was lying on a simple and increasingly uncomfortable wooden slat. The fact I was buck naked probably should have disturbed me more than it did, but I had bigger problems than modesty right now.

Having taken in my surroundings as best I could—and having finally convinced myself I wasn’t any more of a monster than I’d been before I lost consciousness—I once again tried to move. Neither my legs nor my arms budged, but I realized that also wasn’t quite as bad as it seemed.

I wasn’t paralyzed; I was restrained.

“Great,” I hissed, my voice sounding much more like a living human now that I’d cleared my throat. My arms were held fast next to my head, so it wasn’t difficult to get a good look at the iron shackles around my wrists. They seemed rather old, but they remained sturdy enough I couldn’t possibly break out of them with sheer strength.

At least, not without help.

Drawing in another soothing breath, I called out to Maviroth. “Ursula Vi!”

The incantation echoed impotently around the cellar. There was no rush of power, no surge of magic. Nothing at all besides silence.

“Well,” I murmured. “Shit.”

I paused, wondering if I should try again. The Dread Lord’s unholy blood connected me to the Primordial Chaos, and the Words of Power shaped the raw energy into spells. But White Mantle clerics were capable of shaping wards that could shield entire areas from all but the most powerful magic, and I seemed to be caught inside one right now.

I clenched my teeth. Being alive felt great; being naked, restrained, and powerless did not. Perhaps I was dead, but instead of being turned into a Riven, I’d been transported into the personal harem fantasy of the Mother Confessor. I’d always suspected the old hag secretly wanted to shag me.

I shivered in disgust at the thought.

A key scraped in a lock from somewhere across the cellar. A heartbeat later, a door creaked open and a set of footfalls began descending the steps, but they were so soft they almost seemed childlike. I held my breath, waiting for my captor—or savior?—to reveal himself. Despite the close proximity of the lantern to the stairs, the angle of the light made it difficult for me to discern many details about the figure. Though from the shape of his silhouette, he seemed reasonably tall and perhaps hunchbacked.

My hands balled into fists, and I was suddenly and painfully aware of my lack of a weapon. I wondered if it might be best to play dead to draw him in, just in case I got lucky enough that he’d unstrap my bindings. But before I could come up with anything resembling a clever plan, the figure reached the bottom of the stairs and moved into the light.

Making my breath instantly catch in my throat.

The figure wasn’t a man—it was a woman. Her creamy skin was tinted with an ethereal shade of light silver that glimmered in the lantern light, and a mane of straight black hair spilled down just over her shoulders. She was wearing a simple white dress that ended about halfway down her thigh, and as she continued moving, I realized she was barefoot.

But of all her striking features, what drew the lion’s share of my attention were her eyes—not merely because they were such a spectacular shade of blue, but because they were glowing faintly like tiny motes of moonlight. They were hauntingly beautiful…but also more than a little frightening. In a moment of panic, I started to wonder if she might be a demon, especially when I noticed that what I’d mistaken in the shadows as a hunched back was in fact a pair of tucked-in wings.

But they were feathery wings, not leathery ones. Which could only mean…

A deva.

My heart skipped several beats as I gazed upon her, once again wondering if I was actually dead. Devas, the immortal champions of Aodar and the other Archons, had been created to battle the demonic hordes of the Abyss. I had never seen one in the flesh before, for the exact same reason no one else had: they’d all been corrupted or destroyed during the Invocation.

The deva came to a halt in front of me, and I realized too late that I’d lost my chance to play dead. My hands were still clenched behind my head, and she inhaled sharply when she noticed the movement.

“Aodar’s light!” she exclaimed in a voice so soft and delicate each word seemed like it might break when it escaped her lips. “You’re awake!”

“Yes,” I rasped.

I couldn’t help but feel even more exposed with her standing so close to me. It wasn’t that I minded being naked next to beautiful women, but this wasn’t a bedroom or a tent by the campfire. And while everything I’d read about the devas of the old world suggested they were benevolent creatures with near-infinite compassion, that didn’t mean she’d appreciate my manhood rising to full mast just by looking at her.

“You sound surprised,” I added hastily.

“I am!” the deva exclaimed. “The corruption had spread so deep I feared that even Master Andrel wouldn’t be able to cleanse you in time.”

“I see.”

If nothing else, the fear that I might turn into a Riven explained the restraints. I certainly would have tied a man down if I were an apothecary trying to cleanse him of corruption. You never knew if he’d turn and try to rip off your face.

But then, that didn’t explain how this apothecary had cured me. Riven Rot wasn’t a rash one could soothe with a salve or a sickness one could cure with the right potion. Succumbing to corruption was a death sentence.

Worse, actually, unless you fancied living on as a monster.

“Incredible,” the deva breathed. “Absolutely incredible!”

Her glowing eyes studied me thoroughly, renewing my lingering concerns about my lack of modesty. But she didn’t seem the least bit offended or concerned. Instead, she reached out and gently placed her right hand atop my chest. I gasped softly when her fingertips began tracing the outline of my ribs.

“Does that hurt?” she asked worriedly, pausing when I made the sound.

“Uh, n-no,” I said, trying and failing to suppress a shudder of delight. Her touch was so gentle it tickled. “It’s just…sensitive.”

She continued on for several seconds, seemingly oblivious to everything but my chest, before she abruptly withdrew her hand. “Oh! I apologize. It is only that…well, I did not expect you to wake at all, let alone so soon. I should have had more faith in Master Andrel’s power. Aodar truly favors him.”

I pursed my lips, suddenly wishing she hadn’t pulled away. Her fingertips had tickled a little, sure, but the subtle probing had also felt amazing. Just because I was confused and restrained didn’t mean I couldn’t appreciate the softness of a woman’s touch.

“Aodar,” I murmured, looking around the cellar. “I assume we’re back in Rivenwatch, then?”

The deva frowned. “Rivenwatch? No, that is far to the east of here.”

I frowned back. “How far?”

“Master Andrel says it is a two-day walk with fair weather.”

I blinked. Our patrol couldn’t have been more than ten miles out from the fortress when we’d been ambushed by the Riven. How could I be halfway across the Grey Moors?

“Then where are we?” I asked. “A White Mantle outpost somewhere?”

“We are in Master Andrel’s cabin. The White Mantle rarely ventures this far into the Moors.”

Her eyes widened when I continued looking bewildered.

“I am so sorry! I am being a dreadfully poor hostess.” Her throat bobbed, and her cheeks seemed to flush ever so slightly in embarrassment. “My name is Kithani. Do not worry—you are in no danger.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” I said. “Though I’m not normally in the habit of trusting the word of people who have me tied up.”

Kithani mirrored my bewilderment for a moment, but then her eyebrows suddenly shot upward. “Oh, dear!” she practically yelped. “Of course! Let me unfasten your restraints.”

She hurried to the apothecary’s desk, presumably to retrieve the key for the cuffs, and it gave me a moment to examine her more closely. In every painting I’d ever seen of devas from the old world, especially those featuring the Hand of Aodar himself, their silvery skin and radiant gold or blue eyes had always been complemented by pristine white feathery wings. Kithani’s had seemed much darker, but I’d assumed it had been a trick of the light from the lantern shining on her from behind. But when she turned, I realized I’d been partially right. The bottom of her wings were white, but the top feathers were as black as her hair.

“Here,” she said when she returned, sliding the key into the iron manacles. “I apologize again. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

I lifted my arms once they were free, then sat up slowly in the hopes of preventing a rush of dizziness. The room spun anyway.

“I’m not sure you could frighten anyone,” I said, offering her a tight smile. “Seeing a living deva would inspire most people to feel hope.”

Kithani’s lips curled into the most radiant smile I’d ever seen. “I would like to believe so. But it has been a very long time since I’ve seen anyone outside the village.”

“Village?” I asked, nodding and rubbing at my wrists.

“Yes, Andrel’s Hope. There are nearly a hundred souls living here along the lake now.”

“Ah,” I said, though the name still meant nothing to me. The Moors were still largely unsettled. The lands to the east were still badly tainted, thanks to all the old battlefields and the ruins of Iltharus. Everyone said that it had been the first city destroyed by the Invocation. The entire population had become Riven.

The western part of the Moors had been recovering of late, but I only knew of a few scattered settlements, mostly near the gulf. The persistent threat of lingering corruption—and the occasional raid from dark elves, duergar, and other monsters of the Deep—kept most folk in the fertile lands of the Golden Coast, even the ones who hated the zealotry of the White Mantle.

“Master Andrel has not returned to Rivenwatch for some time,” Kithani went on. “He believes that the people here in the Moors need his skills as a healer far more than those on the Coast.”

“Apothecaries are welcome everywhere,” I said.

“He is far more than an apothecary—he was once a paladin.”

My stomach turned. Of course I’d wake up in the cabin of a damn paladin…

I managed to keep myself from hissing in disgust. I didn’t immediately recognize the name, but that didn’t mean much. I’d fought alongside plenty of White Mantle soldiers during the war, though I’d only ever known a few by name—and usually surname, at that.

“I’m Duncan, by the way,” I told her. “Duncan Keene.”

“I know,” Kithani said, smiling again. It was easily brighter than the lantern. “Master Andrel told me all about you.”

I arched an eyebrow. “Did he, now?”

“Yes. He said you are a Dread Knight, and that you helped him defeat the last Spellbinder at Canith Mir.”

“That’s me, all right,” I said, remembering the face the Lady Confessor had made when she’d realized who I was. Oddly, I didn’t see any trace of that same disgust on Kithani. I would have thought that a deva would be even more judgmental.

“It is a shame you are a wicked man,” she added, “who justifies his worship of the Profane in the name of fighting the Riven.”

There it was.

“First, I don’t worship the Profane,” I said. “Second, I’ve never felt the need to justify anything.”

Kithani frowned. “Do the Dread Knights not accept the power of Maviroth?”

“We do.”

“Then you are wicked.”

Her tone was so blunt, so matter-of-fact, it was clearly meant as a declaration rather than an opinion.

“If you really believe that, then why would you go to all this effort to save me?” I asked.

“Because the White Flame burns brightest in the dark,” Kithani replied. “Aodar believes we must always try to redeem those who have fallen astray. He knows that one day you will abandon Maviroth and join his paladins in the light.”

I suppressed a snort. Beautiful, friendly, idealistic…her demeanor and personality fit the stories of her kind perfectly. Devas were practically the exact opposite of me.

“Well,” I said, “we’re all entitled to our own fantasies, I suppose.”

“I don’t understand. Do you not wish to be redeemed?”

“Not particularly.”

Her frown deepened. “But…why would you choose to remain wicked? I sense no darkness in your heart.”

“You’re probably just not looking hard enough.”

Kithani seemed more confused than ever, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was speaking with a clueless farmgirl rather than an immortal being forged by Aodar himself. Then again, if the stories about deva were true, she probably couldn’t fathom why anyone would turn away from her god. His divine power infused her entire being.

But this isn’t the time to argue, I told myself. I should at least get some pants on before I pick a fight with my saviors.

“Never mind,” I muttered, waving my hand dismissively. “I’m just a little disoriented after…well, after not dying.”

“I understand,” Kithani said. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Maybe,” I said, sliding off the wooden slat and standing upright. “Did you happen to save my clothes?”

Kithani’s brow wrinkled as if it hadn’t occurred to her that I was nude until her eyes flicked downward. Once they did, her cheeks instantly flushed. “Oh! Yes. I-I mean, no, I’m sorry. Your clothing was quite ruined.”

“Not surprising, all things considered,” I said, wondering if the same was true about my armor and blade. They’d both served me well over the years…

“I will go upstairs to fetch you some clean garments,” she said. “I would have had them available for you, but—”

“You weren’t expecting me to wake up,” I finished for her, giving her a reassuring smile.

Kithani nodded. Despite her embarrassment, her glowing gaze still lingered on my body.

“You have so many scars,” she whispered, hands reaching out to brush my ribs and the old slash wounds decorating my stomach. “Do Dread Knights not possess healing magic?”

I tried not to inhale when her fingertips grazed across my flesh again. A trail of pure delight followed her fingertips, raising my tiny chest hairs in their wake.

“Not the kind used by the Mantle,” I managed, suppressing a contented sigh. “Regardless, they don’t let you cast spells in the Condemned, and the Mantle clerics don’t offer former Dread Knights much in the way of aid.”

“Why?”

“You’d have to ask them,” I said. Normally, I got annoyed when I spoke with someone this naïve, but even my deep well of cynicism was powerless against her innocent charm. “The Mantle may talk about redemption all the time, but they’re stingy when it comes to doling it out.”

Kithani shook her head, another delicate movement that barely even moved her long black hair. “The wounds are so old they may be difficult to mend, but I am willing to try.”

“I, uh, I might take you up on that sometime,” I said, holding back a full shiver of delight. So far, I’d been able to hold in all the noises expressing my enjoyment, but there was nothing I could do about the other, more visual indicators of how good her touch was making me feel. “In the meantime…how about those pants?”

Kithani continued eyeing me intensely, her head tilting as she examined my wounds, apparently completely oblivious to the fact my manhood was arching up to my belly.

Or maybe not so oblivious. Her gaze clearly settled upon it, and her left hand slid from my chest and drifted toward my swollen stem—

But then abruptly pulled away as she shook her head, almost as if she were snapping out of a trance or magical compulsion.

“Yes,” she said finally, cheeks flushing again. It was only then that I noticed she was breathing harder than before. “Of course. You are concerned about modesty.”

Not as much as I was a minute ago, I thought to myself. What in Maviroth’s name is going on?

“Well, it’s also a bit chilly down here,” I said, giving her a sheepish grin. It wasn’t technically a lie—I could definitely feel a draft—but right now, I was about as hot as I’d ever been.

“Let me fetch you some proper garments,” Kithani said with another bright smile. “Then you can come upstairs and meet Master Andrel yourself. He will be ecstatic to know that you have awakened.”

She spun so quickly on her heel that the edge of one of her wings tickled my nose as she turned, and she padded almost silently across the cellar on her bare feet. She vanished up the stairs, and I once again found myself alone in the strange cellar wondering what in the murderous abyss I had gotten myself into now.


2
The Exile


While I waited for Kithani, I occupied myself by exploring the cellar. There wasn’t all that much to see aside from the barrels and shelves of wine, though some of the vintages were quite rare. One was almost a century old, a scant four years after the foundation of the White Mantle and the liberation of Stormcrest. I wondered if the entire batch had been part of a grand celebration. If so, this bottle was a historical relic. The wine would probably be pure vinegar by now anyway.

The apothecary’s lab was more interesting, though I didn’t know nearly as much about the craft as I would have liked. The collection of herbs seemed impressive, with a wide variety of samples that alchemists in the Coast would pay good money to get their hands on.

Kithani returned a few minutes later, this time politely averting her eyes as she handed me the garments. The gesture struck me as a bit silly, but I played along since she seemed embarrassed about it. Everything fit well, from the undergarments to the simple white tunic and brown trousers. I was surprised, to say the least, but I’d learned long ago that it was never worth complaining about coincidences when they worked in your favor.

Once I was dressed, Kithani led me upstairs. I genuinely had no expectations for what I’d find when I emerged. I was primed to accept practically anything, from a forest filled with fairies to the fiery pits of the Abyss. After waking up from certain death and being greeted by a deva, anything and everything seemed possible.

But instead, the cabin was completely mundane. It was large and reasonably well appointed, with several distinct rooms and another staircase leading up to a second level, but nothing was otherwise out of the ordinary. It could have been one of thousands of similar homes in Stormcrest or anywhere else along the Golden Coast.

A warm, gentle breeze came in through the open windows, and the sweet scent of freshly-baked bread tickled my nose and made my stomach rumble. I had no idea how long it had been since I’d eaten anything.

“I was just about to get started making dinner,” Kithani said, perhaps sensing my sudden hunger. “I came down to the cellar to fetch wine.”

My eyebrows both lifted. “You’re a cook?”

“Of course!” she said brightly. “This surprises you?”

Everything about you surprises me, I thought to myself. Starting with the fact you exist.

“I suppose it does,” I said instead. “I’ve seen countless paintings of devas, but none of them showed your people baking anything.”

Kithani seemed momentarily confused, as if she was struggling to remember something. But then her radiant smile returned.

“Perhaps they should,” she said. “Master Andrel says I am the best cook in the entire village.”

“Then I can’t wait for dinner,” I replied, returning her smile even as a part of me still wondered why a mythical being would be chopping onions instead of…well, practically anything else.

“If you wait in the study, he should be back soon,” she said, pointing to one of the two rooms to our right. “He will be thrilled by your unexpected recovery!”

“Then I look forward to meeting him.”

The study was as well appointed as the rest of the cabin, with a fine oak desk as well as a comfortable-looking divan next to a tea table. Three of the room’s walls were occupied by bookshelves, laden with dozens of titles I couldn’t pronounce. Some looked Dwarvish, others Elvish, and quite a few were penned in human languages from lands beyond Ikibris. I’d never seen such a diverse collection.

There was even an ancient copy of the Cleaving of Creation, the tale of how Aodar and his wife Naryssa had terminated their divine marriage so dramatically it had sundered the Primordial Chaos. Aodar had used his half to forge the devas, while Naryssa had done the same with demons. It was a fascinating tale, though I figured the man who’d written the story had probably just endured a nasty divorce of his own and decided to dramatize his hatred of his ex-wife for all eternity.

I spotted many other interesting tomes as well, including several spellbooks. Such dangerous arcane volumes were common in the Lucent Spire where Dread Knight arcanists could study them in relative safety, but they were rare on bookshelves in the Golden Coast. The White Mantle considered arcane magic nearly as heretical as drawing power from Maviroth or Balphoren or any of the other Profane. It was admittedly hard to blame them, given that mages were responsible for the Invocation…and the Riven it had unleashed upon the world.

My eyes were eventually drawn to the armor tree and weapon stand nestled against the back wall. They proudly displayed a gleaming suit of silver plate mail embossed with White Mantle heraldry. Beside the armor was a large, polished sword. The elaborate golden hilt was a flawless copy of Aodar’s symbol, and the blade was crafted out of pure Amarian steel. This was definitely the weapon of a high-ranking paladin, probably a full Knight-Commander. As a boy growing up in the Western Fold, I’d wanted nothing more than to wield such a weapon in the name of the White Flame.

I found myself drifting closer to the weapon rack. There were a hundred reasons why I shouldn’t touch the sword, not the least of which was basic manners. But for some reason, I couldn’t stop myself. My hand drifted toward the blade as if drawn by an unseen force, and my fingers curled around the handle—

And were greeted by an intense flash of pain. I gasped and snatched my hand back, clutching at my palm. My skin was an angry red, as if I’d touched a cookpot while it was still over the fire.

Evidently the blade didn’t want to be touched.

“I’m afraid that armor hasn’t fit me well for a while,” a deep, raspy voice said from behind me. “But it’s a pleasant reminder of a time before getting out of bed was a challenge.”

I turned around. The man standing in the doorway was well-dressed, with a brown doublet and finely tailored trousers that would have fit in quite well among the Stormcrest merchant class, if not necessarily the wealthy elite. He was tall and reasonably muscular, though with how heavily he was leaning on his cane, time had rather plainly taken a bite out of his vigor. His weathered face and tousled white hair suggested he was likely in his sixties if not older.

“Hearty and hale,” he said, looking me up and down. “By Aodar’s light.”

“From what Kithani told me, I have you to thank,” I said, lowering my scalded hand and burying my pained grimace.

“All your thanks belong to Aodar. Without the grace of the White Flame, you would have already succumbed to the Rot and turned.”

I forced a thin smile. “Well, since you’re here and he’s not, I’ll settle for thanking you.”

The old man chuckled. “You’re very welcome, though you should spare some gratitude for Kithani. There’s no finer cleric in the Moors.”

“Or cook, I’m told.”

“You can judge that for yourself soon enough,” he said, extending a hand. “Andrel Crohl, at your service.”

The name hit me like a punch in the gut. My mouth dropped open, even as I gave his hand a firm but measured squeeze.

That was why the name had seemed familiar. Andrel Crohl, once the Lord Marshal of the White Mantle. The man who had struck the final blow against the Riven at Canith Mir, finally ending the Great Darkness after two hundred years.

Crohl wasn’t just another paladin. He was a fucking legend.

And if the sword behind me belonged to him…

I whirled around to look upon the weapon, breath catching in my throat. Sacrothyr, the Radiant Blade, the sword once carried by the Hand of Aodar himself. There was no greater weapon against demons or Riven. And I, a man with Profane blood in my veins, had dared touch it.

I was lucky it hadn’t burned my hand off. Or killed me.

“Crohl,” I echoed, turning back around to face him. “I know the name well.”

“Perhaps on the lips of the Mother Confessor as she cursed my existence,” the old paladin said with a snort.

“I’ve heard it on everyone’s lips from here to the far north,” I said. “You’re the one who killed Veracus and ended the war.”

His smile faded. “I may be the one who struck the final blow against the lich, but I didn’t win the war myself. You were there, too. Fighting alongside that Tahari druid, if I’m not mistaken.”

I nodded slowly, astonished he knew men. While my aerial unit had indeed been there at the final battle, I never actually saw the lich, let alone fought him. Crohl, Praevost Laricath, and several other elite paladins and Dread Knights were the ones who had engaged Veracus inside his Phylactery Tower in the heart of the city. The Praevost had told what happened later; all we’d seen was the explosion that leveled the tower and destroyed the last surviving Spellbinder with it.

“I was there,” I managed.

“Then all of Ikibris owes you a great debt,” Crohl said. “As you know, our eagle riders had been decimated before the final battle. Without your gryphons, we would have been slaughtered before we ever reached the tower.”

“We, uh, we got lucky,” I said, still half in a trance. As much as I reviled the White Mantle after the Blackreach Betrayal, I couldn’t be upset at the man who had killed so many Riven. Especially since he’d retired years before that treacherous night.

“I thought the Dread Knights didn’t believe in luck,” Crohl said, a ghost of his smile returning. “Just discipline, planning, and sacrifice.”

“Well, I still never complain when things go my way. Like waking up in a dark cellar when I should have been dead.”

He chuckled again. “In my experience, the true sign of a veteran—aside from all the wounds and limping—is the ability to understand how fortunate we are to be alive. And how bravery and skill have had less to do with that than we want to believe.”

I smiled back. It had been a long time since I’d stood face-to-face with a fellow warrior—a real one, not the poor fools in the Condemned. It was difficult to explain to anyone who hadn’t experienced it themselves, but there was an unspoken bond between men who’d spilled blood on the same battlefield and lived to tell stories about it.

“In all honesty, I almost didn’t make it to the battle,” Crohl went on. “Time and old wounds had already sapped most of my strength by then, but I refused to put down the blade until the Riven were defeated and the city was free.”

“Free being relative, in this case. There wasn’t anyone left alive to enjoy it.”

“No,” he said darkly. “No, there was not.”

We shared a moment of grim silence. When Veracus had conquered Canith Mir years earlier and rebuilt his Phylactery Tower to ensure his immortality, he had turned the entire city—some forty thousand souls—into Riven. It had taken six years and tens of thousands of lives before we’d reclaimed it.

“I almost ran into you the night before the battle,” I told him. “I was delivering a message to the Praevost.”

“Then you missed a fine argument,” Crohl said. “We never agreed on much. But your people fought well. We couldn’t have defeated the Riven without you.”

My jaw clenched, and my good humor evaporated. “Your comrades had a funny way of showing their gratitude. They turned on us the moment the Riven were gone.”

Given who this man was—and that he had just saved my life—I shouldn’t have been so blunt. I probably shouldn’t have even confronted him about the Blackreach Betrayal at all yet, not without knowing where he stood on the issue.

But sometimes the bitterness poured out of me. And frankly, if Crohl sympathized with how his replacement had treated us, I needed to know so I could get out of here.

“That night was a disgrace,” Crohl said. “To dignity, to honor, to the alliance…when I learned what happened, I was furious.”

I frowned, my flash of rage lowering to a simmer. “Is that why you’re out here in the Moors? Exile?”

“Something like that. When the war was over, the Mother Confessor had very specific plans about what was going to happen next. I wanted nothing to do with them, and when I spoke out against her…”

Crohl shrugged. “I was given the choice between exile and spending my elder years in a temple lecturing aspirants about the dangers of the Profane. It wasn’t a difficult decision.”

He let out a weary sigh, then gestured for me to take a seat on the divan while he limped over to the chair behind the desk. I did as he asked, my interest piqued. He could have been lying, but he certainly seemed honest enough. And more to the point, I couldn’t imagine why he would have bothered to save me if he agreed with the rest of the Mantle that the Dread Knights were irredeemable sinners who needed to be destroyed.

“I always assumed you retired after the battle,” I said. “You make it sound like you were driven out.”

“Many things have changed since the war,” Crohl said, groaning as he sat down. “Few for the better, I’m afraid. There was a time not so long ago when everyone understood that our enemy was the Riven, not one another.”

I watched him, hearing an echo of my own acrimony in his voice. Though in his case, it sounded more like regret.

“But there’s little point dwelling on that right now,” Crohl said, waving a hand as if to banish the memory. “I imagine this must not be what you expected after the Riven descended upon you.”

“To be honest, I didn’t expect anything besides oblivion,” I said. “But I’d love to know how I survived—and why an exiled paladin brought me here.”

“Unfortunately, I have no answer for the first question. We’ve no idea why the Riven didn’t finish you off. When Kithani found your body, the battle was long over. There were many corpses, and markings in the muck suggested that at least some of the others must have turned.”

My mouth twisted as I thought about my friends. Bad enough that Churley and Hastor and Tully had been ripped apart on one of their final patrols. But to come back as Riven?

Fuck.

“There were two White Mantle paladins with us,” I said. “Did she find them?”

“No,” Crohl said. “We assumed you had an escort, but there weren’t any Mantle bodies among the fallen.”

A pit formed deep in my stomach. Just because I resented the paladins didn’t mean I wanted them turned into Riven. I’d spent six years fighting side-by-side with them in the Wild Marches. At one time, I had considered some of them comrades. A few had even become friends.

What a fucking disaster.

“There was also a confessor with us,” I said. “I helped her get on her mount and flee before we were overwhelmed. I don’t suppose Kithani found her body anywhere?”

“No,” Crohl said, frowning. “Why would the Mantle risk sending a confessor with you? The Moors are almost as dangerous today as during the Rising.”

“I don’t know—I wondered the same thing. They never sent one with us on patrol before. Even without the random attacks by monsters crawling up from the Deep, there’s enough lingering corruption out here that women shouldn’t get anywhere close, especially ones as young as her. Gods preserve her if she Blights while pregnant.”

The older man’s eyes narrowed. “The Mother Confessor wouldn’t put one of her own into that kind of danger without a very specific goal in mind.”

I suddenly wished I’d spent more effort trying to get an answer to that question before our patrol had been attacked. It couldn’t have been something as simple as carrying a message—the paladins could have easily delivered a letter to Blackreach on their own.

“Back to your second question,” Crohl went on, “that is where you owe Kithani your life. When she found you alive, she did what she could to close your wounds, then brought you here.”

“An actual guardian angel,” I said wryly. “Does she often fly around the Moors looking for half-dead men to rescue?”

“No,” Crohl said with a grin that faded almost immediately when he continued. “She was actually looking for the one responsible for the Riven who attacked you.”

“Responsible? So you don’t think it was a random attack?”

“Do you?”

I leaned back in the chair, memories of the battle flashing through my mind. “No,” I admitted. “There were too many of them, and they were too far from any settlements to be a spontaneous turning. A corruptor must have gotten to them. The only question is what kind.”

“We don’t know for certain,” Crohl admitted. “There’s no sign of another awakened dragon, thank the gods, and until recently I hadn’t heard about any other powerful corrupted creatures in the region who could spawn new Riven. But when I met with the speakers of the villages on the gulf a few days ago, several of them mentioned seeing an elf woman nearby.”

My brow creased. “A nymph?”

“No, she never came near any of the villages. But several people saw her weaving magic. And she didn’t seem concerned about traveling on tainted land.”

I pushed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth. Elves were a rare sight in the Moors and the Golden Coast. Most of their race had turned and subsequently been destroyed after the Invocation, and the survivors had largely been driven from human cities across Ikibris, either by forced exile or mass lynchings. The only ones who remained were Tahari nymphs, young maidens hoping to seduce human men and get pregnant before returning home to their tribes deep in the forests.

Even two centuries after the Invocation, elves still had such a strong affinity for magic—and thus potential connection to the Chaos—that they couldn’t reproduce on their own. At least, not without a fifty-fifty chance of the woman Blighting during childbirth and becoming a banshee. Mating with a human lowered those odds to one in ten.

For an elven woman who wasn’t a nymph to be out in the Moors…well, it suggested that she may have already turned.

“A banshee,” I said.

“That is my fear,” Crohl agreed.

I sucked in air through my nose. After the Invocation, the elven mages of the Immortal Court had transformed into Riven like every other creature connected to the Chaos, and their magic had allowed them to control hordes of ghouls and wights. The males became baelnorn, fearsome creatures wielding even more powerful magic than they’d controlled in life. The females became banshees, whose wailing screams could turn entire villages.

Thankfully, the original baelnorn and banshees had been hunted down and destroyed along with most other powerful corrupted creatures. That hard-won victory was precisely why Aodar’s faith had spread so far and wide across Ikibris. After more than a century of civilizational collapse in the wake of the Invocation, the White Mantle and its paladins had finally offered humanity the means to defend itself against the Riven hordes.

“Kithani and I have been trying to find this banshee ever since we first heard the rumors about her,” Crohl said.

“Hopefully the confessor escaped,” I said. “At the very least, she could warn the Mantle.”

“If she did, there’s been no response yet.”

“Surely you could warn them, then,” I said. “Even the Mother Confessor wouldn’t be able to ignore the threat of an attack on Rivenwatch.”

“You might be surprised,” Crohl said. “She cares far more about challenges to her power these days than threats to humanity. The Riven may be vile, but only men are truly villainous.”

I pursed my lips. Had the Mantle not betrayed us at Blackreach, I could have easily contacted the Tribune in charge of the fortress and mustered a squad of Dread Knights to do some hunting. We’d never kept a huge garrison here so far from Darkhold, but a few dozen knights would be sufficient if we caught the banshee quickly enough.

The old bitterness flared up inside me. Not just about the betrayal, but about how badly I longed to return to my fellow Dread Knights. Now that I had escaped the Condemned, I could go home whenever I wanted…

“In any event, I fear there may not be time for the Mantle to act,” Crohl went on. “If there is a banshee, she needs to be destroyed before she can turn whole villages. We need to find her as soon as possible.”

“We?” I asked dubiously. “You mean you and Kithani?”

Crohl smiled thinly. “I was hoping a Dread Knight might be willing to help us as well.”

“Former Dread Knight,” I muttered. “Your friends in the Mantle made sure of that.”

“No one involved in that disgrace is a friend of mine, on either side,” Crohl said. “I may not always agree with your order’s methods, and I certainly don’t think it’s a good idea to beg for power from the Profane. But we couldn’t have defeated the Riven without you, that much is certain.”

Crohl eyed me for a moment, then smiled wryly. “Besides, I don’t believe there’s such a thing as a former Dread Knight. Your Covenant binds you to Maviroth forever.”

I grunted softly, and for a moment, I swore I could taste the demon’s blood in my throat again. It had been six long years since the Praevost had recruited me into the order, yet I could still remember taking the oath with perfect clarity.

“Besides, you may have noticed that I’m getting on in years,” Crohl added. “And the village militia here, while capable of fending off the occasional goblin raid, doesn’t have the experience fighting the Riven like you do.”

“My experience didn’t help me much on that patrol,” I reminded him. “The Riven nearly killed me. They should have killed me.”

“But they didn’t,” Crohl said. “And Kithani said you were surrounded by a pile of Riven corpses. How many of them did you fell? A dozen? More?”

He gestured with his chin toward the kitchen. “More importantly, Kithani needs help. I’d rather she not have to face a banshee alone.”

I followed his gaze to the door. I couldn’t see into the kitchen from this angle, but I could hear the deva working…and whistling a merry tune. Whatever she was making smelled damn good.

“If the legends are true, I would think that a deva could handle herself,” I said.

“She can,” Crohl said. “But even the best of us can use help now and then. She may not have killed as many Riven as you have, but she’s eager to catch up.”

I had only spoken to her for a few minutes, but it was difficult for me to imagine Kithani killing anything. But devas were supposed to be powerful, both physically and magically. It was said that they could effortlessly channel the power of the White Flame.

“I thought all the devas were corrupted during the Invocation,” I said.

“So did I,” Crohl said, glancing back at the kitchen. “She is greatly weakened—she can’t tap into the Chaos as effortlessly as her kind once could. But Aodar still gives her great strength.”

“Can devas become Riven?”

“No,” Crohl said. “Something far worse.”

The old man’s eyes went distant for a few heartbeats, but then he heaved himself out of his chair. “I know this is a great deal to take in all at once, especially for a man who thought he was dead. You deserve some time to relax and get your bearings, and the world isn’t going to end while you enjoy a well-deserved meal. Come, let’s eat. Afterward, you can ask me any questions you like.”


3
The Deva


Darkhold, Bastion of the Dread Knights. Five Years Ago…

Legate Bremic stepped in front of the door to block my way out of the mess hall. The man smiled down at the bowl of porridge in my hands, making the scar on his left cheek stretch.

“You sure you want to leave, son?” he asked.

I paused, confused. I’d eaten in my quarters every other night this week, and no one had seemed to care.

“I wanted to study more incantations before bed, sir,” I told him. “It’s easier to—”

“The moment you fly out of Darkhold, you’ll be surrounded by misery and death. I’d enjoy this while you can.”

I took an anxious gulp, unsure of what to do. I couldn’t very well question a Legate, but I was still struggling to master a few of the spells. The last thing I wanted was to speak the wrong Word of Power when we were finally fighting the Riven.

“You’ll be sick of the killing in hours,” Bremic said. “And it will seem like it’s never going to end. You’ll have to put down ghouls who were grandmothers the day before. Wights who were good husbands and fathers last week. And sooner or later, you’ll have to put down one of your blood brothers, too.”

His jaw tightened, and he put his black gauntlet on my shoulder. “So I’ll say it again: enjoy your time here, son. Enjoy the food. Enjoy the company.”

He glanced across the mess hall, and I followed his eyes to the far corner of the room where the Tahari girl was sitting alone at a table with her porridge and bread. I never saw her speak to anyone besides the trainers and officers, but I’d heard the other armigers talk about her plenty of times. She was cold and unfeeling, they said, but even if she’d been warm and kind they would have kept their distance. They weren’t scared of what she was, but of what she could become.

What she likely would become, if this war dragged on. She was the only armiger I knew of who kept poison on her belt—not to smear on her arrows, but to imbibe if she ever felt the Rot setting in.

“No one should eat alone,” Legate Bremic said quietly. “Not here among comrades.”

Taking a deep breath, I turned away from the exit and headed toward the elf’s table. We’d spent little time together, with me training in the infantry and her working with the Bloodletters, but she had always been pleasant enough when we’d spoken. Though even if she had been a complete bitch, she was still a fellow Dread Knight, bound by blood and duty.

At that moment, I realized the Legate was right. If we were going to die together one day, we should learn to live together first.

The girl looked up at me as I approached, her white eyebrows lifting in surprise.

“Is this seat taken?” I asked, hovering over the bench across from her.

“It can be,” she replied in her heavily-accented voice. “If you’re brave enough.”

I raised an eyebrow back at her. “I didn’t realize these tables were so dangerous.”

“Ask the others. They seem convinced they’ll turn if they get too close to me.”

I glanced over my shoulder. Nearly everyone else was watching us, though they were trying hard not to be obvious about it.

“Well,” I said, setting down my bowl as I slid onto the bench. “I guess I’ll find out.”

She looked at me in silence, her silver eyes sizing me up. For a few awkward heartbeats, I thought she might ask me to leave after all.

“I’m Zaelya, by the way,” she said instead.

“Duncan,” I replied. “It’s good to meet you.”

She smiled, an expression I’d never seen on her face before. “We’ll see.”
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The Grey Moors. Present Day.

I was still grappling with everything Crohl had told me while I followed him into the cabin’s cozy dining room. A basket of fresh bread awaited us on the table, and Kithani was at the stove stirring a large black pot. The nearby counter was piled with the stems of chopped vegetables and leftover scraps of sliced meat.

“It’s almost ready!” the deva said, stretching up on her toes to retrieve a jar of spices from the cupboard.

My stomach rumbled again as I sat across from Crohl, and I had to stop myself from grabbing a heel of bread and stuffing my face. As a younger man, I’d been quite well-mannered—every mother and grandmother in the village had loved me for it. But after six years fighting the Riven on countless battlefields, my sense of etiquette and protocol had eroded.

Somehow, I managed to keep my appetite from getting the better of me. The bigger challenge proved to be keeping my eyes off Kithani as she served us. I still couldn’t believe I was sitting this close to a mythical creature.

Though if I was being honest with myself, that disbelief was only a small part of the reason my gaze was drawn to her. The sad truth was that I’d spent precious little time around attractive women—mythical or not—during the past year among the ranks of the Condemned.

“I hope you like it!” Kithani said as she filled my bowl. “The garden has been good to us this season.”

“Incredible to think that just a few years ago, one could hardly grow anything in the Moors,” Crohl said as he poured me a glass of wine. “The soil has healed quickly after the war. One almost wonders if the Treemother herself has blessed the land.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Though if that’s true, one should also wonder why a goddess would allow it to become corrupted in the first place.”

Crohl chuckled. “The Archons rely on their servants to enact their will…as do the Profane.”

How convenient for them, I thought sourly as I sipped the wine. The sweet dryness was a welcome change from the swill I’d been forced to drink in Rivenwatch. I hadn’t even tasted wine since the early days of the siege at Tunare. That had only been four years ago, but it already felt like two lifetimes away.

“Eat up,” Crohl said, gesturing to the stew. “You must be famished.”

I was, but I still tried to eat like a human rather than an ogre, if only to avoid offending my hosts. The bread was warm and squishy and delicious, and the stew was so good my mouth wouldn’t stop watering even while I slurped it down. I didn’t recognize the blend of spices, but the savoriness made the wine seem even sweeter by comparison.

I was a little embarrassed that I’d finished half the bowl by the time I realized that Kithani hadn’t served herself. She sat next to us at the table, legs crossed and wings tucked as she watched us both eat with a contented smile.

“This is delicious,” I said between bites.

“Good!” she said, practically bubbling with joy. “The tapra herbs are especially strong right now.”

I looked at the empty place setting in front of her. “Aren’t you going to have any?”

“Hmm?” Her dark brow furrowed in momentary confusion. “Oh, I have no need for food.”

“You don’t eat?”

“She isn’t mortal,” Crohl reminded me, as if I could possibly forget. “Creatures forged from the Chaos have no need of physical sustenance.”

I mulled it over as I ate another spoonful of stew. That thought had never occurred to me…but then, the only immortal creatures I’d ever encountered were demons, and they were all too happy to dine on mortal flesh. That didn’t necessarily mean they drew sustenance from it, though; they probably just got off on the torture and misery.

“It seems unfair,” I said. “You spend all this time cooking and you don’t even get to enjoy it yourself.”

Kithani eyed a slice of bread. “The soil is healing, but food remains too precious to waste.”

“A few bites is hardly wasteful,” I pointed out. “Why not at least have a taste?”

Crohl laughed as he buttered his bread. “You needn’t worry, she steals bites when she wants them,” he said. “Sometimes more than a bite, especially if she bakes tartlets.”

The deva’s cheeks turned red. “I only ate two! Though I did desire a third…”

“I’m only teasing, dear,” he said, patting her hand reassuringly. “It’s important for our guest to know that even devas have their vices.”

Kithani flashed me a sheepish smile. She continued watching quietly as we ate, as if the whole process were utterly fascinating. The moment we finished, she bounced to her feet, intent on cleaning up after us. But that was a bridge too far.

“Here, let me help,” I said, picking up the empty bowls.

“That isn’t necessary,” she assured me.

“Maybe not, but washing a few dishes seems like a small price to pay for dinner and a resurrection.”

Kithani seemed as if she might protest, but Crohl just grinned and gestured with his hand for her to let it go. It didn’t take long, since she had already brought in fresh water from the lake. Before I scrubbed, she reached over to a rack of vials filled with bluish fluid, which she added to the buckets before we used them. I may not have known much about alchemy, but I still recognized a cleaning solution when I saw them.

Crohl poured us more wine once we’d finished, and I had about half of another glass before he looked at Kithani and gestured to the door.

“Night will fall soon,” he said. “Do you want to show him around a bit before it’s dark?”

“Of course!” Kithani said. “If he is willing?”

“Sure,” I said with a shrug. “I enjoy a good walk after a meal.”

When I stood and moved to the door, the deva looked inquisitively at Crohl.

“Go ahead,” he said with a wave of his glass. “My knees could use a rest after the trip to the village this afternoon.”

“Do you need healing?” she asked, suddenly looking forlorn. “I could—”

“Not even an angel can cure the ravages of age, my dear,” Crohl insisted. “Now go along. Don’t waste the light while you have it.”

Kithani paused for a heartbeat, as if deciding whether or not she wanted to aid him anyway. But she eventually turned and led me outside.

Experimentally, I silently invoked Maviroth’s name once we left the cabin, and I was pleased to feel his power return to me. I didn’t cast any spells; I had only wanted to confirm that I still possessed the power. My theory about the nature of the ward was correct—Crohl had sanctified his cabin against the Profane.

Knowing I could once again call upon my magic was a relief, and I turned my attention back to my surroundings. The nearby area proved every bit as tranquil as the cabin. The building rested atop a gentle, sloping hill with the rising mountains behind it to the north and west. The waning sun filtered through the peaks, splintering the sunlight across the hills almost like one of the stained-glass windows found in temples across Ikibris. The large, fenced-in garden Kithani had mentioned was slightly farther down the hill to the east where it could benefit from the water run-off from above without being completely drowned, and a few dozen trees—deliberately planted—provided plenty of shade without being as oppressive as a true forest canopy.

The western side of the house featured a modest stable with a single horse roaming the adjoining pasture. Beyond it, perhaps half a mile down the hill, was the lake at the base of mountains. A village surrounded by a wooden palisade hugged the water on the southwestern shore, far enough away that I could make out some of the houses but none of the people.

“This area is beautiful,” I commented as I looked out over the hills. “No tainted soil anywhere in sight.”

“Master Andrel hopes that in time, more people will choose to settle out in the Moors,” Kithani said, stretching out her wings now that she didn’t have to worry about knocking anything off the counter.

“I imagine few on the coast even realize it’s an option,” I said. “Most believe the Moors are only a few steps above the Wild Marches. And they aren’t wrong—the land is still badly tainted around the ruins of Iltharus.”

“One day, that will no longer be the case. But we must find the source of the Riven and destroy it before they undo years of healing.”

She began walking down the narrow, rocky path to the lake. I followed but frowned when I realized she was still barefoot.

“Don’t you want to put on some boots?” I asked. “Or at least some shoes?”

“Hmm? Oh, I don’t require footwear.”

“You sure? The path looks pretty rough—there are a lot of jagged rocks.”

Kithani smiled in amusement, then took my hand. “I appreciate your concern, but stones cannot harm me. Come! Let us see the lake.”

I looked down at her pale, silvery hand as she gently tugged me along. Her palm was so smooth and uncalloused it was as if she had never worked a day in her life. I followed closely, utterly mesmerized. The good food, the idyllic vista, the beautiful deva…this was starting to seem more like the Treemother’s Sanctuary in the hills outside of Stormcrest than a dangerous, tainted wasteland.

“You mentioned the source of the Riven,” I said as we walked. Her hand slipped out of mine once I’d matched her pace, and my skin suddenly felt cold without it. “Crohl seems convinced that a banshee is responsible.”

“Yes,” Kithani said. “Banshees are very dangerous creatures. The longer she is allowed to wander these lands, the more Riven she will create.”

“Any idea where she came from? I didn’t even know there were any elves in the Moors.”

“We don’t know. But she could have come underground or over the water. Or perhaps she was a nymph who Blighted in the wilderness and turned.”

I winced at the thought. I’d witnessed countless horrors during the war, from companions transforming into Riven or others slitting their own throat to prevent it. At times, I feared I’d grown numb to it…but the thought of an innocent mother and child turning before she gave birth still made my stomach twist in disgust. And rage.

The Spellbinders—the mage lords who’d unleashed the Invocation—had all been hunted down and killed, with Veracus being the last to perish for good three years ago at Canith Mir. But no matter how painfully they’d died, they hadn’t suffered anywhere near enough for the devastation they’d inflicted upon the world.

“If she is a new banshee, she won’t be as powerful as the old ones,” I commented. “But she could still spread corruption quickly. Has Crohl warned the villages on the gulf?”

“He sent word,” Kithani confirmed. “But if she amasses a horde, the militias won’t be able to stop them. Not without Mantle support.”

Or the Dread Knights, I thought darkly, wishing again that I could send word to Darkhold. But it would take weeks to send a letter that far north, assuming any rider would be willing to take it through the Wild Marches. A carrier raven could make the trip in a fraction of the time, but I didn’t have one of those in my pocket, either.

I sighed softly as we approached the lakeshore. The waning sunlight cast a shimmering smear of crimson across the surface, making the water look almost like blood. But up close, the lake was actually crystal clear, as if it hadn’t been befouled by the Invocation. Zaelya had often told me that nature could cleanse itself given sufficient time, but I imagined even she would still be impressed by how quickly this part of the Moors had recovered.

Though perhaps nature wasn’t solely responsible for this recovery.

“Did Crohl do this?” I asked, leaning down and dipping my hand into the water. It was every bit as refreshingly cool as it looked.

“What do you mean?” Kithani asked.

“The lake, the soil…” I gestured with my chin toward the village across the water. “This water used to be as foul as the bogs in the north.”

“With the Riven gone, the land is recovering on its own.”

I ached an eyebrow at her. “You said he saved me from the Rot. He isn’t using that same magic to cleanse the land?”

“Master Andrel is very powerful, but even his spells have limits,” Kithani said. “Only the Spellbinders ever possessed the ability to reshape life on such a scale. And the gods punished them for their hubris.”

Them and everyone else, I added silently to myself.

“Then the recovery is even more impressive,” I said, and meant it. I had traveled across most of Ikibris, and even regions without any ruined cities like the Harkoran Plains still weren’t completely free of Riven corruption. Fertile-looking soil would occasionally ruin entire yields of crops, and one in a dozen mothers would still succumb to the Blighting at some point in their lives.

“I don’t think the Mantle realizes how quickly the land is healing,” I added. “If they were, they’d be trying to muscle in and take over.”

“Master Andrel prefers not to think about them at all,” Kithani said.

“Something else we agree on.” I rose back to my feet, my gaze lingering on the distant village. “But they will try to involve themselves eventually, mark my words.”

I shifted my eyes back to her. “Especially if they learn that Crohl has a deva with him. The Mother Confessor might proclaim you the new Hand of Aodar.”

I had assumed the comment would make her smile, but instead her cheery expression turned gravely serious. “I am unworthy of such a title,” she said. “I have yet to prove myself against the Riven.”

I frowned when she averted her eyes in apparent shame. “There’s more to being Aodar’s champion than crushing ghouls and wights,” I told her. “The Hand sacrificed himself long before I was born, but he lives on as a symbol. There are statues and paintings all over Stormcrest. If the people ever laid their eyes on a living deva, they would probably believe we’re on the cusp of a glorious new age.”

“The land cannot fully heal until the last Riven has been purged,” Kithani said, meeting my eyes again. “I must protect this rebirth and destroy the banshee before her corruption can spread.”

I studied her in silence for a moment. Despite all I’d heard about devas and their power, I still found it difficult to imagine her delicate feminine body wading into the Riven hordes with sword in hand.

But perhaps that was because I didn’t want to imagine it. The idea of a deva—perhaps the very last of her kind—getting killed or corrupted was enough to make my stomach turn. If anyone deserved to be protected, it was her.

“If there is a banshee, then she has to be destroyed,” I said. “I would love to help, but I won’t be very useful to you fighting with my bare hands.”

Kithani’s smile returned, as radiant as ever. “Don’t worry, I’ve repaired your armor! Come, let me show you my forge.”

She started back up the hill toward the cabin. I followed, brow creased.

“You have a forge?” I asked.

“Yes, behind the cabin. Your armor was in poor shape when we found you, but I was able to repair most of the scales and replace the others.”

“A healer, a cook, and a smith?” I snorted and shook my head. “If you’re trying to impress me, it’s working.”

Kithani eyed me in that guileless way of hers, as if she could never quite understand my full meaning. “I was not. But if you are happy, I am pleased!”

She looked back up the hill. “Now come along! Let me show you what I’ve made.”
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Kithani escorted me back to the cabin, staying near me the whole time as if she feared I might get lost on the way. Not that I minded being close to her. It took a lot to break through the shell I’d built around myself during the war, but her bubbly enthusiasm was more infectious than the Rot.

I mostly found it odd that she remained so cheerful and pleasant in the company of a man she had described as wicked an hour ago. Perhaps she had a different definition for that word than the Mantle.

“Here we are,” she said as she led us behind the cabin. She did indeed have a forge back here, similar to the ones in Rivenwatch, albeit smaller. There was an anvil, a furnace, and a nearby shed, presumably for storage.

My armor was laid out upon one of the two iron benches next to the forge. I did a double take when I saw the jacket. I hadn’t seen the scales look so polished since…well, ever. All Dread Knights got plenty of use out of our armor, and unlike the Mantle, we didn’t have the resources to mold a fancy suit of plate for every member. Only officer ranks like Tribunes typically got a full suit.

“I restitched the padding and replaced the mail undercoat as well,” Kithani said, “but I’m certain it will still fit.”

“It looks great,” I said. “You could make a lot of coin doing repair work in Blackreach.”

“I have no need for coin.”

“People who say that are usually the ones who have too much of it already.” I whistled softly as I ran my fingers over the mail undercoat. “As an immortal, I suppose you’ve had a lot more time to learn skills than the rest of us. If you live forever, what’s a few centuries of apprenticeship here and there?”

“I do not recall ever being an apprentice,” Kithani said. “Though I do not recall much of my time before Master Andrel saved me.”

“Saved you?” I asked. “From what?”

“From the corruption, of course. The same as you.”

“Ah,” I said, wondering what that meant specifically. Crohl had mentioned that devas corrupted by the Rot turned into something worse than Riven. “Where did he find you?”

“I…I don’t remember.” Her face stayed somber for a few heartbeats but then abruptly brightened again. “But it doesn’t matter. I’m here now, and together we have a chance to cleanse the Moors for good. We need to—wait.”

Kithani leaned in and studied the scales more closely. “No…no, this won’t do. I’ll have to replace it.”

She turned to the adjoining iron bench where she had laid out several of the original broken scales as well as a few extra new ones. After inspecting them all more carefully, she chose one and placed it firmly into a clamp, then retrieved the forge hammer from atop the anvil.

“This should only take a moment,” she said.

I glanced at the furnace. “Don’t you need heat to work the metal?”

“Yes. But I only need the furnace when I’m working with molds.”

I raised an eyebrow, wondering how she possibly planned to work a piece of cold metal. But as she held the forge hammer above the scale, she took a deep breath and uttered a Word of Power.

“Ignara Ferrus!”

The steel glowed a bright orange as if she just pulled it from the furnace, and I could feel the heat radiating off it even from several feet away. I watched in amazement as she began striking it with all her might.

Smithing wasn’t normally what I would call the sexiest line of work. The heat, the soot, the clamor of steel on steel…

But something about the way Kithani used her hammer was oddly mesmerizing. Perhaps it was the fact that despite her undeniably feminine physique, she seemed to strike the metal as hard as an ogre. Or that the heat didn’t make her sweat. Or that none of the soot clung to her otherworldly skin.

Or perhaps I just enjoyed watching a pretty girl beat the shit out of something.

Eventually, she took a step back and dismissed her spell. The glow faded as quickly as it had appeared.

“That should do,” Kithani said. She wasn’t even breathing hard. “I will replace the scale later once it has cooled.”

“That’s a hell of a trick,” I said. “I’ve never seen a White Mantle cleric cast such a spell.”

“Aodar has blessed me with many unique gifts. But you are still in need of a weapon.”

I nodded. “I don’t suppose you happened to recover my blade from the battlefield?”

Kithani shook her head. “The only weapons that remained were either broken or of poor craftsmanship.”

I grimaced. My sword had been in perfectly good shape when the Riven had overwhelmed me, other than being covered in their corrupted blood. One of the wights must have picked it up and taken it with them. Evidently they had enough sense left to recognize a good weapon when they found one.

“I’ve made many others,” Kithani said. “Let me show you.”

She walked over to the shed and opened the door. Inside was well organized, with barrels and shelves for storage of all manner of tools and equipment. A weapon rack rested on the back wall, and it was indeed stocked with a wide variety of arms, from blades to hammers to pikes of varying sizes. There was also an enormous war mace made of pure black Amarian steel that even I would need both hands to swing properly.

“You weren’t kidding,” I said as I stepped inside and examined the weapons more closely. “You could arm a whole militia.”

“Not quite yet,” Kithani said. “But Master Andrel has given a few to the villagers across the lake. He is worried about the gnolls that infest the Brackenwood and the monsters who occasionally emerge from beneath the mountains to raid the other villages closer to the sea.”

I nodded absently. I had clashed plenty with both in my time. Monsters didn’t stop marauding just because the Riven were on the loose. And in reality, such creatures were as much of a threat to the people of Ikibris as the Riven, possibly more so in this day and age. The Chimeric Horde—a brutal if often disorganized assembly of savage humanoids like goblins, gnolls, minotaur, and saureks—frequently amassed in huge numbers within the Harkoran Plains.

And it wasn’t as if they were immune to Riven Rot, either. Such infestations were often more difficult to notice, since so many of the savage species lived in the wilderness or mountains where no one could find them until the Rot had spread through entire tribes.

“This is a fine blade,” I said, lifting one of the swords from the rack. The double-edged sword was about the same size and weight as mine, with a sharp, tapered tip and a grip meant to accommodate one or two hands. Dread Knights were taught to appreciate versatility in our weapons. Sometimes a warrior wanted a shield to protect himself from arrows, but other times he needed the raw killing power of a strong swing.

The Mantle leadership still insisted upon the value of pikes and spears, especially for their conscripts on the front lines. Such weapons were cheap and effective enough, but since the Riven didn’t use cavalry and few wore thick armor, blades remained the most reliable weapon against both ghouls and wights.

There was only one shield in her collection, a circular wooden bulwark that had clearly seen use in the past. Still, it was light and looked strong enough, and I certainly wouldn’t complain about the extra protection if we encountered wights with bows.

“I hope it serves you well,” Kithani said. “I can sharpen and polish everything tonight so they’re ready for the morning.”

I raised an eyebrow and looked back at her. “Tomorrow?”

“Any delay could allow the banshee to spawn more Riven,” she said. “And since we don’t know exactly where she is, we will need time to search.”

“Fair enough, I suppose,” I said, putting the sword back on the rack.

“You should get some more rest. I will heat some tea to help you relax.”

I reflexively started to protest. After all, I’d just awakened an hour ago after who knew how many days of unconsciousness, and sleep seemed like a waste of valuable time. But I couldn’t deny the fact that I still felt drained. It wasn’t a satisfying exhaustion like after a battle or spending a night with a beautiful woman, but the weary kind as if I were on the cusp of recovering from an illness. Taking it easy tonight probably wasn’t a crazy idea.

“Tea sounds lovely,” I said. “Lead the way.”

Crohl was in his study when we returned. The old man sized me up as I came in, likely searching for any signs of lingering injury or weakness. I’d seen the same look in the eyes of countless healers over the years.

“Still feeling all right?” he asked as Kithani put on some tea.

“Amazingly well, considering I should be a wight by now,” I replied dryly.

Crohl chuckled softly. “I wish we had more time for you to recover, but the sooner we learn where the Riven are coming from, the better.”

“Agreed,” I said, taking a seat at the dining table again. “It would definitely help if we had an idea where to start.”

“The best option is usually the most obvious,” Crohl said. “Given where you were attacked, I’d recommend looking around Hithren Dur. Kithani spotted Riven nearby before she found you.”

I nodded pensively. I had never been near the tower, but I knew about it. Like most similar structures in Ikibris, Hithren Dur had once been a Phylactery Tower—a personal study and a safeguard against death for a Spellbinder. Their magic had been so powerful that even if they were struck down, they could reform within their sanctuary.

The name of the elven sorceress who had built Hithren Dur had been lost to history. If only the consequences of her reckless magic had faded along with her.

“Seems like as good a place to start as any,” I said. “Though it is a bit difficult to reach.”

“The land surrounding remains tainted,” Crohl said. “It’s why no one goes up there—and why the Riven could be using it as a staging point.”

I looked at the deva. “Did you actually see a banshee there?”

“No, but there were several dozen Riven outside the tower,” Kithani said. “I did not wish to get any closer on my own.”

“Wise,” I said, pursing my lips, freshly annoyed at how much easier this would be if I could somehow get a message to Darkhold. Unlike the Mantle, the Dread Knights didn’t waste time trying to rule over land or expand our territory. Philosophy, politics, religion—they were all distractions. All that mattered was destroying the Riven wherever they were found.

Praevost Laricath had once warned me that the more the White Mantle tried to become a governing force rather than an order of holy warriors, the more their original purpose would slip away from them. And ultimately, the more the world would need the Dread Knights to fight the monsters no one else could.

Kithani brought us tea, and I enjoyed the surprisingly spicy taste. She sat next to me at the table, her silvery legs crossed, watching me drink as if it were the most fascinating thing in the world.

Perhaps half an hour later, she led me upstairs to a bedroom. Like the rest of the cabin, it was simply decorated and cozy, with a sitting desk, a nightstand, and a bed. It was clean and comfortable-looking, even more so compared to what I had grown used to.

“I only saw two bedrooms,” I said, looking back at her as a thought belatedly occurred to me. “Is this one yours?”

“I have no need for a room,” Kithani said. “I do not sleep.”

“Ever?”

“No.”

I blinked. “It’s no wonder you know how to do everything. You need something to fill your nights.”

“Night is the perfect time to clean and tend to the garden,” she said. “And do work at the forge, if it is quiet enough not to disturb Master Andrel.”

“You just work all the time?” I asked. “You don’t do anything fun?”

Kithani frowned. “I enjoy doing all of those things.”

“Even cleaning?”

“Especially cleaning!” She smiled but then paused. “Though, some nights I take to the sky and fly over the village or out to the gulf. The sea is quite peaceful in the moonlight, especially from above.”

“Everything does look more peaceful from the air,” I said, remembering wistfully what it had felt like to enjoy such incredible freedom. “I haven’t been on a gryphon in over a year.”

“I wish I could take you up again,” Kithani said, stepping within a few inches of me. “But I cannot fly very high while carrying another.”

“You managed to carry my body all the way here.”

“Yes, but it was not easy. I had to stop frequently to rest, and I could not ascend far off the ground.”

“I guess I’ll have to work on losing some weight,” I said, smiling and tapping my flat stomach.

“That would be quite unhealthy,” she said, concerned.

“Bad joke,” I murmured, waving my hand. “Forget it.”

Her gaze lingered on my chest, and she reached out to my tunic. Her fingers traced along the linen, pausing only when they passed over one of the scars beneath. Even with a layer of fabric between us, her touch felt good.

“I almost left your armor behind on the battlefield,” she said, voice softening to barely above a whisper. “I was determined to get you back to Master Andrel.”

I suppressed a contented shiver. “I’m still not sure I understand why. What with me being wicked and all.”

“I need help battling the Riven, and Master Andrel said that Dread Knights are the best there is.” Kithani stepped in even closer, until her forehead was only a few inches from my chin. “But I also sensed something special about you.”

“Special? Like what?”

“As if we were somehow connected,” she said quietly. “As if Aodar meant for me to find you…”

Her fingers traced down the buttons of my tunic, and she began popping them open one by one. When one hand slipped inside and slid across the bare skin beneath, I couldn’t stop myself from inhaling sharply at the softness of her touch.

“I still need to heal these,” Kithani whispered. Our height difference was more pronounced this close; I could barely see into her glowing blue eyes until she looked up at me.

“That’s, uh, that’s up to you,” I said. “I’m not sure even magic can heal them.”

“Mine can.”

Her eyes stayed glued on mine as she slid her other hand through the open buttons. I gasped again when her fingernails raked across my stomach.

“Does that feel good?” Kithani asked. But for the first time since I’d awakened in her care, her tone was not innocent. There was a knowing—and uncharacteristic—tease behind her words.

“It does,” I said.

“Good.”

Her smile suddenly widened as her fingers played across my flesh. I swallowed heavily, wanting nothing more than to lean down and kiss those pouty red lips of hers.

But Kithani beat me to it. While I was lost in the hypnotizing glow of her blue eyes, she stretched up on the tips of her toes and brought our mouths together.

Her lips were as soft and warm as the rest of her, and her kiss was so gentle I wondered if it might have been her first. I led as best I could, extending the tip of my tongue in invitation…and found hers waiting there for me. They danced together cautiously, experimentally. I was eager to press deeper, but I didn’t want to rush her.

Eventually, she pulled back. As her lids slowly fluttered back open, she gave me another sweet smile.

“Better?” she purred, her sweet voice husky to the point it was almost sinister.

“Much,” I said, smiling back. I stared up into her eyes for a long moment, basking in their bright sapphire radiance. My hands reflexively fell to the sides of her dress.

“Devas are meant to inspire hope,” Kithani breathed. “And to give aid to those in need…”

She leaned in and kissed me again. Our tongues reacquainted themselves, but their dance changed cadence from experimental to yearning as she kissed harder and hungrier than before. She pushed against me, steering me toward the bed. I pulled her with me as I began to slump onto it, and within moments I was on my back with her straddling my waist.

Keeping my right hand on her thigh, I allowed my left to drift upward and graze across her bare arms. My fingers reached the thin straps of her dress, and I gently pushed them outward, giving her ample opportunity to stop me if she wanted. But Kithani moaned in encouragement, and she broke our kiss to lean upward and allow the dress to fall from her shoulders.

Describing her breasts as flawless seemed woefully insufficient, because they were so far beyond perfection they might literally have been divine. The size, the shape, the smooth contours of her cleavage…they were enough to drive a god wild with desire. And as a mere mortal, I had no chance to resist them at all.

I reached out and explored them both, cupping and squeezing the silky, silvery flesh. Kithani gasped when I began to massage her nipples between my fingers. Her luminous eyes rolled back into her head, and she arched her back and moaned in delight.

“Ooo!” she moaned. “Yes…”

I removed my right hand from her thigh to join my left in cradling Aodar’s buxom bounty. Her nipples were a slightly darker silver than the rest of her skin, and were nearly as hard and erect as I was. I wanted to taste them so desperately I almost pulled her forward.

But I didn’t end up needing to, because she moved forward to offer them to me on her own.

Kithani’s eyes were little more than fluttering slits as I took her right nipple into my mouth. She moaned as I rolled my tongue over the succulent bud. I’d had no idea what a deva would taste like, but there was none of the savoriness of human flesh. She was irresistibly sweet, in fact, to the point I couldn’t stop myself from hungrily moving my mouth from one breast to the other all while squeezing and fondling both.

“That feels so…ngn…!”

Kithani struggled for air, and her hands gripped my chest with such force they almost broke skin.

Encouraged, I continued my efforts. It had been a long time since I’d dined on a woman’s flesh, and I’d almost forgotten just how intoxicating it was to hear her lose control at your touch.

I didn’t know if devas could finish like mortals, but from the way her breath caught in her throat—and the way her wings suddenly flared out around us like a canopy—it certainly seemed like it.

“Ao…o…o…oh!” she cried out. Her eyes fluttered again when she came down, and her hands began sliding across my chest almost as if she were pawing at me.

She looked down at me as if with new eyes after she’d spent, and she quickly leaned back down to kiss me again. I continued fondling her breasts like the perfect plump pillows they were, kneading and squeezing and nursing, until she pulled away, her breaths heavy and her eyes glimmering. Her fingers found the scars on my ribs again, but this time they continued downward past my belly.

“Do you…” Kithani swallowed as she tried to speak. “Do you have scars on your legs?”

“Some,” I rasped.

“Then I should heal them…”

She leaned upright, the flickering fire reflecting off her still-damp breasts. Her hand soon found my belt, and her fingers made short work of the buckle. I bit down on my lip as she pushed my trousers from my hips. Soon I was as naked as when I’d awakened in that cellar.

But much, much harder.

For a few heartbeats, her hands skirted across my legs as if she really was searching for scars. But it didn’t take long before they began brushing across my cock, teasing it with tender touches. Eventually her fingers curled around the swollen stem, and I moaned in glorious delight as she began sliding up and down the shaft.

Her touch had felt glorious on my chest; it was absolutely heavenly on my manhood. She stroked me gently at first, thankfully, or I might have burst. I hadn’t been this hard, this excited, in as long as I could remember. Whenever I looked at her angelic silhouette, it didn’t seem like this could be real.

Emboldened by her movements, I placed my hand on her leg and sneaked it up her thigh, following the swell of her hip around to more ample flesh. Somehow, her skin got even smoother as I explored, especially the rounded curves of her ass. It also became abundantly clear she wasn’t wearing anything beneath her dress. The revelation sent another surge of excitement through my manhood as I imagined the glorious prize waiting beneath. All she’d need to do was swing her leg over my waist and I’d practically be inside her.

Sensing my excitement, Kithani began stroking me harder. I groaned in delight, unsure if I should hold back or let go. Though even if I tried to contain myself, I wasn’t certain I could manage. I was spiraling rapidly toward the point of no return…

And then her hand abruptly released. My breath caught in my throat, and I gave her a questioning look. But her gaze was entirely focused on my manhood. She rolled her tongue across her mouth, brushed her black hair behind her ears…and then leaned down and parted her glorious pouty lips.

I watched, breathless, as my thick, throbbing head vanished into her mouth. The moist heat enveloped me, instantly bringing me right back to the edge even without her fingers stroking the base. I fought back against my lust this time, desperate to enjoy the sensation as long as possible. It wasn’t every day a man got to kiss a deva, let alone enjoy her returning the favor. I intended to enjoy every moment of it.

While Kithani had stroked me almost cautiously at first, steadily building to a crescendo, her mouth devoured me right away. I felt her tongue lashing across the tip, and the suction from her lips was practically begging for me to explode. All the while, the fingers of her left hand returned to raking up and down my chest, stopping only when they reached a scar. They paused each time, and I swore I felt her entire body shuddered as they did so, as if she found the old wounds stimulating…

“Oh…” I groaned, reaching down to place my hand on her shoulder. It wasn’t long until I felt myself bottoming out deep in her throat, but in the end, it was the sight of her angelic body bobbing up and down, wings spreading and retracting with each motion, that pushed me toward the abyss…

And beyond.

I exploded with a stifled roar, lest my voice echo through the house, down the hill, and all the way to the village. Every spurt shook my entire body, and it had been so long I feared I might drown her. But Kithani must have braced herself for the flood, because she took it all without moving or choking.

And then I was spent. My arms fell to my sides as I caught my breath, and my mind became a haze of delight as the euphoric wave washed over me. After a few heartbeats, I tried to speak and thank her…but I realized I no longer had the strength to do so.

My brow furrowed in confusion. Every man was used to the annoying but inevitable wave of lethargy that followed after an explosive finish, but this was far more intense. My eyelids drooped as if I’d attached weights to them, and I could barely muster the strength to keep breathing. It was like Kithani had sucked every last spark of energy out of me.

When she finally lifted her head and let my manhood slide from her lips, I saw the viscus trails of my seed sliding down her chin. Her eyes were closed and her breaths were heavy, making her chest heave every time she inhaled. She looked sated in a way that was both arousing and disturbing all at once.

It was only then, when her eyes did finally reopen, that I realized they were no longer blue, but rather a deep, oppressive black. And when she turned to look at me, my seed dripping from her chin onto her breasts, she gave me a dark, hungry grin.

I tried to move, to call out, but the last of my strength faded. As I slipped away into unconsciousness, I realized I was no longer looking at the face of a deva.

But of a demon.
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I awoke slowly, languidly, as if my body were fighting off a whole cask of ale from the night before. My head throbbed, and I found myself wondering if I might have dreamed everything about waking up in a strange cabin after the Riven attack. Or at least what had happened once I’d entered this room, where the sweet, innocent deva that had cooked me dinner and fixed my armor had then sucked me dry.

When I eventually leaned up, I found myself still half naked on the bed. Experimentally, I rubbed a hand across my mouth. My throat was dry, and my head spun for a few seconds after I propped myself up on an elbow. But the throbbing had started to fade, and I otherwise felt fine.

Better than fine, really. Ignoring the circumstances of how I’d lost consciousness, I had slept better than I had in a very long time. The bed was about a hundred times more comfortable than the bunks in the flophouse for the Condemned and the ones at Blackreach. The last real mattress I could remember sleeping on was almost three years ago during the victory celebrations after we’d retaken Canith Mir.

I brought myself to my feet and tried to listen. I didn’t hear any movement downstairs, but my nose was quickly overwhelmed by the unforgettable scent of freshly-baked bread. Clearing my throat, I retrieved my discarded trousers. As I refastened the belt buckle, my mind filled with images and sensations from the previous night. I swore I could feel the warmth of her mouth enveloping me again. I was no stranger to the delights of feminine flesh, but this had been different. More intense. More satisfying.

More draining.

An eerie tingle skittered down the back of my neck. Unsurprisingly, I’d never read or heard anything about the sexuality of devas, random drunken fantasies aside. But I had read plenty of stories about the desires, passions, and hungers of demons. Specifically, the ones who could suck out a man’s soul with little more than a kiss.

Succubi.

The world hadn’t endured a demonic invasion since the Cleaving of Creation, but plenty of demons had escaped their prison in the Abyss while everyone was busy fighting the Riven. The Nareeshi—the dark elven servants of the Demon Queen Naryssa—frequently summoned as many of the monsters as they could whenever they raided the surface. I’d fought my share of demons during the last war, though only simple ones like bulezau and imps, never anything as twisted or powerful as a succubus.

They were said to be masters of mentalism magic, and they could assume nearly any form they wanted, even a deva. They were almost dark reflections of one another, an angelic servitor and a demonic temptress.

But was Kithani truly a demon? It didn’t seem right. For one, I wasn’t dead—Kithani may have sucked me dry, but she hadn’t taken my soul with it. For two, none of the rest of her behaviors were remotely demonic. Naryssa’s vile spawn were notoriously impatient, and I wasn’t self-centered enough to believe that this entire meeting had been an elaborate setup just to drain my life force.

And for three, Kithani was a cleric of Aodar. Demon servants of Naryssa couldn’t wield light magic any more than I could. The gods weren’t all-powerful—they could only grant their followers access to certain parts of the Primordial Chaos. I found it difficult to believe that Aodar would allow a demon to channel his holy power.

And then, of course, there was Andrel Crohl, the wielder of Sacrothyr and hero of the White Mantle. There was no conceivable way that he would have a demon housemate.

No, Kithani couldn’t be a demon. There had to be another explanation for her behavior. And confronting her about it was the only way I might get some answers.

Taking a deep breath, I headed downstairs. Strangely, there was no one waiting for me, but Kithani had made breakfast. A plate of freshly baked pastries awaited me, each covered in a thin layer of frosting and stuffed with a different type of fruit.

I hesitated before taking one, reconsidering if this was all some elaborate trick. But all the arguments I’d made to myself remained valid, so I reached out and took one instead. If a demon’s idea of torture was sucking me off and feeding me delicious food, then the Abyss might not have been so bad after all.

The modest size of the pastries made them dangerous; I could have easily gorged until I made myself sick. A proper breakfast—let alone a decadent one like this—was nearly as foreign to me as a proper bed.

I was halfway through demolishing my third pastry when I noticed that Kithani had finished repairing my armor. She had left the jacket, gauntlets, and greaves near the door for me, and the blade and shield I’d chosen last night was right there with them. A quick glance out the window revealed that she and Crohl were a few hundred feet away chatting near the edge of the garden.

I suited up before heading out. Everything fit perfectly, and the extra padding she’d added to the gambeson made it significantly more comfortable. If only it had been half this cozy during the forced marches of the war.

As I slung the blade and shield over my back, I found myself bewildered by the amount of trust these strangers were showing me. With a full stomach and newly repaired equipment, it would have been so easy for me to sneak out to the back of the cabin, steal the horse in the pasture, and ride away. I’d known plenty of men in my time who would have done just that.

Perhaps Crohl was counting on the fact that Kithani could fly faster than I could ride. Or perhaps he genuinely believed in the honor of the Dread Knights. If so, he would be the first I’d encountered in a long time.

Either way, he was right. As much as I wanted to leave the Grey Moors and travel west to rejoin my comrades at Darkhold, I had no intention of allowing a banshee to spawn an army while the Mantle’s paladins sat around with their cocks in their hands. I had fought too long and too hard to stand by while the Riven corrupted this land yet again.

And after the banshee was dead…well, that was tomorrow’s problem. For now, it was time to get back to my roots. The Dread Knights had taught me how to kill Riven, and that was exactly what I intended to do.

As I walked down the path to the edge of the garden, I saw that Kithani had changed clothing. I had been wondering what kind of armor a deva might wear into battle—presumably something light like a leather hauberk that wouldn’t impede her wings. But no, while she had wrapped her calves and wrists in dark leather, she was wearing little more than a black loincloth and matching bandeau.

It seemed downright insane to wear so little into battle…but then, if not for her wings and silvery skin, she could have passed for one of the tribal warriors in the Harkoran Plains. The barbarians had held their own against the Chimeric Horde and the orcs of Sarga Gor for many centuries without the benefit of supernaturally resilient flesh. And when I thought back to the art and statues I’d seen of the Hand of Aodar, he had battled the demonic hordes while wearing little more than a toga.

Kithani did have a weapon with her this time, though it also shattered my expectations. I had assumed that she would have taken one of the elegant blades or spears from her weapon rack, but she had instead chosen the heavy warmace. The enormous flanged head was currently resting on the ground at her feet while one of her delicate hands braced upon the pommel.

“Good morning!” Kithani said with her usual cheer. There was no trace of the huskier voice from last night. “Did you have enough to eat?”

“More than enough,” I replied. “I just hope we don’t stumble into any Riven before I have the chance to digest.”

Crohl chuckled. “Your waistline may come to appreciate the virtues of Rivenwatch gruel,” he said, patting his paunch. “Mine certainly does.”

Kithani glanced between us. “I could make gruel, if that’s what you’d prefer. I thought you would like—”

“It was a joke, dear,” Crohl soothed.

She considered for another moment, then smiled again. “Of course. I understand!”

The old man shifted his attention back to me. “I do apologize for throwing you back into the fray so soon. Even during the last war, soldiers would get a few weeks in a hospital tent before returning to the front lines.”

“Sometimes,” I said with a grunt. “We always used to laugh about how cautious the Mantle soldiers were with their wounded despite having such powerful healing magic at their disposal. Dread Knights are expected to fight as long as they can still walk and hold a weapon.”

Crohl’s grin slowly faded. “I remember. You lost a lot of men who could have been saved.”

“We would have lost more if we hadn’t stood our ground. We never could have taken Tunare if we’d allowed everyone with bruises to cry and go back home.”

“Perhaps,” Crohl said, sidestepping the argument. “In any event, we can’t afford to wait. It might take you some time to locate her.”

“I still think I should fly ahead,” Kithani told him. “I could reach the tower by midday—”

“And get swarmed by the Riven you saw before you stepped inside,” Crohl said pointedly. “We’ve been over this. You need help, and no one knows how to fight those monsters better than a Dread Knight.”

Kithani smiled, but only for an instant before she looked away. I thought I saw her blush again, and I wondered if it had anything to do with her sudden change in behavior last night. As awkward as broaching the topic would be, I planned to bring it up once we were on the road.

“Just remember to be careful, my dear,” Crohl warned, placing an almost fatherly hand on her shoulder. “Banshees are powerful creatures. Do not underestimate her.”

“She will burn in Aodar’s light,” Kithani promised. “Like any Riven she commands.”

The angelic lilt of her voice was completely at odds with the resolve behind her words. I couldn’t help but wonder if the Hand of Aodar had been this soft-spoken during his legendary speeches rallying the soldiers of the old world against the demon hordes. If so, the histories I’d read hadn’t mentioned it.

Crohl continued looking at her for a moment, his eyes darkening as if he were having second thoughts about sending her into danger. But eventually he nodded and looked back at me.

“You’ve battled banshees before,” he said. “You know what’s required.”

“Catching them on a wide open battlefield is ideal,” I said. “It makes it easier to pick them off from a distance with arrows or spells before they can scream. But inside of a confined space like a tower…” I shrugged. “In that case, your only chance is to strike before she sees you. Or better yet, a silence spell to neutralize the scream.”

“I know that spell!” Kithani declared, bouncing on on the soles of her feet like an overeager apprentice in a classroom at the Lucent Spire.

“I was hoping you’d say that,” I said. “Because that’s definitely our most reliable tactic. The White Mantle clerics put that spell to good use during the war.”

“One of the few vulnerabilities of the Dread Knights,” Crohl said. “You needed our clerics to protect you from their banshees.”

“And you needed our arcanists to break through their lines,” I replied tartly. “Don’t forget that.”

The old man chuckled softly. “True enough, I suppose. But with Kithani’s magic and your experience, I’ve no doubt you can overcome whatever is waiting for you.”

I nodded, the memory of the first time I’d faced down a banshee fresh flashed into my mind. I had just been promoted to armiger, and our unit had flown in on the backs of our shapeshifted druids to rescue the surviving members of the city’s royal family before the Riven claimed the entire city. We’d been ambushed by the banshee before we could fly out, and I would have been turned right then and there if not for the cleric of Aodar who had been fighting alongside us.

It was one of many such memories where the Dread Knights and White Mantle had only prevailed because we’d worked together, something which seemed impossible now after the Blackreach Betrayal. A fresh surge of anger rose up inside me when I thought about it, but I reminded myself that Crohl wasn’t responsible for that treachery. Better yet, Kithani didn’t seem to consider herself part of the White Mantle. If I could benefit from Aodar’s power without all the politics and proselytizing…

Well, then maybe we had a chance of stopping this banshee after all.

“You might as well get moving,” Crohl said. “It’s several dozen miles to the tower, and the path north was ruined long ago.” His cheek twitched. “And if the banshee isn’t there…”

“We’ll find her,” I promised. “Whatever hole she has crawled into.”
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Without a road or a trail to follow, the journey north to Hithren Dur would likely take a day and a half on foot. As Kithani and I started out, I kept thinking about her suggestion to fly ahead—she could probably get there and back and meet up with me before midday. But any wights with crossbows could riddle her with bolts if she got close enough to actually look around. Together, we’d have much better odds of dealing with whatever we discovered.

Still, I made a mental note to ensure I asked her about her specific talents once we set up camp. I needed to know exactly what she was capable of before we tried to storm a tower filled with Riven. I also needed to ask her about last night, of course, but I wanted to give that a bit of time to see how she behaved when we were alone together first.

We stayed reasonably quiet for the first stretch of the trip before we turned north through the hills surrounding the mountains. She took flight often to scout the terrain and choose the easiest paths for me to follow. If I’d needed any further proof that she was real and not some elaborate magical trick, watching her fly in person would have been it. The first few times she took off, I was left breathless watching her wings stretch as she soared or hovered ahead.

Her light outfit made a bit more sense when I saw how much she relied on unrestricted movements to gather height and speed, and it wasn’t as if I minded the pleasant view of her unblemished silvery skin.

She landed once we entered the woods, not wanting to lose sight of me with the forest canopy. And there beneath the shade, we finally had a chance to talk.

“I can see why you travel light,” I commented. “It would be tough to gain altitude with a heavy pack and armor.”

“Yes, even a slight change in weight shifts my balance considerably,” Kithani said.

I glanced at the heavy warmace at her side. “Then I’m surprised you carry such a weapon. One of those blades or spears you made would be much lighter.”

“They would,” she said, unclasping the weapon from the leather band encircling her hips and resting it between her hands as we walked. “I trained some with Master Andrel, but I struggle to use them properly. This I understand.”

“It does have the benefit of simplicity,” I agreed. “Though the Dread Knights and the White Mantle stopped making them many decades ago.”

“Why?” she asked. “Maces are much easier to forge than blades.”

“Yes, but anything we use, the Riven will eventually use, too. There’s an old story about the early Dread Knights losing a battle in the Western Fold. Months later, we engaged the horde again, but this time the wights were carrying our maces. They’d either recovered them from the battlefield or been using them before they turned.”

“You would prefer they had other weapons?”

“Honestly, yes,” I said. “The Mantle especially. Warmaces could crush their fancy plate armor. Blades and spears had a lot more trouble.”

Kithani looked down at her weapon and considered. “To turn our weapons and bodies against us…the Riven are such vile creatures.”

“Yes, they are.”

“Such evil cannot be tolerated,” she said, voice turning hard. “It must be crushed, at any cost.”

I smiled. I had to admit, I was looking forward to seeing her smash some skulls with that weapon, if only to reassure me that she was strong enough to wield it properly. I’d seen countless paintings of deva sweeping down from above to smite demons during the Cleaving of Creation, but I wouldn’t believe it was real until I saw it myself.

“Before we find them, I should know more about your magic,” I said. “Crohl said you were a cleric.”

“Yes,” Kithani said, lowering the warmace to her side but keeping it firmly in hand. “You said you have fought alongside White Mantle clerics before.”

“Many times. A few waded into battle with us, but most provided protection and support.”

“Aodar will give me the strength to fight alongside you.”

I nodded slowly, looking her up and down again. While I did want to see her unleash her magic, a part of me still balked at the thought of her getting anywhere close to their corruption. The mental image of their wretched claws raking open her silvery flesh made me ill.

“I understand the weight would make it more difficult to fly,” I said, “but I’m still surprised such a skilled smith didn’t craft herself a custom suit of armor.”

“My flesh is more resilient than yours.” Kithani turned and flashed me a smile. “You needn’t worry—Aodar will not allow me to come to harm.”

I wanted to believe her. But having heard plenty of clerics and paladins speak similar words—and then find themselves impaled by a Riven spear—I found it difficult to believe.

Then again, they had all been mortals. Kithani and her kind were forged of the Primordial Chaos, just like demons. I had crossed blades with creatures of the Deep before, and they definitely hadn’t been easy to kill.

We continued through the woods in silence for a while. I found myself thankful that it hadn’t rained in some time; the ground was firm and easy to traverse even without a path. The underbrush was thick in a few places, but there always seemed to be a way around.

I still couldn’t believe that Kithani was traveling barefoot, but even the sharpest rocks and prickliest brambles didn’t seem to bother her. More amazingly, her feet didn’t even get dirty. Perhaps Aodar really was shielding her in some way.

We did need to avoid one section of the forest that remained tainted. The trees were dead and rotten for perhaps a hundred feet in all directions around a massive hunk of wrought iron jutting out of the ground. It looked like the hull plate from one of the crawling war machines, but it could have been part of a golem as well. Either way, the enchantments remained active and corrupted. Everything around it was dead, including the plants and insects.

After the tainted ground was behind us, I finally decided it was time to broach another more sensitive topic.

“There was one other thing I wished to ask you,” I said as we crossed back into grasslands. “It’s about last night. I was—”

“I’m sorry!” Kithani interrupted. “I don’t know what came over me.”

I frowned at her, but she’d tilted her head to the right to shield her face. “There’s nothing to be sorry about.”

Even with her looking away, I saw her swallow. “I should have controlled myself better. But whenever I am around you, I am overcome with…urges.”

Both my brows lifted. “Urges?”

“Yes,” she said quietly. “Dark impulses unbefitting a deva. Unbefitting any servant of Aodar. I don’t understand where they come from, but they have overtaken me twice in your presence.”

“If it makes you feel better, I’ve found myself overcome by urges in your presence as well.”

Her smile turned sheepish as she brushed her black hair behind her ears. “You did seem quite…satisfied.”

“Very,” I assured her, battling back the urge to lean forward and kiss her again. I needed to get some answers here before I—before we—went anywhere or did anything else.

“It is strange,” Kithani said, reaching out her hand and touching my scarred cheek. “A cleric should not give in to such unseemly appetites of the flesh, and a deva should not not have them at all. Yet whenever I am close to you, I feel…desire.”

She stretched up on her toes, and her mouth began drifting closer to mine. It would have been so easy to pull her for another kiss…and then drag her down to the ground for something more. My cock was already pushing uncomfortably against my codpiece, begging for another release.

“What I’m worried about is what happened afterward,” I told her.

“What do you mean?”

“I felt drained. Far more than I should have.”

Kithani froze. “Did I harm you?”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “But I admit, I was a little worried I might not wake up. And you seemed very…sated.”

Her gaze turned distant as she slowly lowered back onto the soles of her feet. “Yes,” she said so quietly it was barely audible over the wind. “I do not recall ever feeling so content before. I almost lost myself.”

Her tongue sneaked out from between her lips and ran a wet circle around them. I braced myself, wondering if her eyes would turn black again. But they didn’t.

“Aodar’s light,” she breathed, swallowing as she looked at me. “If I had harmed you, I don’t know what I would have done! I can’t—”

“It’s all right,” I soothed, taking hold of her arms. She almost seemed as if she were about to panic. “You didn’t hurt me, remember?”

“But I could have. These urges are not natural. I fear…”

“You fear what?” I prompted when she trailed off.

“I fear they may have something to do with your connection to the Profane.”

I frowned. “What do you mean by that?”

“You are a servant of darkness, bound by oath to Maviroth. His unholy blood flows in your veins.”

“You make it sound like I’m a walking fount of evil.”

“You are.”

I came to a halt. “You honestly believe that?”

“It is the truth.”

“Says who? Aodar? The White Mantle?” I scoffed. “Because I promise you, the thousands of people we saved from the Riven don’t agree. The people of the Western Fold see the Dread Knights as heroes.”

Kithani turned to face me. “Embracing evil to defeat evil can never produce good.”

“But it does produce victory,” I told her flatly. “Being ‘good’ doesn’t help anyone if you lose. Crohl himself admitted the Mantle never could have defeated the Riven on their own.”

“The Profane hunger for the worship of mortals. Every time you invoke Maviroth’s name, his power grows.”

“I’ve heard that theory before,” I said. “If it were true, you’d think something would have happened by now. The Chimeric Horde have been worshiping Gorgesh for ages, and the Dread Knights have been drawing on Maviroth’s power for a century. Yet nothing has happened.”

“Your druids—the Bloodletters—they give themselves to Balphoren, do they not?”

I grimaced, thinking of Zaelya. “Yes.”

“Master Andrel said they all succumb to his call eventually. That one day they assume the form of a beast and cannot change back. The same is true with your arcanists—they forge a covenant with Ziskalix for forbidden knowledge which inevitably drives them mad.”

Kithani shook her head. “And the rest of you draw power from Maviroth despite his promise to one day transform your order into his army of darkness.”

“That hasn’t happened yet,” I said. “And in the meantime, we helped save the world. If the option is choosing between the Profane and the Riven, I’ll make the same choice every time.”

Kithani looked back at me, frustration burning in her eyes. I knew I probably should have just let this go or avoided the topic altogether, but after spending a year in the Condemned, the chip on my shoulder had been polished sharper than any spearhead.

The confessors had made all of us read and memorize the Mantle sermons. They taught their acolytes that merely invoking the name of the Profane gods could corrupt them. But then, they also taught that Maviroth and his dark kin would never tolerate me using their power to defend innocent people from the Riven. Yet that was exactly what the Dread Knights had been doing since our foundation a century ago. For our warriors, Maviroth’s blood opened a doorway to the Chaos; for the druids, Balphoren did the same. And none of us hesitated to walk through it, even knowing the costs.

We couldn’t. Not when the world needed us.

“I am pleased you are here to aid me against the Riven,” Kithani said as she turned and began walking again. “But I do not understand why anyone would choose wickedness over righteousness.”

“Maybe you don’t understand the Dread Knights as well as you think,” I replied, following. “There are fanatics in the White Mantle who believe we sacrifice babies and summon demons—I met some of them during the war. Imagine their surprise when they realized we don’t even have a holy text. We don’t pray, we don’t perform rituals, we don’t build statues in our forts. We just take the power we need to win. Nothing else matters.”

“And you are not concerned about your dark covenant?”

“Not as much as the cost of letting the Riven win,” I told her. “If we lose, everyone dies. If you want to blame someone for being evil, maybe focus on the Spellbinders who unleashed the Invocation in the first place.”

Kithani thought it over in silence. “I still fear that your darkness is having an effect on me,” she said. “There is no other explanation for my—”

“Wait,” I warned.

Kithani started to ask why, but she stopped herself when I placed a finger to her lips. Kneeling down, I crept forward, taking great pains not to disturb the underbrush as I moved toward the large tracks I’d spotted just ahead.

“Gnolls,” I whispered. “They passed through here recently.”

“How can you tell?” Kithani asked, squatting next to me and eyeing the tracks.

“Look at the prints—they look like large hounds, but with only hind legs.” I paused and hissed softly in thought. “Must have come up from the Brackenwood to raid the road to the north.”

It was difficult to get an exact count of the prints, given their messiness and overlap, but the average gnoll warband typically included at least a dozen warriors. The mangy marauders had long terrorized the Harkoran Plains to the west, now more than ever as members of the growing Chimeric Horde. But a few tribes infested the Moors as well, especially further south.

“Maybe they realized the villages are better defended now,” I mused. “They could have decided to head north in the hopes of finding easier prey.”

“They will be disappointed,” Kithani said, her soft voice suddenly as hard as steel.

“They can smell potential prey from a great distance. But since the tracks head northeast, it should be easy enough to avoid them.”

My companion looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. “Why would we wish to avoid them?”

“I thought you wanted to get to the tower as quickly as possible.”

“I do,” Kithani said. “But evil cannot be allowed to fester. If we refuse to act, the death and misery they inflict will be branded upon our souls.”

I didn’t disagree with her—she was more or less reciting the creed of the Dread Knights, at least when it came to Riven. Merely defending against evil wasn’t enough; we were bound by duty to actively seek out corruption and destroy it at the source.

But I was surprised by the sudden shift in her tone and body language. She held her warmace in both hands as if she were prepared to crush the first enemy she saw.

“It shouldn’t be hard to catch up to them,” I said. “And we’ll be heading upwind, so we might be able to take them by surprise.”

“Then we should not delay,” Kithani said, following the tracks.

I moved alongside her, trying to strike a balance between stealth and speed. Gnolls were excellent hunters, but the fact we were traveling into the wind should mask our scent. I was more concerned about the shuffling jingle of my scale jacket. Kithani didn’t have that problem; her bare feet made almost no sound whatsoever.

We caught up with our prey sooner than I expected. The gnolls weren’t actually near the road—they seemed as though they had intentionally set up camp away from it, in fact. The hulking, hyena-like beastmen—twisted creations of the demon lord Gorgesh—were standing around a clearing setting up a camp, with the one farthest to each side about seventy or eighty feet apart with a few trees in between.

A quick headcount confirmed my original guess of a dozen in total, armed with axes and spears. Most were clad in hides skinned from local beasts. The shortest one was still more than a head taller than me, though they were scrawny and tended to walk with a hunch.

Had we been approaching downwind, they would have caught our scent by the time we could see them. But we managed to approach within about a hundred feet and crouch behind a fallen tree without any of them sounding the alarm.

“Odd,” I whispered, sliding my blade from my back but leaving the shield. “It looks more like they’re hiding than hunting. Doubly strange since they’re pretty scrawny—probably haven’t eaten in a while.”

“Then they will be weaker and easier to slay,” Kithani said, both hands squeezing her warmace again.

“True,” I said. “I can hit them from the west and get their attention. But I need to know what kind of spells you can—”

Kithani didn’t give me a chance to finish. Rather than crouching next to me, she spread her black wings and launched herself into the air. The moment she was above the gnolls, she dove straight down at them like an angel of death.

The enemy saw her coming. The warrior at the far end of the clearing yipped a warning, but Kithani moved so quickly it didn’t have a chance to lift its weapon before the flanged head of her warmace crushed its skull like an overripe melon.

The splatter of gore was as disgusting as it was impressive, and she didn’t hesitate to press her attack. Her weapon was still dripping with blood when she leapt at another gnoll and smashed her mace into its chest hard enough to shatter its rib cage.

There were still ten of the monsters left, however, and by now they had all turned to face the dark angel beating them into submission. I vaulted to my feet and charged, sword in hand, but she had flown so far ahead there was simply no way I could cover the distance before they swarmed her. Gritting my teeth, I pushed my legs as hard as I could anyway, vaulting over boulders and rotten stumps…

But evidently Kithani did have a plan to buy me time to join her. Rather than raising her mace and engaging another gnoll, she held up her left hand and unleashed her magic.

“Solos Tema!” she shouted, enveloping her hand in brilliant white light. If I hadn’t recognized the spell from my time fighting alongside White Mantle clerics, I never would have shielded my eyes in time. And while I did lift my forearm and press my eyelids shut, a brief but intense afterimage still seared into my vision. The gnolls, unprepared, yipped and screeched in agony as the radiance of the White Flame blinded them.

The delay gave me all the time I needed. I rushed into their camp, blade at the ready. The subtle difference in weight between this sword and Steelshade was a little unsettling, but the quality of Kithani’s craftsmanship made up for it. The razor-sharp edge cleaved the shrieking head from the shoulders of the first gnoll before it knew I was there. A second died nearly as quickly as I thrust the tapered tip of the blade through its weathered hide armor and into its gut.

Kithani crushed another, breaking its knees with one blow, then smashing its head once it slumped low enough for her to strike. One of the gnolls tried to slice at her while blinded and ended up chopping its ax into the same corpse. Before the creature could realize its mistake, the deva leapt away and cast another spell.

“Ignara Ferrus!”

I recognized the Words of Power from back at her forge, and they were swiftly followed by a hissing sizzle…and then a horrified shriek as the gnoll’s ax began glowing a bright, angry orange as if she had just tossed it into the furnace. The creature’s hand sizzled even after it reflexively dropped the weapon, but with its guard down, it was now an easy target. Kithani leapt forward again, warmace sweeping sideways and shattering its ribcage.

Most of the surviving gnolls were now focused on Kithani, and the largest one in the camp—a flind with grey-blue fur—lunged toward her with a multi-headed steel flail clutched in both hands. With her mace lodged deep in the skull of a fallen foe, she had no chance of defending herself from the attack.

“Takros!” I called out, pointing at the flind. My spell clawed deep into the creature’s simple mind, shifting all its rage and frustration at me rather than the deva. The flind caught himself mid swing and barreled toward me instead.

The delay gave Kithani the moment she needed to rip her mace free of her victim’s ribcage. And as the flind ran past her, frothing at the mouth, she caved in its skull from behind.

Unfortunately, the maneuver proved costly. While I was distracted protecting her, two more gnolls launched themselves at me. I managed to duck beneath the swipe of an ax-blade bound for my neck, by the spear of its partner stabbed into my side. The new scales of my armor slowed but didn’t stop the blow; a spike of pain lanced through me as the tip pierced my ribs.

But I’d endured worse before, and I didn’t allow the wound to sap my strength. Chopping down as hard as I could, I hacked the spear in half, then slashed back across the gnoll’s body and spilled its entrails over the ground. The others, now fully recovered from their blindness, were eager to rush in and finish me off. I couldn’t kill them all…but I didn’t need to.

Taking a deep breath, ignoring the agonized fire in my lungs when I did so, I silently called out to Maviroth for aid and channeled all my rage and fury into a low, ground-shaking roar.

There was no magic behind the roar—or at least, not my magic. I could feel Maviroth’s power wash over and through me, and for the briefest moment, the gnolls weren’t looking upon a wounded human man—they were looking at a black-armored figure with blazing red eyes.

A Dread Knight.

Even the Riven, otherwise nearly fearless, would cower at such a sight. The gnolls simply screamed and fled the field altogether. The surviving monsters shouted guttural slurs as they scattered, rushing southwest through the woods.

I could have let them run. The gnolls seemed like they were already fleeing from something, so it was unlikely an entire tribe was lurking nearby. But while they might not return to harass us, they would still be out there as a threat to others. Mercy was all well and good right up until it came back to bite you in the ass. The Dread Knights almost never left survivors for that reason. As Kithani herself had said, if the monster you were hunting ever killed again, the carnage they inflicted would be a stain on your conscience.

“Soreth Mortis!” I spat. A quivering mass of darkness appeared in my palm, and I stretched out my arm and took aim at the centermost gnoll among the survivors. A single blast of necrotic energy would surely fell the beast, but I couldn’t stop all three without help. Just like when the Riven had ambushed our patrol, the power I needed was right there waiting for me to embrace it.

And so I did.

Reaching deeper into the Chaos, I allowed its corruption to spread through me. The spell intensified, causing the beast to shriek in pain and lose its balance as the necrotic energy devoured its flesh. The others continued running, but there was no escape from my power.

The gnoll exploded. The sharp pieces of its skeleton slashed and impaled its companions. The creatures collapsed, blood hemorrhaging from their wounds as their lives drained away.

But they weren’t all dead yet. One still lived, yipping in pain and clutching at a gash on its side. Lumbering over to the sole survivor, clutching at my own wound and grimacing when I saw the smear of blood over my freshly-polished scales, I called out to Maviroth one last time.

“Soreth Ampir!”

Another burst of necrotic energy leapt from my fingertips, but as this one drained the last spark of life from the monster’s eyes, the pain in my side faded from a raging fire to a smoldering ember. I could breathe more easily, and I was reasonably sure the wound had closed over even if it hadn’t healed completely.

And then it was over. I cringed, waiting for the sickly backlash of the corruption to overtake me. I had delved too deeply into the Chaos, and a price had to be paid.

Yet strangely, I didn’t feel anything. No discomfort, no lethargy, no nausea. Frankly, I felt better than normal, as if empowering the spell had empowered me with it.

I stared down at my bloody gauntlet and flexed my fingers. I had no explanation for the lack of pain. While I hadn’t drawn anywhere near enough power to instantly turn myself into a Riven, I had still pushed beyond the surface of the Chaos. At the very least, I shouldn’t have felt good. During my last skirmish with the Riven, it had taken all my willpower to stay upright and keep fighting.

Shaking my head, I pushed the thoughts aside and turned around. The corruption might not have taken hold, but that didn’t mean Kithani would appreciate what I’d done. Wielding the power of the Profane in front of a cleric of the White Flame was sacrilegious enough; wielding it in front of a deva was like spitting in Aodar’s face.

Yet Kithani wasn’t scowling. She wasn’t even looking at me…or much of anything. She was standing there over the bodies as stiff as stone, wings tucked in, her mace held low as if it were about to fall from her grip. She was even bloodier than I was, with ribbons of crimson covering her silvery skin and black wings. The flanged head of her mace was downright caked in gore, which was hardly surprising considering how many skulls she’d just caved in.

“Are you all right?” I asked as I warily returned to her.

Kithani stayed silent. I feared that she might have suffered a wound I hadn’t seen, but she wasn’t clutching her body in pain. But her head was turned just enough that her mane of black hair was concealing her face, so she might have been grimacing.

Taking another few steps to try and get a better angle, I started to reach out for her arm—

And froze when I saw her eyes. Like last night, they were as a black as the void. She wasn’t grimacing, but she was biting down hard on her lower lip. Not as if she were in pain…

But as if she were aroused.

“Are you all right?” I repeated.

For several heartbeats, Kithani remained completely still, seemingly unaware of me or the carnage around her. But eventually she drew in a full-body breath that made her chest visibly heave and her black wings spread.

“I am well,” she said, her voice as calm and tranquil but much lower than normal.

“Good,” I managed. I continued watching in silence as she stopped biting her lips and dragged her tongue across them instead. Once they were cleaned of blood, the corners of her mouth curled upward.

Every other time I’d seen her smile, it had felt like the sun was shining upon my face. But here, the darkness lurking behind her upturned lips sent an eerie chill down my spine. It was almost sadistic, as if she were reveling in the slaughter.

And was eager for more.

“These abominations will never prey upon anyone again,” she purred. “And the Riven are next.”

“Right,” I murmured, a second chill joining the first. Looking down at the corpses and my blood-soaked blade, I found myself wondering if I had truly slain all the monsters here. Because the woman in front of me no longer seemed like a glorious servant of the White Flame.

“We should make haste,” she said, her dark smile growing even wider as she looked over the carnage again. “Evil awaits.”


5
Urges


The sheer number of abandoned forts and keeps in the Grey Moors made it incredibly easy to confuse one from another, especially if you never took the time to go inside. Though frankly, one could only see so many crumbled walls and collapsed towers before they all started blurring together.

Fort Danashir was a rare exception, though not because the ruins were particularly impressive. If anything, the fortifications were more damaged than usual. The main difference was that I’d personally camped here at least a dozen times, and on two of those occasions, my unit had been forced to drive out a band of gnolls who had moved in first.

To this day, I remained surprised that no one had tried to rebuild the structure. As the halfway point between Blackreach and Rivenwatch, the location was perfect for a stopover. If enough people eventually resettled here, the trade alone might have been sufficient to support a small town.

“There’s an untainted pond nearby,” I said as the uneven silhouette of the fort grew larger in the distance. The sun was quickly sinking into the western horizon, bathing the old, crumbling walls in an eerie orange-red glow. “It’s the only decent source of water for miles, so this is as good a place to stop as any.”

“I will survey the area,” Kithani said.

Stretching out her wings, she shot into the air without waiting for a reply. She had spent a great deal of our journey in the sky after we’d left the forest behind, and the blood splatters that had been covering her skin a few hours ago were gone. Her unearthly body seemed immune to dirt, just like her feet.

Her eyes had reverted to their normal luminescent blue, and her voice was also returned to a soft, delicate lilt. Her general disposition hadn’t reverted with them, however. She still seemed distant and distracted, and the way she continued clutching her mace made it seem like she was eager to smash anything that moved. I stayed alert in case that something turned out to be me.

There was definitely something going on with her. It was almost as if she were two different people living inside the same body.

While she surveyed the area, I approached the fort and set up camp. The courtyard had long since been reclaimed by nature; the wide open area was practically a field of grass surrounded by partially intact walls. There were several fire pits from previous visitors, some old but a few more recent. The one nearest the center of the courtyard was surrounded by gnawed human bones, suggesting that some monster had been here not long ago.

Setting down my pack, I searched the area more carefully and found a few nasty surprises someone had left behind. Gnolls in particular enjoyed disguising bear claw traps, and I disarmed five before I was confident I’d found them all.

Once that was settled, I laid out my bedroll inside the fort’s only remaining tower. The western wall had crumbled, but the ceiling was intact enough to shelter us against anything besides a serious storm. And with the sky still crystal clear, foul weather seemed unlikely.

Kithani landed nearby once I’d gathered some timber and started a fire in one of the old bone-free pits. She eyed the collection of traps I’d thrown into a pile.

“Gifts from previous residents,” I said dryly. “See anything from the sky?”

“No,” she replied, shaking her head. “There are no other camps or travelers for miles.”

“Good,” I said, groaning as I leaned down over the kindling. Just before I struck the tinder, I looked up at her again. “I don’t suppose you happen to know any fire magic? Like that trick you used to heat up your forge?”

Kithani extended her left arm and spread her fingers wide. “Ignaris!”

A bolt of magical flame leapt from her outstretched hand and set the tinder ablaze. I leaned back at the sudden wash of heat and smiled.

“That’s better,” I said. “You need to teach me that sometime.”

Kithani didn’t seem to be paying attention. She had shifted her gaze northward, and she was still holding her mace as if she were ready and eager to use it again.

After poking the fire a few more times to ensure it could sustain itself, I returned to my feet. The lingering spear wound on my side twinged at the movement, enough to make me wince but not quite gasp.

“Are you feeling all right?” I asked.

The deva shifted her gaze back to me and arched a black eyebrow. “I was not injured.”

“That’s not what I meant.” I paused, trying to figure out how to approach this. “I just noticed you’ve been acting differently since we fought the gnolls. You seem…distracted.”

Kithani looked down at her mace. Much of the blood staining the flanged head had dried.

“I had not battled evil directly in some time,” she said, her voice sounding oddly wistful. “I had forgotten how much I enjoy it.”

“You did seem rather enthusiastic.”

“Devas were created to smite the wicked. We are the instruments of Aodar’s holy wrath.”

“True. But you have to admit, it’s a big change from baking pastries overnight.”

Kithani’s expression remained stiff for a few heartbeats, but then she smiled. And as she did, the aura of gloom surrounding her faded away.

“Yes,” she said. “I suppose so.”

Kithani braced her warmace against the tower wall and took a step away, treating her weapon as if it were a cursed talisman.

“Does this always happen to you when you fight?” I asked. “To be honest, it seemed like you lost control. And got a little reckless. A lot reckless, actually.

“I…I don’t know,” Kithani admitted. “I know I have battled evil before, but I cannot remember when. All I know is that I enjoyed it.”

“What do you remember?” I pressed. “Because it doesn’t seem like very much.”

She focused for several heartbeats, her eyes flicking back and forth. “I remember Master Andrel’s cabin,” she said. “Before that…”

Kithani trailed off. I stayed silent, giving her some time to try and see if she could find anything. She looked deeply troubled. Disturbed, even. As someone who’d spent a lot of his time trying to bury unpleasant memories of the past, I was almost envious.

Almost.

Our deeds are a monument to who we were, but our memories are who we are now, Praevost Laricath had once told me. The Riven can take the latter from us in death, but even their corruption can never taint what we accomplished in life.

“I remember battles,” Kithani said into the pause. “I remember the satisfaction of defeating my enemies. But the details are…lost.”

“If he cleansed you of your corruption, it makes some sense,” I said. “The Riven don’t remember anything of their lives. They become creatures of hate and hunger and nothing else. He must have saved me just before I lost my own memories.”

Kithani looked over at her mace again. “Was…was I a monster? Did I do terrible things?”

I grimaced. Perhaps the only merciful thing about turning was that you could no longer realize the monster you’d become. No one had ever been cured, so they’d never had to grapple with everything they’d done.

“You didn’t,” I told her. “Whatever you might have been before isn’t what you are now.”

“Do you mean that?” she asked.

“Absolutely.”

I spoke the word with utter conviction. But when I thought about how she’d acted with the gnolls, I wondered if I was mistaken. What if a part of that monster did still dwell within her somehow?

What if it still dwelled within me?

The dark thought wormed through my mind. Was that why I’d been able to empower a spell with corruption? Was that why I’d felt so invigorated afterward? If so…what did it mean?

Kithani shook her head, and her temporary reverie broke. “Master Andrel was right about you.”

“How so?” I asked.

“You are a skilled warrior. And your magic is more powerful than I expected.”

“It gets the job done.”

Swallowing heavily, Kithani took a step closer and squatted beside me. The firelight made her silvery skin look almost gold.

“I felt you call out to Maviroth during the battle,” she said.

“I did, yes,” I replied, bracing myself for the inevitable recriminations about my recklessness.

“Do you not worry about the evil coursing through you?”

“Not as much as I worry about letting the monsters win,” I replied bluntly. “When you grow up fighting the Riven, you learn to take power wherever we can get it. The Profane, the Archons, even the Primal Gods. A few Dread Knights in the Darkspire even had tiny shrines to Aodar in their quarters, if you can believe it.”

“I don’t,” Kithani whispered, brow furrowing. “How can your order accommodate so many faiths?”

“Probably because we don’t treat them as ‘faiths,’” I said. “Like I told you before, we don’t pray or perform rituals. The Dread Knights aren’t dogmatic about anything but victory. We take the power we need and move on.”

I was prepared for a longer debate if she wanted one, but surprisingly, she didn’t press. She stared into the fire for a while, her gaze oddly distant.

“You delved deep into the Chaos,” she said. “Too deeply for mortals.”

“Yes,” I said, nodding grimly. I’d wondered if she’d even noticed, given how distracted she’d been at the time. “I didn’t want the gnoll to escape.”

Kithani shifted her eyes back to me. They weren’t judgmental—they were concerned. “Do you not fear the corruption taking hold?”

“I do,” I admitted. “And I try to avoid drawing that much power when possible. Trust me, I’m not planning on spontaneously turning myself if I can avoid it. But sometimes you need the extra power, and there’s no other choice.”

I didn’t mention the fact that I hadn’t actually felt the corruption seep into me that time, mostly because I still didn’t understand why. I should have been at least a little nauseous, but I still felt great.

Other than the lingering ache in my gut from the spear wound, anyway. I winced at the unexpected pain in my side when I shuffled onto my bedroll. Sitting still for a while had evidently made it angry.

“You are wounded!” Kithani exclaimed, practically diving down next to me.

“It’s not bad,” I lied through a grimace. “I stopped the bleeding. I think.”

She leaned closer and began to inspect the bloody scales on my side. It was difficult to believe she hadn’t noticed before…but then, she hadn’t exactly been in her right mind.

“Do you not know any healing magic?” she asked.

“I know the Words of Power, but Maviroth won’t or can’t grant me the power to cast light magic. The same way I doubt Aodar could give you the strength to cast a shadow spell.”

I waited for the inevitable “I told you so” I’d heard from clerics and paladins of Aodar hundreds of times about the fundamental flaws of drawing power from the Profane, but Kithani didn’t take the bait. Instead, she reached out to examine the damaged scales.

“I should have healed you earlier,” she said, shaking her head. “I am so sorry—I didn’t realize you were in pain!”

She began unfastening the buckles on my scale jacket. We pulled it over my head a few moments later, and the padded gambeson was next. A fair amount of blood had soaked into the cloth, and Kithani inhaled sharply when she saw the wound. It was admittedly worse than I’d expected; the blue-black bruise covered almost that entire side of my ribcage.

But there was no blood, thankfully, and I remained confident I’d mended the worst of the damage with my vampiric touch spell. Still, it couldn’t hurt to have a real healer look at it, and the cool evening air felt surprisingly good on my bare skin.

“Aodar’s light,” Kithani gasped, her fingertips gently probing the bruise. “We should have tended to this right away.”

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” I assured her.

“This is my fault. I was distracted. I neglected my duties!”

She looked positively heartbroken, as if she’d utterly failed at something critically important. But before I could try to soothe her, her hands flashed with golden light as she uttered a healing spell.

“Vita Mortis!”

As the discoloration began to fade, the lingering ache was replaced by a soothing warmth that soon enveloped my entire body. I inhaled as sharply as if I’d been stabbed.

“Does that hurt?” Kithani asked, looking concerned.

“N-no,” I stammered. “It just feels…good.”

Kithani smiled. Not the dark, almost sadistic one she’d worn after the battle, but the sweet and charming one she’d disarmed me with back at the cabin. I had been healed dozens of times by clerics and paladins alike, and typically their magic numbed the area as it mended the wound. The relief was welcome, but this was completely different. Instead of merely neutralizing the pain, she had somehow swapped it for pleasure.

And I didn’t want her to let go. When she started to remove her hands, mine reflexively flashed out to catch her wrist and hold them in place. I immediately felt a rush of embarrassed heat in my cheeks, and I released her almost as quickly. But Kithani’s smile grew wider, and her hands returned on their own.

“The wound should be fully healed by morning,” she said softly. “But perhaps…perhaps this is a good time to see what I can do about your scars.”

Her hands began a gentle tour of my chest, sliding over my old scars one after another just as she’d done when I’d awakened in her care and again last night.

“Now I understand why you have so many,” Kithani said. “You’ve never had a proper healer.”

I moaned softly as her fingertips danced over my ribs on both sides. “We had apothecaries,” I managed. “Their poultices did the job.”

“No mere poultice can match the power of Aodar’s healing light.”

“Apparently not,” I conceded, suppressing another moan as her hands drifted up to my collarbone. “The Mantle clerics would occasionally lend us their grace. It all depended on which Knight-Captain we were dealing with at the time.”

“Aodar’s gifts are meant to be shared,” Kithani said, leaning forward so her hands could reach my neck. “Only then can His radiance spread across the world.”

As she stretched over me, my gaze was momentarily drawn downward. Her silvery breasts, held in place by the solitary strand of black cloth, seemed like they were mere moments from bursting free again. But she didn’t seem concerned about it in the least.

“This nearly hit your neck,” she commented when her fingers reached the scar on my right cheekbone. My impressive stubble concealed it from sight reasonably well, but not touch.

“The blade of a wight,” I told her. “During the last battle at Canith Mir.”

Kithani leaned even closer until her mouth was mere inches from mine. My right arm, resting limply on the ground next to me, slid toward her thigh and settled upon it. The skin of her legs was every bit as silky as her hands.

“I will heal them all,” she said, voice so soft I could barely hear it over the crackle of the fire. She cast a second spell, this one focused exclusively on my scarred cheek. I felt another rush of power wash over me, and my hand gripped her thigh a bit tighter.

“Did it work?” I asked.

“It will,” Kithani promised. Slowly, as if in a trance, she lifted her right leg over my chest until she was straddling me. “But I…I should examine it carefully to be sure.”

She brought our lips together. Her kiss was heavy and deliberate, passionate and yearning, as if we were continuing our embrace from last night in the cabin. As she began churning her hips against me, I could feel the heat of her angelic core against me, and I was reminded that she wasn’t wearing anything beneath her loincloth.

I moaned softly into her mouth, which only encouraged her to grind against me even harder. My hands explored her sides and once again found her bandeau. A simple tug was all it would take to release them in their full glory once again…

But just before I pulled, Kithani leaned away. She looked down upon me, blue eyes glimmering, and rubbed her fingers across my cheek.

“The scar has healed,” she whispered.

“I’ll…I’ll take your word for it,” I replied, breathless.

Her hands skirted down my sides again. “The remainder will be more difficult. And I need to be closer.”

I swallowed. “How much closer?”

“Very close.”

Giving me a sensuous smile, Kithani began kissing her way back down my neck to my chest. Her hands traced over every old wound as well as every muscle, and they didn’t stop until they reached my trousers. She tugged them from my hips, liberating my manhood and drawing another gasp from my lungs. Her fingers curled around the shaft, and I could already imagine how amazing it was going to feel when those pouty angelic lips were wrapped around it once more.

“I must taste you again,” she purred, licking hungrily at her lips. But a split second before she lowered herself upon me, I reached and snatched her wrist.

“Wait,” I said. “There’s something I want to show you first.”

Her brow furrowed in confusion as I leaned up and touched her arms, gently encouraging her to swap positions with me and roll onto her back. For a moment, I thought she might actually ignore me—the ravenous glimmer in her eyes when she looked at my cock was almost disturbingly intense, as if she couldn’t wait to coax another thick load down her throat.

But eventually, she rolled over like I wanted, and I positioned myself on top of her. She looked up at me expectantly, wings tucked in behind her and chest heaving in aroused anticipation. In that moment, I knew I could have done absolutely anything I wanted to her. It was beyond tempting to simply tear off her loincloth, push her legs open, and ravage Aodar’s most precious creation with my unholy cock.

Instead, I leaned down over her and kissed my way across her soft, flat belly up to her bandeau. I unfastened the straps with a tug, revealing her glorious breasts to the world. Like last night, Kithani responded immediately to my touch, moaning as I squeezed the plump, silvery flesh and flicked my tongue over her nipples. She leaned back, eyes closed and mouth open, inhaling sharply whenever I touched her exactly the right way.

I sent my right hand sliding across her stomach. Her abdominal muscles flexed and strained as the waves of pleasure cascaded through her, but my fingers didn’t stop moving until they reached her loincloth. The strings holding it to her hips were as easy to unwind as her bandeau. As I cast the fabric aside, I began to kiss my way back down her belly toward the glorious bounty I had just unveiled.

Kithani reflexively opened her legs for me as I drew close, giving me an unobstructed view of her angelic quim. It was as smooth and silky as the rest of her. She inhaled sharply when I dragged my fingertip over her folds, and I was pleased to find that she was as thoroughly soaked in anticipation as any human.

My lips had reached her belly now, and they continued south until they joined my fingers in paradise. The mere presence of my tongue made her hold her breath; a single flick caused her to seize up in anticipation. And when I leaned in to sample the full bloom of her flower, she cried out so loudly her voice echoed through the ruined fort and across the plains beyond.

“Oh!” she squealed. “That feels…ngnnnn!”

I had never imagined what an angel might taste like, but the truth was even better than any fantasy my mind could have concocted. Her carnal nectar was as sweet as honey. I devoured her greedily, tongue lathering her folds and clit while I eased a finger inside her depths. Her breaths became haggard, and her hand clutched the back of my head to hold me even closer.

As I sensed the climax swelling within her, I couldn’t help but think about how amazing it had been to kiss an angel, then enjoy the sweet lips of one wrapped around your cock. But to feel the silky, silver thighs of one clamp around your head as she climaxed…that was beyond merely amazing.

It was absolutely magical, in every sense of the word.

“Duncaa-oooooh!” Kithani mewled as she threw her head back, hands on my skull and thighs crushing my head. Her wings shot outward beneath her like they were attached to springs, rustling the dirt and knocking over my pack of equipment. I basked in her sweetness; my tongue didn’t stop probing until she gasped and went limp.

Smiling contentedly, I began pecking my way back up her body when her grip on my head relaxed. Her nectar left a pleasing tingle on my lips and tongue, as if I’d been kissing pure celestial energy as much as a woman. Her chest continued to heave as she tried to catch her breath, and I squeezed and kissed her breasts one more time on my way upward. After a lifetime of fighting monsters, I would have been more than happy to lie here playing with them forever.

Kithani’s head was still slumped backward in bliss when my lips reached her neck and chin. Just before they returned to her mouth, she abruptly sucked in a breath and reopened her blue eyes.

“Duncan?”

“Yes?” I whispered, so close I could taste her breath.

“Will…will you…?” She swallowed as if to regather her strength. “Will you make love to me?”

“Are you sure?” I asked. “You said—”

Kithani grabbed the sides of my head with surprising force and pulled us together. Her tongue became more aggressive with each passing second, as if the taste of her own juices was driving her mad with lust. Her legs spread wider, and I felt her ankles lock around my back to pull me in. I could feel the carnal heat of her angelic core against my cock, beckoning me deeper.

Bracing myself on my left elbow, I shifted my right hand downward between us to help guide me into her, but Kithani beat me to it. Her fingers were already there, curling around my shaft and easing the tip inside. She yelped as I entered her, breaking our kiss, and I moaned in contentment as I felt her core stretch to accommodate me.

Her cunt was paradise. The slick heat and crushing grip were beyond anything I’d experienced—beyond anything I’d ever imagined. She offered me the same warm, welcoming sheath as any human quim, yet somehow her depths remained as smooth as the rest of her. And despite the ease with which I penetrated her, she was still incredibly tight.

Her blue eyes flickered like tiny flames, and they rolled back into her head completely once I’d buried myself to the hilt inside her. For several aching heartbeats, she seemed to forget how to breathe. I held myself in place, fearing I could spiral out of control at any instant.

I was making love to an angel. A real angel. Just thinking about it beckoned me toward oblivion, and looking down at her flawless silvery skin sent a renewed surge of lust racing through me.

“Oooh!” Kithani moaned. “By the Archons, I—ngn!”

Gently rolling my hips back, I withdrew a few careful inches, then pushed back inside her. She cried out again, her voice high-pitched and breathless. I repeated the movement, pulling out a bit more each time, pacing myself as much as giving her a chance to adjust.

“Duncan,” she breathed. “Harder…please…”

Gritting my teeth, bracing myself against the tides of lust crashing over me, I began pumping her in earnest. She was so thoroughly soaked I had no trouble hilting myself over and over. Yet at the same time, the compression of her celestial cunt was practically begging me to defile her holy womb with my profane seed.

For the briefest moment, I wondered if Aodar himself might smite me for desecrating his loyal servant even though she was eager and willing. But even if his righteous flames consumed me the moment I spilled, I still wouldn’t trade this moment for anything.

Her fingertips pressed hard into my back as her panting cries filled my ears. I began pounding into her, relentlessly, delighting in her squeaks and squeals and whimpers while fighting desperately to hold myself back. But having fought the Riven all my life, I was no stranger to lost causes, and I knew this battle was nearly over.

“I…” I panted. “I can’t…”

Kithani gripped me with her whole body, legs and arms and wings, as if to ensure I couldn’t escape. I continued my rampage, thrusting away again and again…

“Ngn!” I growled as I burst, flooding her with everything I had. Kithani gasped with every spurt.

I slumped onto my elbows once I’d spent, trying and failing to catch my breath. But like last night, I was completely and utterly drained. Within mere moments, my arms no longer had the strength to hold me upright, and I collapsed atop her breasts.

As the darkness crashed over me, Kithani’s eyes finally reopened. And I wasn’t the least bit surprised to see that they were no longer a radiant blue…

But a demonic black.


6
The Tower


Darkhold, Bastion of the Dread Knights. Six Years Earlier…

“It’s hard to believe we’re going to be out there soon.”

I followed Zaelya’s gaze over the Darkhold battlements. The Wild Marches sprawled out before us, a vast expanse of once-lush forests and fertile fields now tainted by corruption. Somewhere out there was the great city of Canith Mir, once nearly as large as Stormcrest and thought to be invulnerable. Yet Veracus, the last of the vile Spellbinders, was on the verge of conquering it after just a few short days.

“I’m surprised the Praevost hasn’t sent us already,” I said, my breath billowing out in front of me. The air to the north of the fortress in the Wending White remained mercifully free of corruption, but the cold seemed nearly as oppressive sometimes. “I can’t imagine the city will hold much longer, especially with the queen dead.”

“He said he wasn’t willing to waste good soldiers saving bad people,” Zaelya replied.

I nodded grimly. It seemed like a cold calculus to wait until Canith Mir had nearly fallen before we intervened, but everyone insisted that the Praevost knew what he was doing. The Riven didn’t care about sentimentality, so we couldn’t, either. While the White Mantle sacrificed its clerics and paladins in a futile defense of the Mirian royal family, the Dread Knights were waiting for the right moment to strike. Saving the queen’s children would give us the leverage to command the loyalty of her vassals in the Marches. We’d need them and their armies to defeat the Riven hordes once and for all.

“Strange to think how not that long ago, I’d have been a servant girl in Canith Mir,” Zaelya commented. “The Treemother’s druids never would have taken me in, not without a stronger natural connection to the Chaos.”

“Would have been their loss,” I said, sending another puff of frozen air out in front of me. “The trainers insist you’ll be a powerful Bloodletter.”

Zaelya looked perfectly warm and comfortable here in the cold despite the fact that she was still wearing her light Tahari leathers designed for the temperate forests of the south. Her cheeks hadn’t even turned rosy red in the wind yet, though the ends of her white hair had frozen near her pointed ears.

“Maybe,” she murmured, tracing her finger along the claw-shaped primal tattoo beneath her left wrist. “The lack of strong connection to the Chaos is the only reason I’m alive, but now I have to pledge myself to a monster to gain power instead.”

“It takes monsters to fight monsters,” I said, echoing the line I’d heard from the Praevost countless times.

“Easy to say when you don’t have to transform into one. You’ve no idea how much it hurts.”

I swallowed but stayed silent. She wasn’t wrong—I had learned a few simple spells in my training, but Maviroth demanded precious little of his servants compared to other members of the Profane. Balphoren, by contrast, liked to constantly remind his druids of their place. Marking their flesh was only the first step of their submission; every time they used his power to transform their bodies, he made them suffer.

And of course, there was always the looming threat that when they changed, he wouldn’t allow them to change back. The Beast Lord was nothing if not malicious.

“Well, I think it’s time,” Zaelya said. “Are you ready to ride me?”

I blinked. “What?”

She smirked. “You weren’t expecting to get to Canith Mir on foot, were you?”

“I, um, I assumed I’d be riding in with the rest of the armigers,” I told her. “To clear out any ghouls who are blocking the road to Tunare.”

“That’s what the heavy cavalry will be doing. But we’ll need gryphons to get into the city and rescue the royals.”

“Yes, but the Praevost said he’d be sending full Dread Knights for that. The mission is too important to leave to armigers.”

Zaelya shrugged. “Maybe, but gryphons get to choose their riders. And I choose you.”

I looked deep into her silver eyes. I’d had no idea why she had asked me to come up here to the high tower with her today, but I hadn’t even considered this as a possibility. I knew she’d been working with her primal magic and shapeshifting—we ate dinner together in the mess hall almost every night, and she’d told me all about her training as a Bloodletter. But the Praevost and his legates had made it abundantly clear that once we left the safety of Darkhold, our lives wouldn’t be the same. Given our different roles in the order, I’d tried to prepare myself for the fact I’d likely never see her again.

“You’re sure?” I asked.

“No,” Zaelya admitted. “But everyone else treats me like a pariah. It’s like they expect me to become a banshee overnight and turn everyone in the fortress. You don’t.”

“Seems wrong to judge people for what they might become rather than what they are.”

“Then I’ll ask you again: are you ready to ride me?”

I grinned. “Yes.”

“Good. Then stand back.”

I retreated a few steps as she moved to the center of the tower and closed her eyes. After a few slow billowing breaths, the primal tattoo on her arm began to glow an eerie green. Balphoren’s demonic blood flowed in her veins as surely as Maviroth’s flowed through mine, and all it took was a silent prayer to ignite its power and open a doorway to the Chaos.

When Zaelya threw back her head and let out a choked-off scream, I nearly rushed to her aid out of pure reflex. But I forced myself to stand still, reminding myself that the agony was perfectly normal.

No, not normal. Just the price of power.

I never expected the sight of a pretty young elf girl transforming into a monster to be pleasant, but the sudden twisting of her limbs and body was even more grotesque than I imagined. The sound of her snapping bones nearly made me sick, and I almost turned away…

But then the transformation was finished, and Zaelya didn’t look monstrous at all. With the head of a majestic eagle and the body of a powerful lion, gryphons had long inspired people across Ikibris. Authentic gryphons were rare these days, but the Bloodletters had learned to master the shape as a way of carrying Dread Knights into battle. Being chosen as her rider—her partner—was an honor far beyond what an unproven young armiger deserved.

But as I looked upon her glorious form, I promised myself that I would prove worthy of her trust.
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The Grey Moors. Present Day.

I awoke as slowly and languidly as the night before, and my head throbbed like I’d been clubbed with a hammer. I was still lying on my bedroll inside the fort where I’d set up camp, though I was surprised to find that my trousers were back on, albeit still unbuckled.

“Shit,” I breathed, pulling myself up. The headache receded fairly quickly, thankfully, and the worst of the disorientation faded once I was fully vertical.

I glanced around the camp in search of Kithani. I didn’t see her anywhere, but my nose was quickly overwhelmed by the mouth-watering scent of cooking meat. I heard the sizzle of bacon and the occasional metallic tapping on an iron skillet. When I held my breath to stay quiet, I swore I could also hear a delicate female voice singing over the low morning wind.

Just hearing Kithani brought a smile to my face. A deluge of memories crashed over me, and the drain and headaches suddenly seemed like a small price to pay for such a glorious night. I’d never experienced anything like it. I still didn’t know if she was a deva or a demon, but whatever she was, I had never spilled so hard in my life.

Taking a deep breath, I leaned down to retrieve my gear. Kithani had helpfully put everything together for me; my jacket, gauntlets, and weapon were lying a few feet away from my bedroll. I tried to plan out my questions for her while I suited up, but it was difficult to concentrate with my stomach rumbling in hunger. Gods, whatever she was making smelled so good…

I found her standing over the fire pit in the overgrown courtyard, and I took a moment to study her before I approached. She was humming to herself as she turned the bacon on the skillet, seemingly oblivious to everything that had happened. By all appearances, she was once again the gentle deva from the cabin rather than the bloodthirsty battle angel or lusty temptress.

I was stunned by the amount of food she was cooking. I didn’t realize how much she’d put into our supply pack before we’d left, and I wondered if her magic had allowed her to preserve the meat. Probably—I’d seen White Mantle clerics preserve the bodies of the fallen before, and as macabre as the thought was, the principle was the same.

“Good, you’re awake!” Kithani said when she spotted me. Smiling brightly, she picked up one of the plates and added several pieces of bacon and sausage to the potatoes and onions. “I didn’t wish to disturb you, but I’m glad your meal isn’t cold.”

“Uh, thank you,” I said. Even if I had managed to prepare a speech, I doubted I would have been able to remember it after looking at the plate. I hadn’t eaten a breakfast like this in…I couldn’t even remember.

It was almost unfortunate that everything tasted as good as it looked, because I knew it was going to spoil me. The savory crunch of the bacon, the subtle spices in the potato seasoning, the juicy, smokey squish of the sausage…it took all my willpower not to stuff them all into my mouth as quickly as possible.

“You really didn’t have to do this,” I told her over a mouthful of potatoes.

Kithani seemed confused. “Do you not wish to eat?”

“No—I mean, yes, of course I do,” I stumbled. “All I meant is that you don’t have to cook it for me.”

“But I wished to,” she said, frowning. “Since I do not require food or rest, it is only sensible that I take the burden upon myself.”

She had more or less said the same thing back at the cabin, and the logic was sound enough. She did have all those extra hours to fill, and it wasn’t as if there was a lot of other entertainment out here in the middle of nowhere. But after spending most of my adult life with the Dread Knights, I had grown used to the culture of self-reliance. Unless we were stationed at a fort or village, everyone in the unit was expected to pitch in and do their part. Whether Praevost or Dread Knight, man or woman, human or elf, everyone was expected to know how to take care of themselves and others.

Ultimately, I wouldn’t have felt anywhere nearly as awkward about it if Kithani could at least enjoy the fruits of her own labor. The fact that she made all this and didn’t bother eating any of it seemed downright sinful.

“Here,” I said, holding out the last strip of bacon. “You should try one.”

“But I don’t need to eat,” Kithani reminded me.

“I know, but it’s really good,” I told her. “And Crohl did say you steal tartlets from time to time.”

“Only once!”

She looked at the bacon for a few heartbeats before finally accepting it and taking a bite. After approximately half a second of chewing, her eyes shot wide.

“This is wonderful!” she exclaimed. “Why would you share something so precious?”

I laughed. It was a rare experience for me of late, and it felt even better than I remembered. I didn’t stop smiling until she had finished the whole piece.

“Too bad you didn’t bring more,” I said.

“I did!” she insisted, turning to her pack and licking at her lips. “But we should ration our supplies. They may need to last several days.”

From the ravenous glimmer in her eye, I imagined it wouldn’t be difficult to convince her to throw a few more pieces into the skillet. I almost did just that, if only to amuse myself by watching her eat more. But then I remembered that I’d come over here with the intention of asking her about something more important than bacon. If there was such a thing.

“There’s always tomorrow,” I said.

“Yes,” Kithani said, looking almost forlorn. “But thank you for sharing. I had forgotten how much I enjoy the taste.”

I offered her a thin smile. “It really is a shame you can’t remember more. Then again, I’m a little jealous that you get to experience all this food for the first time.”

She smiled back. “That is true!”

I finished eating, then helped her clean up. I used the silence to consider how I should approach this, but since she evidently wasn’t going to bring it up, there seemed to be no way but through.

“Before we set out, we should talk,” I said once we’d packed up everything and doused the fire.

Kithani gave me a quizzical look. “About what?”

“About last night.”

“You mean the gnolls?”

“No,” I said. “I mean after that.”

“Oh,” she said, her silvery cheeks abruptly turning red. “Yes. I…I had hoped to speak with you about that as well. I’m afraid I have something to confess. A great sin.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You do?”

“Yes. I lied to you, Duncan. I apologize.”

“Lied?” I asked. “About what?”

“When I said I didn’t wish to disturb you while you were sleeping,” she said. “I did want to disturb you…very much.”

The look in her blue eyes turned even more ravenous than after I’d shared my bacon.

“I almost didn’t start breakfast,” Kithani added. “I had hoped you would be willing to make love to me again first.”

“Oh,” I managed, my heartbeat rapidly accelerating. “That’s…”

For a long moment, I thought she might leap right into my arms, but then she quickly glanced away and seemed to compose herself.

“A cleric should never put her needs and desires ahead of those of her companions,” she said. “I knew you would be hungry, so I cooked breakfast instead. I hope you are not upset at my deception.”

“Uh…no. Not at all.”

She beamed. “Thank the Archons. Don’t worry, it won’t happen again!” Kithani moved in close and put her hands on my chest. “And now that you have eaten, you are free to make love to me!”

I was so stunned I couldn’t muster a response.

“We should be able to reach the tower long before dark, so we can take our time,” she went on. “Would you like me on my back where you can—?”

“Wait,” I interrupted, fighting the thrill running through me. “I thought you said you weren’t supposed to have these desires.”

“Hmm? Oh, yes! I looked into this overnight while you were asleep.”

“You…looked into it?”

“Yes. I keep a copy of Aodar’s Edicts in my pack. And while these desires are unusual and perhaps even unseemly in some circumstances, they are not a violation of the Edicts.”

“Really?” I replied skeptically.

Kithani nodded. “While carnal forbearance is highly encouraged among the faithful, those rules only exist because of the risk of childbirth and the Blighting. But since I am not human, these suggestions do not apply to me!”

“I see. That’s very…convenient.”

“It is!” Kithani agreed. “And since you are a wicked heathen, the rules do not apply to you, either, for your soul is already lost.”

“And you wondered why I’d choose wickedness over righteousness…”

Kithani didn’t seem to understand the joke, so I waved it away.

“Isn’t there some rule about having relationships with sinners?” I asked.

“Of course, but the Edicts are ranked by order of importance, in case there are ever any conflicts. And the First Edict tells us that we must always seek ways to redeem the wicked.”

“Okay. But what does redemption have to do with this?”

She frowned as if it were obvious. “By tending to your needs, I am more likely to convince you to forsake the Profane and convert to Aodar’s holy light.”

Inwardly, I wondered how many horny teenagers on the Coast justified giving into their urges so easily. History had never witnessed a greater achievement in self-motivated reasoning.

“So you see, you should make love to me again right away,” she said. “Or perhaps you would enjoy it more if I relieved you with my mouth…”

Glancing downward, she began to squat in front of me, but I snatched her wrists and held her upright.

“Hold on,” I said.

She looked at me expectantly. “Do you wish to return to your bedroll?”

“No. I mean, yes. I mean…hold a second.” I paused and forced myself to breathe. “Look, I’d love nothing more than to be with you again, but there’s a big problem. Every time we’ve been…close…I’ve ended up so drained I lost consciousness.”

“I planned for that last night,” Kithani said with a self-satisfied smile. “I made sure to prepare a restoration spell while I was studying the Edicts.”

I clucked softly in the back of my mouth. I was familiar with such spells from the Bloodletters. They learned how to restore endurance and cure many afflictions, albeit only after they had grown particularly powerful. But I’d never once considered that an option for something so…frivolous.

“It will work perfectly,” Kithani assured me. “Can we make love now?”

Every fiber in my being was ordering me to say yes. But before I let her go, my brain reminded me of what we were actually trying to accomplish out here.

“We don’t know what dangers we’re going to find at the old tower,” I said, “but we’re going to need all our strength to defeat a banshee. That includes all your spells.”

“Oh, gods. You’re right…” Her expression sank, and her arms went limp. I had never heard or seen anyone seem so defeated in my entire life. “I am sorry, Duncan. I should have considered that. You must think me fiendish for being so selfish!”

“No,” I told her, shaking my head. “Not at all. You were just trying to, uh, help. With my redemption.”

“Yes,” Kithani whispered. She stayed silent a moment, then drew herself back up. “But it is all right. Once the banshee is defeated and her Riven are destroyed, you can make love to me again. Perhaps I’ll have enough magic left that you can do it more than once!”

“I certainly hope so,” I said.

Her face brightened again, as if all her concerns had been washed away. “Then we should make haste! I will pack up the supplies while you don your armor.”

She immediately busied herself with the cooking pot. I stood still for a minute, head spinning, wondering yet again what madness I had gotten myself into.
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We made good time walking north. The weather remained fair all morning, and the plains were significantly easier to cross than the forest. I was also much more familiar with this terrain, having traveled between Blackreach and Rivenwatch many times in the past.

I had never been to Hithren Dur, however. The tower was perched high in the hills at the base of the mountains, though whatever path may have once existed had long since been buried by rubble or washed away by erosion. A handful of old trees cast long shadows across the hills, and their withering, leafless branches were a stark reminder that the land around the tower was thoroughly corrupted. The closer we approached, the more hauntingly silent everything became. The ground slowly transitioned from a lush green to dry yellow to a completely desecrated black. Animals, insects, even worms—they were all gone, leaving behind nothing but a cracked expanse of uneven rock and dead soil.

All my knowledge of the tower came second-hand from historical records. The elven Spellbinder who had created Hithren Dur had been a powerful enchantress with an unparalleled mastery of mentalism magic. The stories I’d read had described an ageless woman of such ethereal beauty that she could command the loyalty of any man who looked upon her without even speaking a Word of Power. Inwardly, I’d always wondered if she was secretly a hideous crone who had only mastered mentalism because she couldn’t get anyone to do what she wanted otherwise.

Either way, the Invocation had transformed the enchantress into a powerful banshee. She had been killed numerous times over the decades, only to revive within her Phylactery Tower as strong as ever. When the White Mantle had finally discovered the truth about the towers, they had attacked Hithren Dur directly and left it in ruins.

This seemed like an appropriate place for a banshee to settle in and call home. While all but the most powerful Riven lost specific memories of their past life, some did seem to keep vague associations with places and objects that had been important to them. This new banshee could have very well sought out this tower for its historical connection alone. And for all I knew, there was still some dormant arcane power lingering in these old stones.

“I can feel the corruption here,” Kithani said as we began our ascent up the long, winding path leading to the tower. “It has seeped into everything.”

I nodded distantly as I surveyed the area. The tower itself was in far better shape than Fort Danashir, at least from a distance. The massive rectangular structure was probably a hundred feet tall, with numerous breaches on several levels. The sides were shaped almost like the flanges of Kithani’s mace, which seemed to have limited architectural value but definitely made the structure look more imposing. The top, once a flat circle wide enough to roost several winged creatures and perhaps even a dragon, had caved in completely.

While Kithani could fly up there in mere minutes, it would take me an hour or two at least. And if the Riven came pouring out of the tower, a trackless hill would be a terrible place to fight.

I suddenly found myself wishing that Zaelya were here. I had that thought often, whether I needed to fly or not, but she could carry me up there in no time. With the three of us together, the banshee wouldn’t stand a chance.

“I know you said you can’t fly very high while carrying someone,” I said, “but having you haul me up there would save a lot of effort.”

The deva eyed the path and nodded. “I should be able to do that easily enough. Though it will make us both easy targets.”

“Yes, it will,” I agreed.

We were far too distant for me to see whether there were any Riven inside, but even a single wight with a bow would have an easy shot at a deva carrying someone a few feet off the ground. If she weren’t carrying me, she would likely have the maneuverability to get close without too much trouble.

“Maybe you should get a closer look first,” I suggested. “You could fly up and see what we’re dealing with. If there’s any army of Riven up there, we need to know before we get trapped on the hill.”

“Then I will take a look,” Kithani said, stretching out her wings.

“Just be careful,” I warned. “Don’t get too close. Wights aren’t the greatest shots, but they can still get lucky. And if they have a defiler with them, their spells are even more dangerous.”

She stared up at the tower for a few heartbeats. “You are worried that I will charge them as I did the gnolls.”

“The thought did cross my mind,” I muttered. “But then, you aren’t holding your mace like you can’t wait to bash in skulls.”

Kithani shifted her gaze down the black steel weapon at her side. “I will not be reckless,” she said, though I wasn’t certain if she was talking to me or herself. “I promise.”

With that, she launched herself into the air. As her majestic wings carried her upward, I once again found myself longing for the days when I had also been able to take to the skies. I caught myself holding my breath when she reached the top of the hills, but she did keep a healthy distance like she’d promised.

After circling Hithren Dur a few times, she flew back down and landed next to me. Her face was creased in concern.

“Let me guess,” I said, “there is a whole army inside, isn’t there?”

“No,” Kithani said, shaking her head. “I saw several ghouls through the breaches in the walls, but no wights. And there weren’t anywhere near as many as I feared.”

“That’s good news, isn’t it?”

She glanced back over her shoulder at the tower. “Perhaps, but if a banshee is here, there should be many more Riven. Perhaps she has already moved elsewhere.”

“Or wasn’t here to begin with,” I reasoned. “It’s still possible this is an isolated infestation. Some foolish relic hunters could have gone up to the tower and turned thanks to the corrupted terrain.”

Kithani seemed to mull it over. “I did see a light within the tower coming from the second level.”

“A light? Like a lantern or a fire?”

“Magical light,” she said, turning back to me. “From a spell.”

“What kind of spell?”

“An arcane ward.”

My brow furrowed. “Banshees and defiers can cast spells, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen them use magic to protect an area before. Riven don’t think about defense, just attack.”

“I could be mistaken,” Kithani said. “My view was limited to a single gap in the wall, and I was too far away to study its energies. Perhaps I should swoop closer to investigate?”

“No,” I replied, perhaps a little too quickly. “We’ll go together. There’s no reason to take chances.”

I feared she might argue, especially if her bizarre battle lust had started to settle in now that she’d actually seen Riven. But so far, she still seemed like the gentle blacksmith from the cabin, not the crazed battle angel from yesterday.

“If there aren’t any wights, we can probably fly,” I said. “But there’s no reason to take unnecessary risks. If you could, carry me up to that first row of trees, then stop. We’ll head up slowly and see how they react, then go from there.”

Kithani looked out at the tower again. “What if the banshee isn’t here? Then what shall we do?”

“She’s here,” I said, fingers sliding over the handle of my blade. “I can feel it.”


7
The Banshee


Canith Mir, Capital of the Wild Marches. Five Years Ago…

Clutching the reins of the saddle for dear life, I kept my head tucked as Zaelya streaked toward the distant city, her wings flapping to give us as much speed as possible. Cold rain splattered against my helmet, the droplets plinking hard enough I could hear them over the rush of wind and crashing thunder. Flying under these circumstances was insane—trying it in the dead of night was even worse. An ill-favored gust of wind could throw us badly off course, and an errant bolt of lightning could kill us both in an instant. But we couldn’t afford to wait, not with the last of the city’s defenders about to fall.

And all things considered, the rain might actually work in our favor. There would be hundreds if not thousands of wights on the walls by now, and the storm gave us a chance of landing without getting shot down. Assuming it didn’t kill us on the way.

Zaelya screeched as she banked hard to the right. I held on for dear life as a volley of arrows streaked past us. Flying was frightening enough by itself, but it was downright terrifying when you had no control over your mount whatsoever. I just had to tell myself that Zaelya knew what she was doing.

A flash of lightning briefly illuminated Canith Mir in the distance, but I barely had a chance to look before Zaelya banked hard to the left to avoid another volley. We were only half a mile out from the western wall where the remainder of the White Mantle forces were struggling to hold their ground. All but one of the city’s six districts had been taken by the Spellbinder Vercaus and his Riven, and we’d just received word that the Mirian king had died yesterday during an ill-fated attempt to retake the palace. We could have easily allowed the city to fall, and plenty of the Dread Knight officers had argued it was the wisest course of action. The city was already lost, they contended, and there was no point in risking any more precious resources until we’d amassed an army of our own.

But getting that army wouldn’t be easy, the Praevost had countered, and the king’s two children were still alive. If we saved them, we’d secure their support. They could rally the other settlements in the Marches and possibly the Western Fold. In the long run, it would save us time and men.

In the short term, it might very well get us killed.

Beating her wings against the rainfall, Zaelya prepared for our final approach to the wall. The other Bloodletter behind us followed her lead, though he wasn’t carrying a rider of his own. Toronel was here to carry the children to safety while we protected them.

The wights on the city’s other walls fired more arrows in our direction, but the wind crippled their accuracy and sent most of the shots astray. I whispered a silent thanks to Maviroth that there weren’t any defilers with them, since the spells of Riven mages wouldn’t be impeded by the storm.

Zaelya set us down on the western wall, her talons crushing the stone battlements beneath them, a sign of both the age of the masonry and the might of a gryphon’s grip. Toronel landed behind us and waited for his passengers.

I hopped off her back as quickly as I could so she could shift back into her true form, and while she roared in pain at the transformation, I finally got a good look at the people we were here to save. There were perhaps a dozen soldiers forming a line on the stairs to defend the Mirian prince and princess as they cowered atop the wall. A single White Mantle cleric stood near them, his red-gold tabard tattered so badly the symbol of Aodar was no longer recognizable. His silver breastplate was just as damaged, but the middle-aged man still looked strong and hardy, and he held his steel shield at the ready to intercept anything that threatened the children.

And they were definitely children, probably fourteen at most. Both had been draped in ill-fitting armor for their protection, and neither looked remotely prepared for battle against any enemy, let alone the Riven.

The situation was bad, but perhaps not unsalvageable. Another row of soldiers waited below in the courtyard between the inner and outer walls here in the city’s western quarter. The gate through the inner wall had already been destroyed, but the defending soldiers had assembled a makeshift palisade of stone and wood to slow down the enemy. They were going to need it—from above, we had seen hundreds of Riven heading this way. If we had arrived any later, it might have been too late.

The White Mantle cleric glared at us as we approached.

“It’s about time,” he growled over the howling wind and battering rain. “We called for aid last night!”

“We could turn around and fly back, if you’d prefer,” I replied tartly. “But I don’t see any of your eagles around, so I guess we’re all you have.”

The man shot me a withering glare, as if he wanted to call upon his god to smite me. He probably would have felt the same way about any Dread Knight, even the Praevost himself. But the fact that I was a mere armiger, not to mention over twenty years younger, was like rubbing salt in the wound. Especially since he knew he needed us.

“Get them out of here!” he snarled. “Now, while there’s still time!”

I looked down at the royals. The prince appeared even younger than he should have; the dirt and grime covering his pale skin couldn’t conceal the fact he’d clearly led a pampered life. Since Canith Mir’s restoration half a century ago, its nobles had arguably lived more decadent lives than those in Stormcrest.

But however innocent the prince might have been before, that was all gone now. I could see the torment behind his young eyes—a torment I recognized well, having watched my own home fall to the Riven while I watched.

His sister seemed less shaken, though her face might have simply been less expressive. Or perhaps her long blond curls were concealing the fear better.

“You’ll be all right,” I promised, taking off my helmet as I leaned over them. The rain was cold on my face. “We’ll get you to Agronel as quickly as we can.”

The people of Canith Mir had spent decades having their minds poisoned by White Mantle lies about the Dread Knights, and I half-expected the children to panic at the mere sight of me. I may not have been wearing the imperious black plate mail of a Tribune, but my brigandine was still emblazoned with the gauntlet of Maviroth.

But whether it was my age or the tone of my voice, the children listened. They picked themselves up and raced toward the other gryphon. An older, scrawny servant followed, presumably to help get them fastened into the saddle. After that, all Toronel needed to do was fly them out of here. As for the rest of us…

Panning my gaze across the first wall of soldiers blocking the path up the stairs to the second closer to the makeshift palisade at the inner wall, I found myself wondering how many of these men realized they were doomed. While it seemed unlikely that Veracus would engage us himself until he could build a proper Phylactery Tower here in the city, his Riven had already turned thousands. There was no way out of Canith Mir except through the air.

Perhaps that was why the Mantle cleric had held his tongue earlier. Unless some of his giant eagles showed up from Stormcrest in the next few minutes, he was going to die here, too.

“I could carry one more,” Zaelya said as she stepped up beside me. Her long white hair was plastered against her forehead thanks to the pounding rain. “But that’s all.”

The cleric tossed a quick glance at the other soldiers around him. Even in the darkness, I could see the resignation on their faces. Most of them were Mirian natives; only a few were Mantle aspirants. All of them expected the cleric to volunteer himself and leave them behind. So did I.

But instead, the cleric grabbed one of the Mantle aspirants by the shoulder. The younger man was about my age, with a suit of ill-fitting chainmail and a worn blade on his hip.

“Go with them, boy,” the cleric said. “Tell the Lord Marshal what happened.”

The young man looked like he might be sick. “Sir, I—”

“Go, Roderick,” the cleric interrupted. “Live.”

Lightning crashed in the distance as Zaelya looked the aspirant over. “I’ll loop back as soon as I can.”

“Don’t patronize me, girl,” the cleric snarled. “Just leave with Aodar’s blessing. We’ll kill as many of these bastards as we can before—”

He was cut off by a cacophony of shouts from down in the courtyard. A pack of ghouls—turned peasants, by the looks of them—came bounding over the makeshift fortifications and leapt onto the soldiers below. Many died on the wall of spears, but a stream of wights emerged behind them, most wearing the same armor and weapons as the defending soldiers.

“Go!” the cleric shouted back toward Toronel. The royals had been fastened in their saddles, and the shapeshifted druid vaulted off the wall and surged into the sky. He immediately disappeared into the darkened rain.

“You, too,” the cleric said to us, unclasping a warhammer from his belt. “Eruva Dagnir!”

A burst of holy energy exploded outward from him, imbuing the soldiers with the blessing of Aodar.

My hand twitched eagerly near the handle of my own blade. The demon blood I’d consumed burned in my veins, tempting me to rush into battle and kill as many of these monsters as I could. I didn’t like the idea of fleeing a fight, and I downright hated the idea of leaving so many behind.

But I could hear the Praevost’s voice in my head telling me to go. Dread Knights battled the Riven wherever and whenever we could, but we didn’t throw our lives away in pointless displays of valor. All that mattered was victory—not in a single battle, but in the war as a whole. Misguided attempts at heroism merely swelled the enemy’s numbers.

“Come on,” I said, turning to Zaelya and the young aspirant, Roderick, as I began jogging across the wall toward an open area where she could shapeshift. She didn’t look any happier than I was to abandon so many men to death, but the only way we could help them was to survive and avenge them later.

We only made it a few steps before an explosion rocked the courtyard below us. I didn’t see what happened, but the force of the blast knocked me off my feet and nearly sent me flying over the battlements. When I regained my balance, I looked over the lip of the wall and saw the burned bodies of dozens of soldiers and Riven alike. The makeshift palisade had been completely engulfed in magical fire that blazed despite the pounding rain, though the flames didn’t deter the Riven in the slightest. More wights and ghouls poured in through the smoke and slammed into the now broken formation of the surviving soldiers.

Behind them, floating over the shattered palisade, was a woman in tattered clothing. She was an elf. A mage.

A banshee.

“Cover your ears!” the cleric shouted over the screams and thunder.

The advice was less than useless. The soldiers were too busy fighting the Riven, and from what I’d read at Darkhold, covering one’s ears couldn’t actually stop the piercing cry of a banshee. The instant she opened her mouth and screamed, we were all dead.

Zaelya had been knocked down during the explosion, and she looked too dazed to transform. Roderick was back on his feet, and he pointed at the cleric.

“Move!” he said, helping me lift Zaelya to her feet.

I had no idea what he thought he was going to accomplish, but without Zaelya to carry us, we had no means to escape anyway. We dashed back toward the cleric as he lifted his hammer and spoke another Word of Power…

And the entire world fell silent.

It took me several pounding heartbeats to realize what had happened. I could feel the wind and rain battering my face, and I could still see the Riven crawling over the soldiers. But there was no sound whatsoever around me. It was as if I’d been submerged deep below the water.

The silence spell saved our lives. Below us, the banshee threw back her head and screamed. All around her, the surviving Mirian soldiers dropped to their knees and clutched their heads. Some were cut down by the Riven who’d already been attacking them, but the rest were killed…and then reborn.

One by one the soldiers hauled themselves upright, and when they turned to look at those of us hiding behind the bubble of silence, I could see the blazing purple fire in their eyes. Fifty men, maybe even a hundred, all turned by a single piercing scream.

The silence bubble collapsed, and the rain and shouts and thunder all returned as if my head had once again emerged from beneath the water. The handful of defenders who had been in the bubble alongside us were in full panic as they watched their former comrades start marching up the steps.

“Go,” the cleric said, his face set in stone as he looked me right in the eye. “Make these deaths mean something.”

I was still looking into his eyes as Zaelya and Roderick dragged me farther along the wall. He held my gaze until after Zaelya had shapeshifted and Roderick and I had fastened ourselves in the saddle.

As she pounded her wings and got us airborne, I looked back over my shoulder and saw the cleric call out to Aodar one last time. A pillar of golden flame roared down from the sky, engulfing him and all the other survivors to ensure the Riven would never claim them.

I turned away, sick to my stomach, and never looked back.
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Hithren Dur. Present Day.

Being physically carried through the air was every bit as awkward as I imagined. With her arms wrapped around me, Kithani was only able to soar a few feet above the ground, just enough to get me over the worst of the rubble blocking the path. I still couldn’t believe she was strong enough to lift me at all…but then, I had also doubted her ability to wield a warmace until I’d seen her crush skulls with it. Despite being two thirds my size, her supernatural body was nearly as strong as mine.

None of the wights in the tower had started firing at us by the time we were halfway up, but I figured it was only a matter of time. Drawing the shield from my back, I held it out in front of us as we continued on foot. And for good measure, Kithani added a warding spell to the mix.

“Clypium Fides,” she chanted, surrounding us both in a thin translucent barrier of energy. With any luck, the magic would protect us until we could get close and engage the Riven directly.

Walking the rest of the way to the tower proved as annoying and cumbersome as I’d thought. Kithani frequently asked if I wanted her to carry me up and over some of the larger obstacles, but since I still preferred to have cover rather than be a hovering target, I roughed it out and climbed instead. I kept expecting a response from the tower, but Hithren Dur remained eerily silent, as if the Riven inside had all decided to take a nap.

Several large pieces of tainted iron were scattered across the path as well, likely from the body of one of the golems that had defended this tower in ages past. I wondered dimly if the construct had still been intact when the White Mantle had laid siege to this place many decades earlier. If so, I had no idea how they’d destroyed it.

We kept our distance from the ancient metal as best we could, and the path finally cleared by the time we approached within a hundred feet of the tower entrance. The wooden door in the crumbling archway had long since rotted away or burned to ash. I braced myself for battle as I stepped forward, keeping my sword and shield at the ready. Kithani lurked just behind my left shoulder, both hands on her mace as we waited for the inevitable attack.

And it finally came. Two ghouls leapt out from the darkness inside the tower as I reached the archway, their eyes glowing a haunting purple and their fingertips sharpened into bony claws. I blocked the first attack with my shield, and I ducked low and impaled the other ghoul through the gut before it could swipe my face.

Kithani was there to aid me in a heartbeat, her warmace collapsing the skull of the second ghoul with a resounding crunch. Three more Riven followed, scrambling out to attack us in a wild flurry. But with the two of us standing side-by-side, they didn’t stand a chance. The attacks I couldn’t block were deflected by my armor or Kithani’s magical barrier, and my sword cleaved down two of them while her mace crushed the third. When their bodies stopped moving, the tower once again fell silent.

“Duergar,” I said, kicking one of the bodies with the toe of my boot so it would flip over. From a distance, the ghoul might have been mistaken for a short, stocky, human, especially since all Riven inevitably turned pasty over time. But up close, the ghoul was clearly a dwarf. Specifically, the grey-skinned variety native to the Deep.

“They must have been corrupted below ground,” Kithani said, hands squeezing eagerly at the handle of her mace. Her eyes hadn’t gone dark, however, and she still seemed more or less in control of her faculties.

For now.

“Not a good sign,” I said, looking over the bodies. The duergar had been banished from the dwarven kingdom of Angar Thuul, not entirely unlike how the Nareeshi elves had been exiled from the Immortal Court. The main difference was that duergar rarely ventured to the surface except to attack other dwarves. “Let’s hope the corruption hasn’t spread below the surface or it will be even more difficult to stop.”

Taking a deep breath, I called out to Maviroth for aid. One of the few powers Dread Knights shared with paladins was the ability to sense the presence of unnatural creatures like demons and Riven, though we had to be relatively close to do so. I could sense quite a few more Riven on the uppermost level of the tower as well as somewhere beneath our feet, but the main level seemed empty.

“There are more below and above,” I said. “I can’t tell exactly how many, but quite a few.”

“What about the banshee?” Kithani asked.

I shook my head. “I didn’t sense anything that powerful. She might not be here after all.”

I didn’t mention the fact that if these duergar had been turned somewhere in the Deep, it suggested that this new banshee of ours might have been a Nareeshi elf rather than one from the surface. The so-called “dark elves” were normally immune to corruption thanks to their infernal bargain with Naryssa, but females who betrayed the Many-Eyed Mother could easily succumb like any other elf.

Dark elf banshees weren’t necessarily more powerful than their surface kin, but they were much, much harder to root out and destroy. While our soldiers in the Sunless Keep below ground spent all their time tracking down subterranean infestations, it was difficult and brutal work. The only way we could convince them to do it was because they were all older men who feared the Profane Covenant might soon take them. Arcanists who felt their tether to reality slipping, druids who weren’t sure they’d be able to change form, Dread Knights whose eyes became allergic to daylight as his darkness overtook them…

Stalking through dark tunnels in search of Riven corruptors was a far more noble end.

The last such expedition I was aware of had lost hundreds of men in the effort, since the banshee had managed to turn an entire underground town before anyone had been the wiser.

“We should still have a look,” I said, stepping in through the archway. It was utterly dark inside, though the smell of rotting Riven flesh was so nauseating I would have retched if I weren’t so accustomed to it. Behind me, Kithani whispered a Word of Power, and the head of her mace cast brilliant golden light as if she were holding a dozen torches at once. The radiance scoured every shadow of the tower’s lowest level, but I didn’t see any holes in the floor where Riven could have emerged. They must have come up from somewhere else nearby.

There wasn’t much left of this level; what had once likely been an impressive entry foyer filled with fancy statues and furniture was now little more than piles of indistinguishable rubble and filth. Even the spiral staircase leading upward was damaged, though with only a few of the steps missing, it wouldn’t be difficult to climb.

“The light I saw from outside is one level above us,” Kithani said, gesturing toward the stairs with her mace.

“Then let’s see what we’re dealing with,” I said, moving to the staircase. Leaping over the missing steps wasn’t difficult, but when I curled around the bend, I nearly tripped over the bodies of two more duergar ghouls and one wight between them. They were badly singed, but thankfully the flesh wasn’t still burning. They smelled bad enough when they weren’t on fire.

The wight’s iron breastplate had been damaged as well; the plates were badly warped as if they had been partially melted, then cooled. The stench got even worse when I reached out and nudged the body with the tip of my blade.

“Killed by magic?” Kithani asked, her mace glowing over my shoulder.

“That would be my guess,” I said. “They’ve been dead for a while.”

I shook my head. Had the Riven been battling each other? I had never heard of such a thing happening before. The monsters weren’t typically very coordinated, but they weren’t goblins or gnolls or orcs—the corruption bound them together with a single purpose.

The bodies of the two ghouls were stacked on top of one another, and it wasn’t until I stepped over them that I realized I’d been mistaken about their identity. While the one on top was indeed a duergar ghoul, the one beneath was human…and it wasn’t a ghoul.

It was a Dread Knight arcanist.

My breath caught in my throat. I nudged the duergar corpse out of the way with my boot, and I had to look at the corpse for half a minute before I believed what I was seeing. The arcanist’s dark robes were in tatters, but the design was unmistakable. Not just the particular battle-mage style with the flared collar and light armored vest beneath, but the shrouded cloak symbol of Ziskalix, the demon lord of forbidden secrets, concealed beneath.

“What is it?” Kithani asked, pausing in the stairwell behind me.

“A Dread Knight,” I whispered. “An arcanist from the Lucent Spire.”

“Here in the Moors?”

I nodded gravely. As much as I wanted to examine the body, I didn’t want to risk touching it. Riven were dangerous even when they were dead.

“I don’t recognize him,” I said. “But he looks on the older side. Could have come from the Sunless Keep.”

Kithani’s brow furrowed. “I am not familiar with that place.”

“It’s in the Deep about a hundred miles to the northwest. Arcanists move there when they start to feel their grasp on reality slipping. They try to do something worthwhile with their lives before Ziskalix drives them completely mad.”

She didn’t bother to conceal the disgust on her face. Not that she ever concealed anything.

“Do you think the garrison was attacked?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, chest tightening. If the Riven had taken the keep somehow, it would be a complete disaster. There was no one else in the Deep to keep an eye on potential infestations.

But there was no reason to get ahead of myself here. One transformed Dread Knight didn’t necessarily mean anything. I had been forced to kill dozens of my brethren back in the war; this man could have come from virtually anywhere.

“Let’s see what else we’re dealing with,” I said, peeling my eyes from the corpse and continuing onward. I tried to stay focused, but it wasn’t easy. It suddenly felt like an entire nest of spiders were skittering down the back of my neck.

As I moved past the bodies, I saw a faint blue glow illuminating the cracked floor and walls of the second level. I once again held my shield outward as I ascended the steps—just because I couldn’t sense any Riven didn’t mean there was no danger. Holding my breath, I cautiously peered around the corner at the top of the stairwell…

And came upon a massive glowing sphere of magic blocking my path.

“Looks like you were right,” I said. “Definitely an arcane ward.”

“Yes,” Kithani agreed, eyes narrowing. “Revelos Muad!”

With her divining spell active, she slowly swept her eyes across the length of the barrier, presumably looking for a gap or other weakness.

“Anything notable?” I prompted.

“It is powerful,” she said. “Very powerful. Are banshees capable of using such magic?”

“Some are. Elven sorcerers of the old world could mold and shape the Chaos in ways most mortals could only dream. But Riven don’t usually bother with defensive magic, and I have no idea why one would wish to seal off a section of the tower from her own Riven? It doesn’t—”

“Careful!” Kithani warned. Her left wing abruptly unfurled and pushed against me, preventing me from getting any closer to the barrier.

“I wasn’t going to touch it,” I said, nose wrinkling from the tickle of the feathers.

“The barrier itself is not dangerous. But the glyphs surrounding it could cause great harm.”

Kithani waved her hand in front of her, and a ring of faintly glowing glyphs appeared on the cracked stone floor just outside the barrier. At a glance, it looked almost like the magical script the Dread Knight arcanists used in high level communiques, but I’d seen enough warding glyphs over the years to understand the difference.

“The magic is regenerative,” Kithani said.

“Meaning what?” I asked.

“It does not need to be actively maintained.” Her silver brow scrunched. “This is primordial magic, Duncan.”

I hissed softly. Primordial magic, once effortlessly wielded by the Spellbinders, was now beyond the abilities of most mortals. Such magic combined energies from two or more schools, like arcane and shadow or air and fire. Mustering the power for such spells required delving deep into the Chaos—deep enough to potentially turn the mage with a single casting, especially without the aid of an arcane focus and other ritualistic implements.

“Riven defilers can summon the power to cast primordial spells, since they’re immune to corruption,” I said. “But only a small handful possess the knowledge. Liches, dragons, maybe banshees and baelnorn…”

I took a deep breath to clear my mind. “Regardless, we need to get through. Can you dispel it?”

“I believe so,” Kithani said. “But it will require much of my power.”

“Mm,” I mused, considering our options. “We could try looking around for another way in, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it protects this entire section of the tower.”

“We need to find and stop this banshee before her corruption spreads,” Kithani said. “This is the only way.”

I nodded reluctantly. Though at this point, I was admittedly less concerned about a banshee than learning where the turned arcanist had come from.

“Just make sure you have enough left to cast that silence spell,” I said. “Without it, she can kill us both the moment she opens her mouth.”

“I understand,” she said. “Stand back.”

I did as she asked, hoping that this wouldn’t leave her as drained as I feared. I had seen Mantle clerics exhaust themselves unraveling powerful magic before. But then, they were humans, not devas. Or demons.

Or perhaps both, in Kithani’s case…

Stretching out her hand again, she cast a spell. “Jur Muad!”

I felt more than saw the ripple of negation magic surge outward from her palm. The glyphs vanished immediately, like letters scrawled in the sand washed away by an angry tide. Unfortunately, the barrier proved more resilient. It shimmered angrily in response but didn’t otherwise react to her spell.

Kithani huffed in response. “Primordial magic is difficult to unravel. The barrier did not budge.”

Nodding, I crouched where the glyphs had once been. “You got the wards. That’s a start.”

“It doesn’t matter if we can’t get through,” she said, sounding frustrated. I had never heard that tone in her voice before. “I will try again.”

She took a bracing breath, and the shielding spell she’d been protecting us with faded as she gathered her full strength. Holding out her hand again, she unleashed another burst of power.

“Jur Muad!”

This time the arcane barrier got even brighter, and I feared her spell might actually strengthen it somehow. But then the glimmering blue wall flickered…and vanished.

Lifting my sword, I rushed ahead through the now open archway into the tower’s second level. The element of surprise was ours to lose. If we struck quickly enough, we might not even need the silence spell.

This level was in significantly better shape than the one below, though several sections of the wall were still damaged enough to allow slivers of light inside. It appeared to be some kind of arcane study, with shelves and tables scattered seemingly everywhere. The furniture had mostly rotted thanks to the passage of time and exposure to the elements, but the remnants of several tables and chairs had been stuffed into the ascending stairwell across from us like a makeshift barricade.

A lone figure waited inside, all her features besides a long mane of auburn hair concealed by a tattered, weather-beaten green cloak. She was crouched over a partially intact table with two worn books set open in front of her.

“Whatever you think you’re going to find here, I promise you’ll be disappointed,” she said. “I certainly was.”

With a resigned sigh, the woman stood upright and turned to face us. Her tall, graceful frame, pointed ears, and sharp features confirmed that she was indeed an elf, but nothing else about her appearance was anything like a banshee. They had pallid flesh and glowing violet eyes overflowing with corruption, but this woman had neither. Her rich ivory skin looked perfectly healthy, and her eyes were a striking but natural shade of forest green. Her simple brown tunic was as badly worn as her cloak, and her knee-high boots weren’t much better off. But they were still a far cry from the remnants worn by Riven who lost their vanity along with their minds.

She also didn’t reek as they did. On the contrary, my nose immediately detected the familiar scent of crushed herbs one would find in an alchemy lab.

“We came here for you, monster!” Kithani said, gritting her teeth as she rushed up beside me, her mace clutched in both hands.

“Wait!” I called out, holding up a hand. “She’s not a banshee.”

“What, you don’t think a Riven would lock herself in the library so she could read in peace?” the elf sneered as she crossed her arms over her chest. Her voice was tart, but she didn’t have a normal Tahari accent. She sounded more like someone from the Golden Coast—if I hadn’t seen her ears, I could have easily mistaken her for a human who’d grown up in Stormcrest or Tearfall.

Kithani hissed, and she still looked as if she were about to charge despite my warning.

“And here I thought all the devas were dead,” the elven woman went on, her brow furrowing as she eyed Kithani up and down. “Remarkable. You—wait.”

The elf frowned and shook her head. “Clever disguise, but it won’t work on me. You’re just a shapechanger playing dress-up as an angel, aren’t you?”

“I am the instrument of Aodar’s vengeance!” Kithani snarled, her blue eyes once again turning solid black. “You will burn in the wrath of the White Flame!”

Before I could reach out and stop her, she vaulted into the air and dove straight at the elf, wings outstretched and mace ready to strike—

“Exos,” the elven woman said almost casually.

And Kithani vanished.

“That’s better,” the elf said as she hopped up onto one of the overturned bookshelves and casually crossed her legs. “Now you and I can have a private chat.”

I looked around, horrified. There was absolutely no trace of the deva anywhere. In one moment she had been soaring down like a bird of prey, and in the next, she was simply gone.

“If I were you,” the woman continued, flashing me a smug yet impish grin as a spark of magical energy crackled at her fingertips, “I’d start coming up with reasons why I shouldn’t turn you into a toad.”
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“What did you do?” I demanded, pointing my blade at the impudent mage.

“Don’t worry, she’s fine,” the elven woman replied with a dismissive flick of her wrist. “Just giving her a chance to cool off.”

A spark of rage surged through me, and I almost lunged at her anyway. But then I belatedly recognized the Word of Power she’d spoken—a banishment spell. I had never seen one cast in person, but the White Mantle taught it to the most experienced clerics and paladins as a way to divide and frustrate enemies in a pinch. Kithani was temporarily trapped within a harmless pocket of the Primordial Chaos, the magical equivalent of locking a misbehaving child in the closet for a few minutes. She would be fine when she returned.

That was how the spell was supposed to work, anyway, but I couldn’t know for certain. Regardless, the fact that this woman could cast such a potent spell—not to mention the arcane ward protecting this room—proved that she was no mere hedge mage. She was a powerful wizardess.

Very powerful.

Taking a deep breath, I tried to tamp down my anger as I lowered my blade. If this woman was willing to talk, it was probably worth hearing her out.

Unless she actually had hurt Kithani. In that case, this would get messy in a hurry. I had killed plenty of Riven spellcasters during the war, including banshees. But I’d never fought a mortal mage before, and certainly not one with the power to destroy me with a snap of her fingers.

“We came here expecting to find a banshee,” I told her. “Or some other corruptor who has been spawning Riven in the Moors.”

“I see,” the elf mused, her green eyes narrowing slightly. “I suppose that explains why a paladin would venture up here.”

My cheek twitched. Sometimes, I forgot that the Mantle had taken away my Dread Knight tabard, so I no longer had the gauntlet of Maviroth emblazoned on my chest for all to see.

“I’m not a paladin,” I said.

“Really,” she said, looking me up and down. “Well, I suppose you don’t look much like one. No shining plate mail or fancy embroidery, and that armor of yours has seen better days.”

I thought about commenting how her tunic and cloak didn’t look much better, but I decided against it. Charging into a den of Riven was less perilous than criticizing a woman’s choice of clothing, especially if she knew magic.

“If you aren’t a paladin, why would you care about killing Riven?” she asked.

“There was an attack in the woods near Rivenwatch not long ago,” I told her. “And there have been other sightings across the Moors recently.”

“That would explain the interest of the White Mantle, but not you.” She crossed her arms. “So I’ll ask again: what does a ruggedly-handsome not-paladin care about a few Riven?”

“I…” I paused, stumbling over the bizarre compliment. “Plenty of people besides the Mantle care about stopping an infestation before it spreads.”

“I hadn’t noticed. Most sensible people run the other way when they see monsters. Except…” She tapped at her chin. “A Dread Knight? Are you looking for the dead arcanist outside?”

“I had no idea he was here,” I said. “Do you know where he came from?”

“Not a clue. Didn’t even realize what he was until I saw the body. Must have lost his brains when he turned; any half-sensible mage should have recognized my glyph trap without setting it off.” She paused and considered. “But two different Dread Knights in the Moors? I thought the Mantle banished you after you stabbed them in the back at Blackreach.”

“We weren’t the ones who did the stabbing,” I growled. Every time I heard that lie repeated, it stoked the embers of my cold rage. I would die a happy man if I could correct that one injustice. “But yes, I’m a Dread Knight.”

“Hmm,” she murmured, eying me up and down again as if I were a completely new person. “Well, that explains the shoddy armor. And the broody face. And the heroic madness that would compel you to come to a ruined, tainted tower like this in the first place. But it doesn’t explain—”

There was a sudden ripple in the air, and Kithani reappeared next to me. She gasped, confused, mace still clutched in her hand and wings outstretched.

“It’s all right,” I soothed. “Just stay put for a second.”

“Foul creature!” the deva snarled, her black eyes completely focused on the elf. “You will not—”

The wizardess flicked her hand, and Kithani vanished again.

“Stop doing that!” I snarled.

“I’d rather not get crushed, if it’s all the same to you,” the elf replied dryly, uncrossing her legs and hopping down from the shelf. She stepped closer to me, apparently unafraid of my temper and sword. I felt a little insulted, even though it worked to my advantage.

Who was this woman, anyway? And what in Maviroth’s name was she doing here?

She came to a halt a few feet in front of me. Up close, I got a better look at the scrolls and elixirs on her belt, as well as the spellbook on her right hip. I also noticed the tattoos peeking through the tattered gaps in her tunic. The arcane markings—Sakkar—could help diffuse raw Chaos, thus allowing a mage to delve a bit deeper than they otherwise could without suffering corruption. The Dread Knight arcanists frequently inscribed their bodies with them, as did the Bloodletters.

Aside from the markings, I also couldn’t help but notice how attractive the elf was. Almost annoyingly so, in fact, beyond the already high standards of beauty for her ethereal people. Her dark eyeliner made the emerald glint of her irises even more intense, and her face had the fey-like agelessness every human envied.

“You know, I always thought people would have to be crazy to join your order,” she said. “But I enjoy crazy in small doses. Makes life more interesting, yeah?”

“That’s one way to put it,” I muttered.

“You can call me Vess, by the way,” she interrupted. “Do you have a name? Or do they hand out numbers to Dread Knights along with the beards and brooding brows?”

“Duncan,” I said. Pretty or not, this woman was starting to get on my nerves.

“Pleased to meet you,” Vess said, giving me a half curtsy. “Now, maybe you can tell me why a Dread Knight is here with a pretend deva.”

“Pretend? Did you miss the wings? Or the mace?”

“Her mace might be genuine, but the rest of her isn’t. I can detect the transmutation magic all over her. She’s not really a deva.”

I frowned. “What are you talking about?”

Vess slowly arched a black eyebrow. “You honestly don’t know?”

“Know what?” I demanded.

She paused again, sizing me up. “Paladins aren’t supposed to lie, but Dread Knights don’t care about silly codes and honor. So does this mean you’re feigning ignorance or genuinely ignorant?”

Before I could snarl at her in frustration, she flicked her wrist again.

“Either way, there’s something strange about her,” Vess went on. “The lingering aura is powerful. Primordial magic, I’d guess—you know, the kind we mortals aren’t supposed to be able to weave without corrupting ourselves.”

My annoyance faded. Primordial transmutation magic…was that the mystery behind Kithani’s erratic behavior?

“Your barrier,” I said, pointing behind me to the doorway. “That was also primordial magic.”

Vess smiled, faintly but slyly. “Yeah, and thanks again for dispelling it, by the way. It’s not like it took an enormous amount of effort to create or anything. Or maybe you were hoping I’d keep recasting the spell until I actually turned into a banshee?”

I snorted. “No.”

“Hmph. Well, judging from your reaction, I’ll stick with my theory that you really are ignorant and not faking. You came all the way to Hithren Dur hunting Riven with a deva at your side, but you know almost nothing about her. How does that even happen?”

I started to reply but stopped myself. I’d given her more than enough answers, yet she’d told me almost nothing in return. It was time for that to change.

“How about you tell me what you are doing here first,” I said, making it clear from my tone that it wasn’t a request.

“Oh, it seems the handsome Dread Knight has a temper,” Vess replied, planting a hand on her hip. “Didn’t your order teach you to be more cautious around dangerous arcanists?”

“They taught me to skip the bullshit and get to the point.”

“Mm. Well, you’re lucky I have a soft spot for humorless men who save the world, otherwise I might get offended.” She gestured behind her to the ruined library. “I’m here for the exact reason you’d expect a powerful and beautiful wizardess to come to an old, smelly tower: books.”

“Books?”

“Yes. The greatest inventions in history, more powerful than all the golems and war machines of the old world combined.” Vess flashed me another sly smirk. “I imagine reading is beyond the skills of a brutish Riven killer, but I assure you, it’s quite enjoyable.”

“I can read fine,” I said sourly.

“Really?” she said, sounding genuinely surprised. And intrigued.

“Yes, really.” I sighed, trying hard not to feel patronized. “Surely you didn’t think you’d find anything intact inside a half-ruined Phylactery Tower?”

“I hoped that the scavengers had missed something interesting,” Vess said with a shrug. “The land here is so corrupted I figured anyone who tried to steal books and relics might have turned before they could leave with them. But no, this place has been picked over like a hot dinner plate in winter.”

I studied the old shelves again. “You were looking for a spellbook, then? Maybe an Arcane Libram left behind by the Spellbinders?”

“I would have settled for a few ancient romance novels set during the heyday of the Immortal Court, but yes, a Libram would have been the real prize.”

I glanced at the worn books she’d laid out on the table, then back to the spellbook and scrolls clipped to her belt. Arcane Librams might not have been able to corrupt someone simply by touching them like metal debris of a war machine, but they were far more dangerous overall. The primordial magic contained the secrets of the Spellbinders…and spells with the power to change reality itself.

Spells like the Invocation.

“What kind of magic were you hoping to learn?” I asked.

“Ones that would teach me how to recreate the Invocation and destroy even more of the world, of course,” Vess shrugged. “Or maybe I was trying to figure out a way to save my people. Believe whichever version you like, it makes no difference to me.”

“Your people? You mean the Tahari?”

“Do I look like one of the forest savages to you?” she asked. “I’d be happy to help them, too, but the rest of us need it just as badly. You may not have noticed, but it’s a little dangerous for my people to have children.”

“The Blighting,” I murmured.

Vess nodded. “Call me naïve, but I figure that if magic can cause a problem, it should be able to solve it, too. I got close recently—I was on the cusp of creating a healing spell that could cleanse the Rot. But I hit a wall, and I’ve been searching for inspiration ever since. The secret is out there somewhere, buried in places like this.”

An uncomfortable tingle began racing down the back of my neck. Prior to a few days ago, I had believed that the Rot was incurable like everyone else, but then I had inexplicably survived a Riven attack. And the old paladin who had cured me had also cleansed the land around his cabin.

“I didn’t think it was possible to cure Riven Rot,” I said.

“It’s not supposed to be, but achieving the impossible is what magic is all about.” Vess made a grand sweeping gesture with her hands. “Wizards may destroy the world now and then, but we mean well.”

I took a step closer to her, my mind racing. “Someone else may have beaten you to the secret.”

Vess frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“Well—”

There was another flash in the air, and Kithani reappeared again. She snarled in frustration and locked her eyes onto Vess.

“You will pay for this, fiend!” she shouted.

Before she could lunge forward a third time, I reached out and snatched her arm. “Wait!” I shouted, holding onto her as hard as I could. “She’s not a Riven, okay? We’re just talking.”

Kithani glared at me, the crazed battle lust in her eyes. “Do not impede me, Duncan,” she said. “I cannot allow this evil to endure!”

“She’s not evil,” I said. “Or at least, she’s not a Riven.”

The deva glanced back at Vess, her black eyes still brimming with a primal lust for blood. I kept a tight grip on her arm, hoping that reason could triumph over the dark impulse compelling her to violence. For several heartbeats, I honestly thought she might shove me aside. She was practically trembling in place, as if it was taking every scrap of willpower she had not to attack Vess.

But then the darkness retreated from her eyes, and the angel of Aodar returned.

“Duncan,” she gasped, lowering her warmace as if it had suddenly grown heavy. “Duncan, I don’t…I don’t know what came over me. I cannot—”

Before she could finish the thought, a loud scraping of metal on stone echoed up from the stairwell, and a rush of heavy footfalls soon followed. I twisted my head back to the doorway, and as I called out to Maviroth and extended my senses, I could feel a new and very angry group of Riven heading our way.

“Shit,” I swore. “More of them must have emerged from whatever hole they crawled out of in the first place.”

“Wonderful,” Vess muttered. “Thanks again for dispelling my barrier. If you hadn’t shown up, I could have sat here in peace and quiet brooding over all these worthless books.”

“Do you have any magic to hold them in the door?” I asked Kithani, ignoring the comment.

Kithani still seemed distracted; I wasn’t even certain she’d heard the question.

Swearing under my breath, I cast aside my shield and gripped my sword in two hands. At least the doorway would give me a decent choke point, whether Kithani had any spells left or not. I started forward to block it, then glanced over my shoulder to Vess.

“Just stay behind me.”

“That’s cute, Dread Knight, but I suggest you stand clear,” the wizardess said. Drawing in a deep breath, she lifted her right hand and traced an arcane symbol in the air. “Tanti Rotha!”

The Words of Power echoed through the ruined library as she flicked her fingers at the doorway. A gooey latticework of silken strands materialized in the opening, as if thousands of tiny spiders—or perhaps a single giant one—had spun a thick bundle of sticky webs.

“It won’t hold them for long,” Vess said, eyes focused on me. “Be honest with me: are Dread Knights as good at fighting Riven as they say?”

“Yes,” I said bluntly.

“Good. Because if they kill us, I’m going to hold you personally responsible.”

Before I could snarl a response, a throng of ghouls and wights—all duergar like the ones outside—burst into the doorway, their purple eyes blazing with corrupted fury.

They didn’t get very far. The charging monsters were instantly ensnared by the magical webs. The wights struggled more than the ghouls; their hammers and picks were of little use against the vast latticework of strands, but the claws of the ghouls were still effective. They would escape eventually.

This was the perfect time to strike. Readying my blade, I surged forward.

“Don’t!” Vess warned. “Those webs are very flammable.”

I turned and scowled at her, but she was already casting another spell.

“Fulminaris!”

Her hand crackled with energy, and a bolt of lightning flashed from her outstretched fingertips. The electricity arced between the trapped Riven, electrocuting them before they could escape their bonds. I gritted my teeth as the entire chamber buzzed around me, and the tiny hairs on my arms raised as if the lightning were about to jump at me next. Retreating backward a few steps, I watched in amazement as the wights cooked inside their own armor. The heat was so intense the webs burst into flames, and within mere seconds, all that remained were charred bodies and smoldering metal.

Yet again, I was reminded that this woman was no mere apprentice.

“Told you,” Vess said, another insufferably smug grin on her face.

I whipped my head around to glare at her. “A little warning would be nice!”

“I did warn you!”

Before I could chastise her for nearly frying me along with the Riven, another mob of duergar wights shoved their way through the smoke and sizzling bodies. Leaping back to my feet, I lunged forward to intercept them. My blade slashed down at the first one to emerge from the wall of smoke, slicing its skull in half and spraying my armor with tainted blood.

I kicked the corpse aside as another came flying toward me. Rolling back on my right foot, I narrowly dodged a vicious warhammer strike meant for my knees. A sideways sweep of my own blade lopped the Riven’s head clean off its shoulders, though the body rushed forward another few steps before it collapsed atop a pile of ash.

More of the monsters were coming, but I felt a sudden whoosh of air against my neck as Kithani joined the fray, wings outstretched and mace clutched tightly in both hands. She slammed the weapon into a ghoul, crushing its chest cavity with a horrendous crack and sending the body flying back into its companions.

“Cower before the White Flame!” she yelled, lifting her weapon high. The flanged head erupted in a brilliant blaze of golden energy, and the remaining Riven in the doorway hissed in pain and stumbled backward, reflexively retreating from the light. I rushed at them while they were blinded, blade carving through rotten flesh and tainted bones until they were all lying dead at our feet.

“Not bad,” Vess said from behind us. “Nice having a cleanup crew to mop up the scraps after you’ve done all the hard work.”

Wrenching my blade from the gut of a fallen wight, I turned and glared at her. “If we hadn’t shown up, you’d be a banshee by now!”

“If you hadn’t shown up, my barrier would have kept them at bay for hours.”

“And then what?” I asked. “Riven don’t just walk away because they can’t get inside a door. They would have attacked you eventually.”

“I’d have figured something out.” Vess shrugged and looked at her hands. A spark of electricity crackled across her impressively long and manicured fingernails. “You see how powerful I am.”

“And modest,” I muttered.

“Modesty is for ugly girls and old crones.” Her green eyes shifted to Kithani. “And definitely not for devas. Is there a reason you’re practically naked?”

Kithani was standing over the corpse of the Riven she’d crushed, her body trembling again. But she didn’t look confused or mad with bloodlust. She looked sated, as if the death had invigorated her. I wasn’t certain how or if she would answer Vess’s question, but we were again interrupted when the makeshift barricade on the ascending stairwell across the chamber rumbled and then burst inward as the Riven from the tower’s upper levels finally joined the fray.

I twisted around, preparing to charge and engage, when a Riven clad in thick plate armor stomped through the remnants of the barricade. I did a double take when I saw the tattered White Mantle heraldry on its shoulders; I did a triple take when I saw the blade it was carrying.

Steelshade. My lost sword.

This was no mere wight, but a Blackguard—a corrupted paladin who could command other Riven. Its mere presence bolstered them, and its unholy strikes could corrupt flesh even through the thickest armor. Worst of all, I recognized the creature as one of the paladins who had died trying to defend the Lady Confessor. Apparently he had turned.

And stolen my fucking sword.

Vess spun around to face them, her hand thrusting out as if to cast another spell. But before she could speak a Word of Power, the Blackguard pointed…and the wights behind it opened fire.

“Clypium!” Vess called out, conjuring a shimmering magical barrier in front of her that harmlessly deflected the first bolt aside. But the shield was relatively small, and a second bolt followed swiftly after the first, striking her in the lower left side of her chest. She cried out in surprise and pain, her shield fading as she collapsed in heap.

I had every right to be amused watching the smug, snarky wizardess taken down a peg. But something ingrained deep in the core of my being sent me flying across the room to her defense. One of the wights standing beside the Blackguard charged toward her, and I made it to her fallen body just in time for my sword to intercept the head of its ax. Metal screeched on metal as I redirected the momentum of the chop downward, and I quickly pulled back the blade and thrust the tapered tip into the Riven’s neck. The duergar clutched at its gaping wound when I pulled back, choking on its own blood as it toppled over.

But there were more where it came from…and they weren’t only coming in through the stairwell.

A frenzied scream was my only warning as a ghoul slithered through a crack in the ancient walls and dove straight down at me from above. Acting on pure instinct, I lifted my blade and slashed it across my body, hacking off the Riven’s arms before its claws ripped open my face. The corpse hit the ground with several wet-sounding thwacks, but a second ghoul followed a heartbeat later. It landed atop my shoulders, its weight nearly flattening me. Its claws raked across the scales of my armor as it tried to rend my flesh and slow its downward momentum, but it didn’t succeed at either. My armor held against the assault, and the ghoul’s knees hit the stone floor hard enough to buckle. I finished it off with a vicious backhanded smack of my gauntlet followed by a cleaving sweep of my blade.

Off to my right, Kithani had engaged a swarm of other Riven the Blackguard had sent rushing in her direction. Her mace had already made short work of several ghouls, but many more were about to swarm over her. I called out to Maviroth for power, but I feared that none of my conventional spells would buy her the time she needed. Unlike Vess, I couldn’t flick my wrist and obliterate them all with a single stroke of lightning. Even manipulating their simple minds and compelling them to attack me wouldn’t work, since I could only affect one monster at a time.

But I could take out their commander and get my fucking sword back.

Kicking aside a ghoul as it lunged toward me, I rushed forward over the bodies to engage the Blackguard. Steelshade was there waiting for me, intercepting my first strike. The corrupted paladin shoved me away so hard I nearly fell over. While it lacked most of the skill and finesse it had possessed in life, the Blackguard compensated for it in raw supernatural strength.

It slashed at me with wide, powerful strokes, utterly unconcerned about its own defense. Kithani had forged this weapon well, but without a magical enchantment or the extra sharpness intrinsic to Amarian steel, it was a poor match for White Mantle plate armor. The Blackguard drove me back with my own blade, hammering at me tirelessly, relentlessly, until I nearly tripped over Vess. I couldn’t endure the assault for long, but I would need a truly monstrous blow to breach its defenses…

“Ira Macto!” I called out, imbuing my blade with Maviroth’s unholy fury. As I invoked the Word of Power, I reached deep into the Chaos, once again allowing its corruption to seep into me and empower the spell. My blade began to glow a deep red, and after I deflected yet another violent chop from the Blackguard, I reared back and unleashed a wrathful smite.

The mighty blow crumpled the creature’s breastplate and sent it sliding backward. Staggered, the Riven retreated a few steps, as if finally recognizing it was vulnerable after all.

This was my moment to strike, but I feared the backlash of the corrupted Chaos. I braced myself, hoping that Maviroth would give me the strength to endure the inevitable rush of sickness from the corruption long enough to cut down the Riven. But just like when we had battled the gnolls, I was pleasantly surprised to find that the corruption actually made me feel better. Stronger. As if I had bolstered myself without an enhancement spell.

I moved with the speed of a demon, striking the Blackguard with renewed vigor. This time, my blade had enough strength behind it to bash through its heavy armor and carve into its tainted flesh. I scored several vicious blows on its chest before I severed its right arm at the shoulder. The Blackguard roared as it crumpled to its knees, and before it could recover, I cleaved its head from its body.

I expected—and hoped—that the remainder of the Riven might retreat when it fell, but there must have been far more of them on the upper levels than I realized. With their leader dead, more ghouls and wights surged toward me. I felt like I was back on the battlefield at Canith Mir surrounded by a seemingly endless horde of monsters as they drove me back toward Vess again.

“Duck,” she breathed, arm trembling as she tried to hold herself upright.

“What?” I shouted.

“Duck!”

There were probably a dozen reasons why I shouldn’t have listened to her, not the least of which was that I still didn’t know if we could trust her or not. But I’d been fighting Riven all my adult life, and I’d long ago learned the importance of working together no matter what.

The moment I lowered my head, she spoke a Word of Power and unleashed a roaring curtain of magical flame from her fingertips. The heat on my neck was so intense I didn’t dare look up for fear my face would get melted off, but I could plainly hear the anguished shrieks from the roasting Riven. I hesitated for a heartbeat when the plume finally stopped, fearing Vess might cast another spell. But then I heard her groan and cough, and I risked a quick glance over my shoulder to see her lying nearly flat on the stone clutching her wound.

She was obviously spent, but so were the Riven. When I snapped my head forward, I was greeted by a wall of charred bodies with only a few monsters still standing between me and Kithani. The smoke from the corpses was now filling the tower. It stung my eyes, and the stench of burned flesh was almost unbearable. Having seen men turn from merely inhaling the corruption too deeply, I held my breath as I reached out to retrieve Steelshade. The blade felt good in my hands, and I clenched my jaw in determination as I charged the surviving Riven.

The first ghoul I engaged died when I lodged my blade in its skull, while the second spent its final seconds of life in agony after I hacked off its hands. The last remaining wight put up a better fight—one managed to score a glancing blow on my left leg with its spear, and another ghoul caught my cheek with a frantic swipe of its claws. But through the smoke, I saw Kithani crush the last one in her pile with another grotesque crunch of her warmace.

It was finally over.

“Get away from the bodies,” I warned with the last of my breath as I dashed back to Vess. There was quite a bit of blood pooled beneath her, and I was well aware of the risks of moving a wounded soldier. But leaving her lying there breathing in the smoke and corruption was every bit as dangerous, and despite her irritating attitude, I wasn’t going to allow her to transform into an actual banshee if I could help it.

After sheathing Steelshade, I leaned down and swept her up into my arms. I expected a glare of annoyance and maybe even a pithy rejoinder, but the fact that she just held onto me tightly instead told me all I needed about the severity of her wound.

“Just hold on,” I told her. “We’ll get you out of here.”

I rushed away from the noxious miasma filling the tower as quickly as I could. Kithani followed directly behind me, half jumping, half flying over the smoldering bodies. Her eyes remained a sparkling blue, but she still looked distracted by the carnage. Hopefully her battlelust would fade once we were away from the tower, because I couldn’t heal Vess on my own.

And she was definitely going to need healing. Her grip on my arm had started firm but was already weakening, and I swore her ivory skin was getting paler by the moment. Gritting my teeth, I focused on moving as quickly as I could, trampling over the charred corpses and down the stairs behind them. The miasma didn’t fade until we had completely stepped outside the tower, and even then I moved us as far as I could from the entrance before the path turned into rock. Ideally, we’d completely move Vess out of the tainted terrain altogether, but that simply wasn’t going to be an option until she was stable.

“I guess…” Vess rasped between uneasy breaths. “I guess you are pretty good at killing Riven.”

“Told you,” I said, echoing her words from earlier.

She smiled, then let out a cough that turned into a wince. “Still not as good as me, of course.”

I groaned. “We can’t all be great and powerful wizards.”

“True, but that’s all right. I find smart men intimidating.”

Vess was still smiling weakly, and I couldn’t help but grin back as I reached down and pushed the bloodstained fabric of her tunic out of the way. The crossbow bolt was still lodged in her side, and unfortunately, duergar nearly always used barbed quarrels that couldn’t be yanked out without inflicting tremendous damage.

Still, it could have been worse. Her magical shield had kept the bolt from penetrating too deeply, and healing magic should be able to stop the bleeding and mend the wound.

“Kithani’s healing spells will make short work of that,” I said.

Vess’s brow wrinkled. “What, no paladin magic?”

“I told you, I’m not a paladin.”

“Are you sure? Because you act like one.”

“I’m not a paladin,” I repeated. “But even if I were, what you need is a cleric.”

I glanced over my shoulder. The deva was standing a few yards behind us, her head still facing the tower. Her warmace was covered in viscera, and her silvery skin was splattered with Riven blood. I was a little worried about what it might do to her—one of the first lessons we learned as armigers was the importance of washing off corrupted gore as quickly as possible.

But that would have to wait. If Vess didn’t get aid soon, she wouldn’t make it.

“Kithani,” I said. “She needs your help.”

It took several stretching heartbeats before the deva finally turned around. Her eyes locked onto Vess, and her knuckles whitened as she squeezed the handle of her mace, as if even now she was tempted to crush the elf wizardess into oblivion.

“Kithani,” I repeated. “Please.”

She finally met my eyes, and a moment later she dropped her mace and rushed over and knelt next to me.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I-I don’t know what came over me.”

“It’s all right,” I soothed, wishing I knew the answer to that as well. She had held herself together quite well, right up until the point we had entered the library. It was as if a part of her wanted to kill a banshee so badly it had refused to accept the reality of the situation.

“Vita Mortis,” Kithani said, her hand flashing with golden light as she hovered it above the elf’s wound. Vess inhaled sharply in response, though she seemed like she could barely keep her eyes open.

“How does it look?” I asked.

The deva slowly shook her head. “The spell did not stop the hemorrhaging. The Riven’s corruption must have seeped into the bolt. It is impeding my healing magic.”

“We need to remove the bolt, but it’s barbed—we can’t just yank it out,” I said. “We might need some of that fancy metal heating technique of yours.”

Kithani looked at me, her brow furrowed and her expression grim. “I don’t know if I possess the energy for that Duncan. I expended most of what I had with the barrier. I require rest.”

“If we rest, she dies,” I said, placing my hand on Vess’s forehead. It was cold, and her breaths were turning even more ragged. “Given where we are, she might turn first. We can’t allow that to happen.”

“I will do what I can,” Kithani said, “but I don’t—wait!”

Her eyes lit up as she reached out for the elixirs on Vess’s belt. She examined several of them and selected two with a purplish liquid instead.

“Healing potions?” I asked.

“Better,” Kithani said. “Restorative elixirs—Master Andrel frequently makes them for the village.”

The moment she mentioned the old paladin’s name, Vess’s words about searching for a cure popped into my head. I had many questions, but we’d never get an answer to any of them if the deva couldn’t pull off a healing miracle.

“Will they help?” I asked.

“Yes,” Kithani said. “I don’t know if they will be enough, but we can try.”

I nodded grimly as I touched Vess’s forehead again. I had watched many soldiers succumb to their wounds over the years. Sometimes, I could still feel the oppressive weight of their passing like a heavy cloak draped over my shoulders. Praevost Laricath had told me that I would eventually grow numb to it; emotional fortitude was a vital part of being a Dread Knight.

I hadn’t believed him at the time, and I still didn’t. I understood the importance of fighting on in the face of death, but surrendering to its inevitability—and anesthetizing ourselves to its pain—was a bridge I refused to cross. The day I didn’t fear or feel oblivion was the day I became Riven.

“Just hang on,” I whispered. “We’ll get you through this.”


9
The Wizardess


Moonshade Fen, the Wild Marches. Four Years Ago…

I stood there staring down at the body of the young man I’d just killed, my hands trembling so badly I nearly dropped my new sword. Steelshade had carved through dozens of Riven today, but I hadn’t expected to need the blade to cut down one of our own.

“Shit,” Roderick said, looking as if he might be sick at any moment. “Shit!”

“He died hours ago,” I said, as much to myself as to him. “We gave him peace.”

The words didn’t seem to soothe the young paladin at all, and frankly they didn’t do anything for me, either. The dead armiger at my feet, a freckled boy named Calden, had been swiped by a ghoul during our long, brutal retreat from the Dragonscar this morning. I hadn’t thought it deep enough to turn him, but he’d probably inhaled too much of the corruption during the fighting. In all likelihood, he wouldn’t be the only man who’d turn tonight in camp.

Or woman.

“Is Zaelya stable?” I asked, taking a step away from the body. I’d killed Calden quickly with a precise thrust through his chest, but he’d continued flopping around until I’d severed his head.

“I…I’m not sure,” Roderick managed. “I did the best I could, but without a cleric…”

I nodded in understanding. He had a gift for healing, there was no doubt about it—he’d saved my ass half a dozen times already during this campaign. But even the most skilled paladins couldn’t channel Aodar’s healing magic like clerics. And it wasn’t as if I could do anything to help.

“I’ll check on her,” I said, forcing myself to finally look away. “Get the body burned as quickly as you can.”

I put my hand on the heavy pauldron of his dented plate armor, and Roderick turned to look at me. His dark eyes were as haunted as mine. He had hardened himself over this last year, but there were times when he still looked as lost and helpless as when we’d saved him from Canith Mir. I doubted he would sleep much tonight.

Gods knew I wouldn’t, either.

Setting my sword down so the aspirants could clean it, I turned and strode across the camp to the hospital tent where Zaelya was waiting. One of the apothecaries was watching her, at the orders of Legate Bremic—we couldn’t take the risk that she would turn into a banshee before anyone noticed. I sent him away with a nod, and I quickly moved to her side and took her hand.

“You’ll make it. I swear.”

I wasn’t certain if I believed myself or not. Despite Roderick’s healing magic, Zaelya remained extremely weak. She had been struck by three arrows this morning as a gryphon and two more this afternoon as an owlbear. The wounds had mostly healed by now; Balphoren’s Profane blood granted many gifts, not the least of which was demonic regeneration to his druids who remained in their bestial form.

But the Beast Lord despised elves as much as humans, and his dark blessing faded the moment a druid reverted to her natural shape. The arrow which had narrowly missed Zaelya’s heart a few hours ago had left behind a truly vicious puncture.

“If I don’t,” she panted, her hand squeezing mine, “promise you’ll at least smack that boy in the back of the head for me.”

“I promise,” I said, squeezing back.

“How many…” She swallowed and tried to gather her strength. “How many made it out?”

I felt my cheek twitch despite my best efforts to control it. “Not as many as we hoped.”

Zaelya hissed a Tahari curse under her breath. The motion made her grimace in pain.

“You need to stay still,” I scolded her. “And stop talking.”

“No one’s ever told me that before. There are people in Darkhold who think I’m mute.”

“They obviously don’t know you very well.”

“No one does,” she said, squeezing my hand harder. “Except you.”

I smiled as I ran my hand through her tousled, sweat-stained white hair. Her face was dirty, but she remained as beautiful as ever. If she didn’t make it through the night, if she did turn while I was watching…

“Will you…” she croaked. “Will you stay with me?”

“Of course,” I said, kneeling at her side. “I’m not going anywhere.”
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Hithren Dur. Present Day.

Without the regenerative elixirs, Vess wouldn’t have survived. The corruption from the bolt had indeed seeped into her, and it took both of the elixirs to keep her stable while Kithani carefully removed it. She had to heat the metal to extract the barbs, which undoubtedly would have caused Vess to wake up screaming if not for the anesthetizing effect of the elixirs.

But once the bolt had been removed, Kithani’s spells worked like normal and mended the elf’s flesh. Had Vess been human, I would have slipped her a few drops from a sleeping potion to ensure she rested comfortably while the magic continued its work, but her people were highly resistant to mentalism magic of all sorts. We just had to hope she’d rest well enough on her own.

Then, for the first time since I’d met her, the deva seemed completely spent. Kithani may not have slept like us feeble mortals, she slumped back on her haunches and looked like she was about to anyway.

I was tempted to set up camp here, mostly so we didn’t have to move Vess again, but with the potential of more Riven crawling up from the Deep—not to mention the passive dangers of lingering too long on tainted ground—we decided to move after a short reprieve. Kithani took the elven woman in her arms and flew down over the rocky path as steadily as she could. It looked a hell of a lot easier than when she’d tried to carry me. Laden by my armor and weapons, I probably weighed twice as much.

I eventually caught up and joined her in the plains below about a mile away from the tower in the grasslands where the land had healed. I set up camp even though dusk was probably still several hours away. Kithani rested while I did so, though she kept an eye on Vess in between her meditations and prayers to Aodar.

“I am very sorry, Duncan,” she said once I’d finished starting a fire the old-fashioned way. I had insisted she save her energy.

“About being tired?” I asked, sitting down next to her. “You don’t need to apologize for that. You were incredible today.”

“I was a monster,” she said, frowning. “I could not control myself!”

I pursed my lips, images of her black eyes and bloodlust fresh in my mind. “But you didn’t end up hurting anyone,” I told her. “Except the Riven.”

“But I would have!” Kithani wrapped her arms around her legs and hugged them tightly against her chest. “The moment I saw her, I was overcome by rage. Like something inside me…awakened.”

She was visibly trembling, and I was overcome with the desire to reach out and try to comfort her. It almost seemed foolish—she was an immortal being of great power, and an unpredictable one at that. She might have very well been a demon, for all I knew, especially after what Vess had said about her “aura” of primordial transmutation magic.

Yet when I looked at Kithani, all I saw was a vulnerable young woman. A protective impulse at the core of my being compelled me to try and help her, no matter how powerful she may have been.

The same impulse, I thought dryly, that had compelled me to defend the unconscious elven woman next to us despite the fact she was kind of a bitch.

“I don’t know what happened,” I said, shuffling closer to her. “But you did manage to get a hold of yourself eventually.”

Kithani looked down at Vess. “I will apologize to her when she wakes. And ask her how I may atone for what I did.”

“You just saved her life,” I reminded her. “I think that’s atonement enough for anyone.”

The deva didn’t reply or look any less troubled. She looked unbelievably vulnerable sitting there scrunched up in a ball; it remained difficult to reconcile this version of her with the crazed battle angel who bashed in skulls with impunity.

I reached out and touched her cheek, then gently turned her head to look at me. Her beauty was almost suffocating this close.

“It will be all right,” I soothed. “We’ll figure out what’s happening to you, I promise.”

Her blue eyes lingered on mine. “Paladins always keep their word. Do Dread Knights?”

“I do.”

Kithani smiled. “You are so kind to me. And to others.”

“I don’t know about kind. But a little basic decency never hurt anyone.”

“It is more than that. This is what I do not understand about you, Duncan. How can you be so kind but also so wicked?”

I snorted, but then I saw her face was completely serious. “Have you considered that maybe I’m not actually wicked?”

“That is impossible,” Kithani said. “You are a servant of the Profane.”

“I told you before, I’m not anyone’s servant,” I said. “There are no rites or rituals, no bloody sacrifices, no summoning demons.”

“But drawing on their power rots your soul.”

I sighed. “Maybe. But if rotting one person’s soul allows many others to flourish, isn’t that worth it?”

I didn’t expect an answer, and I didn’t receive one. But after staring deep into my eyes for a while longer, Kithani slowly leaned forward and brought her lips to mine.

Her kiss was gentler than last night but no less passionate, and our tongues danced for a long time before she finally leaned away. I half expected to be greeted by a pair of black demonic eyes, but her blue ones were still there waiting for me.

“I will give you the strength to abandon the Profane,” she said. “Before Maviroth takes you.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that, but Kithani turned to Vess.

“She should recover by morning.”

“Good,” I said. “We have a lot to talk about when she wakes up. Though unfortunately, she didn’t seem to know anything about where these Riven were coming from. Or why there was a Dread Knight arcanist with them.”

“There must be a corruptor somewhere,” Kithani said. “Perhaps there is another awakened dragon.”

“Let’s hope not. One battle against a dracolich is enough for a lifetime.” I pursed my lips. “I need to get a message to the Dread Knights in Darkhold and in the Sunless Keep. The sooner they learn about a potential infestation, the better.”

We rested in silence for a while, until the sun began sinking toward the horizon. I stoked the fire to keep it strong, and Kithani unpacked her cooking pots and prepared a small batch of porridge for me—and Vess, when she woke up. While the meal was no comparison to the morning’s fresh bacon and potatoes, it was still warm and filling.

The deva took to the air after I’d finished, mostly to scout the area but probably also to be alone for a while so she could think. What had started as an unexpected but relatively straightforward task to hunt down a banshee and kill Riven had gotten a lot more complicated in short order.

But Vess was alive, and I’d recovered my sword. Things certainly could have been worse.

After polishing Steelshade, I finally took off my armor and sat down next to Vess. I tried to plan out all the questions I wanted to ask her when she woke up, but instead I found myself looking down at the face of the elven woman, wondering more about who she was and where she’d come than what she’d been doing in an old Phylactery Tower.

As a boy growing up in the Western Fold, the only elves I’d seen with any frequency were theTahari traders who would occasionally visit Agronel and the surrounding villages hoping to exchange furs, herbs, and potions for iron and tools. Most folks treated them the same as the barbarian tribes in the Harkoran Plains— savages at best, active spreaders of the Rot at worst. And while I had seen the occasional elf girl in town, I had been too young to understand what it meant to be a nymph.

After I’d arrived in Darkhold, my perspective had changed almost overnight. While there still weren’t many elves in the Dread Knights, one could always find a few dozen in the fortress and more in the Lucent Spire among the arcanists. And even before I’d befriended Zaelya, the Praevost had made it abundantly clear that elves were to be treated the same as everyone else. We were all warriors fighting the same hopeless battle, and we all deserved respect.

When anyone pointed out that an elf who turned into a baelnorn or banshee was far more threatening than another human ghoul, the Praevost had argued that was all the more reason to keep them within our ranks. Powerful allies were welcome, and powerful enemies were best kept close enough to stab before they could strike.

No other people in Ikibris had suffered more as a result of the Invocation than the elves. It was bizarre to imagine that many centuries ago, before the rise of the human empires that dominated the world until the Invocation, the elves and their Immortal Court had been the most advanced civilization in history. Their seamless cultural blend of art, music, nature, and magic was quite literally the stuff of legend.

And then, with the casting of a single spell, nearly all of them had turned into monsters.

My gaze fell upon Vess’s spellbook. Unlike the White Mantle, who believed that Aodar and the Archons were the only pure and incorruptible sources of power, the Dread Knights had no restrictions against the practice of arcane magic within our ranks. On the contrary, the first Praevost had rebuilt one of the ruined towers of the Spellbinders in the north for just that purpose. Within the Lucent Spire, Dread Knight wizards could study the secrets of magic in peace.

And if they turned in the process, they could easily be monitored and put down before they could threaten anyone.

Pushing aside the memories, I unclipped Vess’s spellbook from her belt. The cover and binding were in excellent condition, suggesting the tome was both relatively new and well-preserved by magic. It was certainly in much better shape than her tattered cloak and tunic, especially after we’d had to rip off more of the fabric to get to her wound.

I opened the book, half expecting a latent curse to transform me into a newt as I did so. But thankfully, nothing happened as I turned the pages. I barely understood a fraction of the words and glyphs inscribed within, but they were still fascinating to study. They were all written in the same hand—presumably hers—and it certainly seemed as though she had gathered spells from a huge variety of sources. Nearly every school of magic was represented, from arcane to necromancy to everything in between. There were even some mentalism spells like those employed by the White Mantle confessors.

I wondered how long Vess had been collecting this magic…and how old she was. The corruption of the Chaos had stolen her people’s immortality along with their civilization. While elves still aged more gracefully than humans, they only lived about twice as long, and precious few reached that age without turning these days.

“Didn’t anyone tell you it’s rude to peek at a girl’s diary?”’

I gasped and looked down. Vess’s eyes were still closed.

“Sorry,” I said, closing the book. “Just some light reading before bed.”

“Mm,” she moaned as she gently stretched an arm. “I never would have guessed you were the bookish type.”

I snorted. “Why? Because I know how to fight?”

“You have to admit, skill with a blade is rarely associated with mental acuity. And I figured the Dread Knights were too practical to waste time with literacy. What’s the point in teaching an armiger to read if he’ll be dead in a few battles?”

“I learned to read before I joined.”

One of her green eyes popped open. “Really?”

“Yes, really. The priestess of Selura in my village made sure all the children could. She said we could never build a new world if we lost all the knowledge of the old one.”

“Smart woman,” Vess said. “And it seems like I’ve underestimated you again. You’re probably getting tired of that.”

“A little.”

I offered her a thin smile, which Vess returned in kind. Her dimples were more pronounced up close, and her eyes were even brighter. As annoying as her barbs and deflections had been earlier, she seemed like the type of girl who could endure plenty of teasing as long as she could return the favor.

Vess groaned as she experimentally moved on the bedroll, and when I set her spellbook back down beside her, she reached out and squeezed my hand.

“Thank you,” she said, voice quiet. From the way she had trouble maintaining eye contact, I suspected she didn’t say those words often.

“The one you should thank is Kithani,” I told her, though I returned her squeeze with one of my own. “Without her, you wouldn’t have made it.”

“Mm.” Vess leaned up enough to look around the camp. I expected her to release me, but she continued holding on. Our hands couldn’t have been more different. Aside from the size difference, I had the callouses and scars of a man twice my age, while her delicate fingers and long nails would be the envy of every noblewoman in Stormcrest. I wondered how she managed it outside the comforts of the city. Perhaps it was some kind of magical tomfoolery.

“She also made you some food,” I said, gesturing to the bowl next to us. “Whenever you’re feeling up to eating.”

“So that’s what smells good,” Vess said. “Though rotten eggs would smell better than the miasma in that tower.”

“It’s good, trust me. Kithani’s scouting the area from the air right now—she’ll be back soon.”

“Then I suppose I’ll have to thank her, too,” Vess replied, looking upward for a moment before shifting her gaze back down to her belt.

“We had to use some of your elixirs. I assumed you wouldn’t mind.”

“A few potions to keep breathing? I suppose that’s worth it.” She craned her neck to look at the empty holders. “Though they are remarkably difficult to replace. The herbs are most common in areas that remain tainted.”

“Why am I not surprised?” I muttered.

“You are a Dread Knight. I imagine you’re accustomed to looking at everything in the most cynical way possible.”

I snorted. “Well, before the Riven rudely interrupted our chat, I was about to tell you that someone else may have beaten you to the cure.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Pardon?”

“A few days ago, I was ambushed by the Riven. I should have been killed or turned, but I was cured of the Rot before it set in.”

Vess tried to lean up, but winced and dropped back down halfway through. “How? By whom?”

“The man who sent me here, actually,” I said. “He was convinced that a banshee was responsible for the recent Riven uprising. Apparently some of the villagers in the south spotted you poking around some other ruins.”

“I’m surprised,” she said. “I stay far away from people as a matter of principle. Safer for everyone that way.”

I could hear a trace of bitterness behind the comment, but I didn’t press for now. “The man’s name is Andrel Crohl, the former Lord Marshal of the White Mantle.”

Vess blinked. “The man who killed the last Spellbinder?”

“The same.”

“But…” She paused and chewed it over. “Why would a White Mantle cure a Dread Knight? I thought they hated you after the Blackreach Betrayal?”

“Most of them do, but Crohl was quite friendly. Respectful, even. He asked me to help Kithani seek out this banshee before she could create a new infestation.”

“But how did he cure you? The Rot isn’t like normal infections. Clerics and paladins have never been able to cure it before.”

“I don’t know any details besides the fact that I should be dead,” I said. “And that a vast swath of land around his cabin looks fertile and renewed, as if the soil was never tainted.”

“By the Archons, he cleansed the soil, too?” Vess leaned back and looked straight up at the stars. “I knew it was possible. It had to be. If he can just teach me the magic…”

“I can’t promise anything, of course,” I said. “I barely know him. But it does seem like there’s hope.”

Vess stayed silent for a long moment, her green eyes flicking back and forth in thought. “Without a cure, my people are doomed. Not that I’d expected a human to understand. Even in the most tainted places in the world, your females can still have children.”

“I understand well.”

Vess turned her head to look at me again. “You have experience with the Blighting?”

“I’ve seen it happen. There are no words to describe the horror of a mother and child turning before your eyes. It’s the ultimate mockery of life.”

I took in a long, slow breath as I tried to bury the images. And the sounds. Gods, the sounds…

“I also know what it’s like to be terrified when you’re close to someone,” I told her. “There was a Tahari girl in the Dread Knights. She and I…well, we grew close during the war. But every time I touched her, every time I wanted to be close to her, there was a fear that…”

I trailed off, surprised at how easily the story had escaped my lips. I was a private man most of the time, yet here I was spilling my guts to a woman I barely knew.

“A fear you’d end up killing her,” Vess replied. “That you’d put a monster inside her without knowing it.”

“Yes,” I whispered.

I closed my eyes for a moment, remembering all the times that Zaelya and I had taken comfort in each other’s arms. But every time we’d wanted to get close—truly close—we’d held back. Even during the siege at Tunare, when oblivion was walking in our shadow and thinking about the future at all seemed like a luxury, we still hadn’t given in. The risks had been too great.

Then we’d been separated. And I had no idea if I’d ever see her again.

I didn’t realize how long I had been sitting here in silence until I felt Vess’s hand slip into mine. When I opened my eyes, she was looking right back at me.

“My parents took that risk,” she said quietly. “I’m one of the only elves born on the Coast in the last several decades. Purebloods, anyway—there are plenty of human distillates outside the major cities.”

I frowned. “Both your parents were elves?”

She nodded. “I always wondered if my mother was stupid or if my father was an asshole. Nothing quite like tossing a coin to decide the fate of your wife and her baby. Never know if that plump little belly of hers will hatch a child or a monster.”

I winced at the thought. I honestly wasn’t sure I’d be able to live with myself if that happened to a woman I’d been with. Not that men on the Coast were afforded much of a choice. On the rare occasions the Blighting took hold among humans, fathers without other children to care for were cast into a “cleansing” pyre so they couldn’t accidentally befoul anyone else.

“My mother refused to go hunting for a human man,” Vess added quietly. “She and my father decided to take a chance. Almost got cast out of the city when she started showing. The priests watched her like hungry hawks every day, just waiting for the corruption to take hold. But she got lucky.”

Her eyes went vacant for a while, and I let the silence linger until they returned to me.

“If Crohl can cleanse the Rot, then I need to learn the spell,” she told me. “I will learn it, no matter what.”

I could hear the ironclad determination in her voice, and I couldn’t blame her at all. If Crohl possessed this knowledge, then he absolutely needed to share it. Assuming such a thing was possible—without understanding how he had cleansed me and Kithani, it was difficult to say. The spell could have expended rare components or required enormous power. The histories in the Lucent Spire were filled with cautionary tales of experimental magic. The Dread Knight arcanists who made a pact with Ziskalix understood those dangers all too well when his knowledge inevitably drove them to madness.

“How does an elf growing up in Stormcrest learn magic, anyway?” I asked.

“Not easily,” Vess said. “My family had lived in Stormcrest since the reconstruction. We were booksellers and scribes. It wasn’t a glamorous life, but at least we didn’t have to hunt our food like the Tahari. And I was able to learn a bit of magic from a spellbook my father had hidden away.”

“If the Mantle caught anyone with an arcane spellbook, let alone an elf…”

“He knew the risks of teaching me. But he also knew that I needed to learn how to defend myself if I was going to survive.” Her cheek twitched. “After the fall of Canith Mir—and after the rumors about new banshees turning huge portions of the city—angry mobs became more and more common. When the lynchings started, we left the city right away. My magic was the only reason we made it out.”

She fell silent for a few moments. I resisted the temptation to press for details—if she wanted to share, she would.

“When did you start looking for a cure?” I asked eventually.

“A long time ago. But I only left the Coast and started searching for old ruins about a year ago. Not long after the Blackreach Betrayal, actually.” Vess looked at me again. “What really happened there, anyway? Most people seem to think your order tried to take over the fort.”

“Because that’s what they were told,” I said bitterly. “But the truth is that we were driven out.”

“How? Didn’t you have a full garrison there?”

“A small one.” I sighed as the memories rose to the surface. “It happened during a night when most of the Dread Knights were out on patrol in the Harkoran Plains. I was one of a handful left behind when the Mantle drew their swords. They claimed that Maviroth had finally taken over our minds, but that was just an excuse. The new Lord Marshal, an obnoxious blowhard named Tynolde, wanted the Mantle to have full control over the Moors. That’s all there is to it.”

Vess shook her head. “Why didn’t they kill you?”

“To be perfectly honest, I don’t know,” I admitted. “But they cast me into the Condemned rather than string me up.”

She paused. “Is it true what I’ve read? That the Profane destroy you as a part of their pact?”

“Yes. The Bloodletters lose themselves to their bestial form, and the arcanists who make a pact with Ziskalix go insane.”

“What about you? What do you have to look forward to?”

I shrugged. “The Covenant begins to blind us until we can’t tolerate sunlight, only darkness. And once the transition is fully complete, Maviroth takes our minds and our will away from us.”

Vess rolled onto her side. “And you agreed to that?”

“I agreed to do whatever was necessary to win the war against the Riven. And we did.” I sighed and changed the subject. “Back in the tower, you said that Kithani had a strange aura. That you thought she was pretending to be a deva.”

Vess didn’t reply immediately, and I thought she might keep pressing me about the Covenant. But thankfully, she moved on.

“That was only an assumption,” she said. “She’s cloaked in transmutation magic, and not the relatively simple kind like a polymorph spell. It’s primordial magic.”

“Mm,” I murmured, glancing up into the sky. Kithani would be back relatively soon, I’d think. “As you saw first-hand, she has some…darker impulses. Sometimes they seem almost demonic in nature.”

Vess considered. “Many demons are capable of changing their physical forms. Though when they do, it’s not easy to detect. I wouldn’t have sensed anything strange.”

“She’s also capable of casting powerful light magic.” I gestured to Vess’s wound. “I find it hard to believe that Aodar would grant his blessing to one of Naryssa’s demons.”

“True. But there’s definitely something going on, I can tell you that.”

I nibbled at my lip in thought. “She believes that she was cleansed of corruption like I was, but she doesn’t seem to know exactly what that means. And she has no memory of anything beyond the recent past.”

“As I understand it, the Invocation killed most devas outright,” Vess said. “But a few were corrupted and turned into erinyes, dark angels who fought alongside all the other corrupted creatures during the early days after the Invocation. But I’m sure you knew that.”

“I didn’t, actually,” I said. “But Crohl did say that devas could be corrupted, and they’d become something truly terrible.”

“A Riven deva seems pretty terrible to me. But Aodar wouldn’t imbue an erinyes with his power any more than a demon.”

I pursed my lips. “Well, you’re the expert. Do you think the same cleansing magic that restored a human would work on a deva?”

“Without knowing more about how it works, I can’t say,” Vess told me. “But if it did, I don’t understand why she’d have a lingering aura of primordial transmutation magic about her. Cleansing spells are typically light magic.”

“But primordial magic can combine two schools, right?” I asked, shifting my gaze north back toward the ruined Phylactery Tower. “It’s what the Spellbinders did.”

“Yes, and they could cast those spells without suffering corruption. They could renew fallow soil, give life to inanimate constructs, even change the weather from foul to fair.” Vess paused. “And darker things, of course, like enslaving vast swaths of people and completely transforming their minds. The sorceress who lived in Hithren Dur was said to have an entire slave army at her disposal, all brought to heel by her magic.”

“That’s almost worse than the Riven,” I muttered.

“Almost,” Vess agreed. “Most people think the Invocation was a single spell that ruined the world, but I sometimes wonder if it was more than that. I found a few tomes in the ruins of Moontide that speak of a great war between—ow!”

Vess inhaled sharply and clutched at her side. I immediately leaned over to investigate more closely. The flesh on the side of her flat ivory stomach had healed well. Other than some lingering redness, there was no indication at all that she’d had a crossbow bolt sticking out of her a few hours ago.

“Let me look,” I said, gently running my fingers over the area.

“I thought you said you weren’t a healer,” Vess reminded me.

“I’m not. But I understand the basics of cleaning and treating a wound.”

“Mm. You really are a man of many talents, aren’t you? A little brain to go along with that brawn.”

I shot her a sour look. “A little?”

“Comparatively, I mean. Consider it a compliment of your thick arms.”

I snorted and began to pull away. “Well, you seem fine—”

“Don’t,” she said, reaching out to snatch my wrist and hold my hand against her stomach. “The, uh, the heat feels good.”

I smiled and left my hand where it was. She looked back up at me, her eyes twinkling as her hand shifted from my wrist up my forearm.

“Sorry if I’ve been brusque,” Vess said. “I’ve been on my own for almost a year—my social graces aren’t what they used to be.”

“That’s all right,” I assured her. “It takes a lot to get under my skin.”

“Oh, you shouldn’t have told me that. Makes me want to test your limits.”

She flashed me a playful, coquettish grin. Her hand continued up my forearm all the way to my bicep, where she gave it a hearty squeeze.

“I still feel pretty weak, but you seem strong enough to carry me back to Crohl’s cabin.”

“The amazing and powerful wizardess doesn’t have a spell for that?”

“Oh, I have a spell for everything. But men like to feel important, so I figured I’d humor you.”

I scoffed and looked back at her bowl of porridge. “How about you eat something and try to regain your strength instead?”

“I suppose that’s not a bad idea,” Vess said, squeezing my arm for support as she pulled herself up. The movement made her grimace, but she didn’t cry out. “Well, that’s not so bad. It’s—”

She cut herself off and looked upward. I glanced back over my shoulder to see Kithani descending toward the camp, her wings looking completely black in the darkness until the campfire caught the white feathers on the bottom.

“Anything interesting out there?” I asked.

“Nothing dangerous,” Kithani said, her eyes locked on Vess. “How do you feel?”

“Pretty good, thanks to you,” Vess replied. She spoke the words to Kithani, but from the way her eyes kept flicking to mine, I felt as if she were actually speaking to me.

“Your restorative elixirs were quite powerful,” Kithani said, kneeling next to the elven woman and performing her own quick but far more knowledgeable appraisal. “You should feel better by morning.”

“But only if you eat,” I said, gesturing to the bowl of porridge she hadn’t touched. “Though it’s probably cold by now.”

“That’s all right,” Vess said. “Nurta Servus!”

There was no flash of magic or anything so dramatic, but the bowl lifted off the ground and slowly drifted toward her. When it reached her mouth, the spoon moved as well, scooping up some porridge and feeding her like a bedside servant.

“It is a little cold,” she agreed, holding her left hand above the porridge. “Ignaris.”

Flames engulfed her fingers, and she held them above the porridge for several seconds before the spoon once again lifted and offered her another bite.

“This is good,” she said almost reluctantly. “Thank you.”

“You should not be so careless with arcane magic,” Kithani scolded.

“I’m taking great care,” Vess said as her invisible servant fed her another bite. “Do you have any idea how much concentration it takes to keep this from spilling the soup everywhere?”

The deva’s face scrunched. “Arcanists are too eager to call upon the Chaos without considering the risks.”

“Food tastes better when someone else cooks and serves it for you. Besides, what’s the point in having all this amazing magic at your fingertips if you’re too afraid to have fun with it?”

“It is dangerous,” Kithani said. “And should only be used with great care.”

“Come on, are you really going to pretend you wouldn’t summon an illusory butler to fold your clothes for you if you could?” Vess’s eyes flicked up and down as she examined Kithani’s loincloth. “Then again, you barely wear clothes, so that’s probably not the best example.”

The deva leaned back on her haunches. “Master Andrel warned me about wizards. He said they are often useful but always dangerous.”

“Oh, I like that,” Vess said with a bemused smirk. “Though frankly, I’m both most of the time.”

Kithani grimaced, clearly flustered. “You created that ward in the tower. That was primordial magic—you must have corrupted yourself to cast it!”

“Sure, but a little bit of corruption never hurt anyone.”

“You glibly dismiss the path to evil!”

“Did you not see what your boy did back there? Now that was corrupted magic.” Vess gave me another flirty grin. “And damn impressive, to be honest.”

“At least Duncan knows he is wicked,” Kithani said. “You don’t seem to care!”

“Hey, I’m not the one who charged in with her mace swinging around!” Vess said. “If I hadn’t—”

“That’s enough,” I interrupted, holding out a hand at each of them. “We’ve fought more than enough today already, don’t you think?”

For a long moment, Kithani continued glaring at Vess, and I watched carefully in case her battle lust took over again. But instead she exhaled slowly and sank backward as if she had deflated.

“I am sorry,” Kithani said, looking like a kicked puppy. “Please forgive my indiscretion.”

“Erm,” Vess blinked. Clearly she wasn’t immune to the deva’s kicked-puppy look, either. “It’s fine. Really. I mean…well, you didn’t actually crush me or anything.”

“No, but I would have.” Kithani tucked in her wings and pulled her legs to her chest, shrinking into herself like she’d done earlier. “I need to speak with Master Andrel. I need to understand what is happening to me.”

A silence fell over us as Vess continued eating. When she was finished, her invisible magic servant lowered the bowl to the ground.

“For now, we should get some rest,” I said, taking the bowl. “Especially you.”

“Normally, I make it a point to never do what I’m told,” Vess said, leaning back down on the bedroll. “But I suppose I can make an exception just this once.”

I smiled tightly. “Good. Because we have a lot to talk about in the morning.”
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Soul Searching


My mind didn’t stay quiet long enough for me to sleep well. I had too much to think about, like the mysterious body of the Dread Knight at the ruined tower…and everything Vess had told me. Finding a more-or-less friendly wizardess instead of a banshee was the last thing I’d expected.

I was also concerned about Kithani. I wanted to get her back to the cabin for answers as quickly as possible, for both our sakes. Her dark impulses needed an explanation.

As did my strange condition. There had to be a reason why the corruption of the Chaos didn’t seem to be affecting me. I was seriously tempted to test my limits, to draw additional power to a spell and see what happened. But that was like playing with fire. Sating my curiosity wasn’t worth the risk of accidentally turning into a Riven.

Instead of sleeping right away, I set to penning a letter to the Dread Knights. I wasn’t one to carry around a quill or ink, but Vess had both along with her spellbook. I kept the message as brief as I could while still telling them everything I’d learned…and asking for advice.

Afterward, I finally passed out. And despite a fitful sleep, I still felt relatively renewed when I rose from my bedroll before dawn. Kithani had remained sullen last night until I’d fallen asleep, but she had once again recovered in the meantime. She was happily back at the cooking pot again, stirring more potatoes and frying up what smelled like sausage. She wasn’t humming, but she was bouncing back and forth between ingredients as contentedly as ever.

Off to my right, Vess looked completely out of it. My experiences with Zaelya had led me to believe that elves all slept more like they were in a trance than unconscious. Even on nights where she and I had spent hours entertaining ourselves beneath the sheets beforehand, she had always remained still and composed while sleeping.

Vess was neither. Her auburn hair was a wild mess, and she was snoring softly with her head tilted awkwardly to the side. Her arms and legs were sticking out from beneath her blanket at seemingly random angles. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought she’d passed out from drinking at the local tavern.

I leaned over to inspect her more closely, just to ensure her injuries hadn’t taken a turn for the worse. But when I glanced beneath her dressings, her stomach seemed almost completely healed. And when I touched her forehead with the back of my hand, it wasn’t cold or clammy. Perhaps she slept like a drunk all the time.

When I started to stand up, she inhaled sharply and thrust out her hand. “Indebilis!”

I froze as the magic washed over me, trapping me halfway in a crouch. No matter how hard I struggled, I couldn’t move—I couldn’t even blink! My heart began to race, and I was about to panic before she swore and leaned up.

“Shit!” Vess said. “Sorry, I’m, uh, I’m not used to waking up with other people around.”

She flicked her finger to dismiss the spell. I slumped forward and braced myself on one arm. There was no pain or numbness or anything, just the rather humbling reminder that wizards were feared for a good reason.

“That’s…that’s all right,” I said more or less truthfully. I couldn’t exactly blame anyone, particularly a woman, for being extra vigilant in the wild. “No harm done.”

“Still, that…I mean, I’m sorry,” she repeated, her ivory cheeks flushing with embarrassment. “Leave it to me to paralyze the first half-decent person I meet in months.”

“Half-decent?” I asked, raising a brow.

“Well, I’m not usually into demon-worshipers. Or beards. But I like almost everything else about you.”

Vess flashed me a grin, which I easily returned. She held my gaze for several heartbeats as the red in her cheeks faded, until she finally cleared her throat and brushed her hair behind her pointed ears.

“How are you feeling?” I asked. “Any pain?”

“No,” she said, looking down at her side and running her fingers over her stomach. “Having an angel around seems useful.”

“Wait until you try breakfast.”

Vess’s nose wiggled, and she glanced across camp to the firepit. “Smells good. Help a girl up, would you?”

I reached out and took her hands. “You sure you’re up to moving?”

“Definitely,” she said, standing with my help. She wobbled briefly once she was upright, but I tightened my grip and helped keep her steady.

“Still okay?”

“Just a touch woozy,” she said, using me as a brace. “It’ll pass.”

Vess squeezed my arms more tightly and closed her eyes as the dizziness faded. With the top of her head coming up to my nose, she seemed so much taller than Kithani, but I realized most of that was due to the four-inch riding heels on her leather boots. She looked up at me and smiled again when her eyes fluttered back open.

“All better,” she said.

“Good.”

She made no move to release me, and her emerald eyes seemed to glimmer more brightly by the moment. She began stretching up on her toes to bring our faces closer together…

“It’s ready!”

I turned to see Kithani bouncing toward us with plates in hand. She also had a bright smile on her face, as if everything we’d talked about last night had already been forgotten.

“You look well!” she said to Vess. “How do you feel?”

“Uh, good,” Vess said, lowering herself and begrudgingly letting her hands slip from my arms as she turned. “Thank you again.”

“Of course! But you should eat to regain your strength.”

Both of the elf’s eyebrows raised as she took the offered plate. She looked every bit as stunned as I’d felt when Kithani had served me for the first time.

“You didn’t need to do this,” Vess said. “I have rations.”

“Duncan said the same thing,” Kithani replied. “I explained to him that I have little else to occupy my attention over night.”

“You don’t sleep?”

“Or eat,” I put in. “Unless I insist.”

Kithani had cut the sausage into several smaller pieces and stirred it together with the potatoes and onions, but I picked up a particularly juicy chunk and offered it to her. I thought she might protest out of pure reflex, but she must have learned her lesson from yesterday’s breakfast. She took it from me with a smile, and her glowing eyes fastened shut while she chewed.

“Aodar’s light,” she breathed. “This might be even better than the bacon!”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” I said, taking a bite myself. “But it is pretty damn good.”

Vess ate a bite herself…and then another and another. I found myself wondering how long it had been since she’d enjoyed a real meal before the porridge last night. She mentioned that she had been searching ruins all over Ikibris for almost a year, but surely she hadn’t been on her own that entire time…

“I could get used to this,” she said once she’d finished.

Kithani beamed. “You should! I will gladly prepare meals for you as long as you accompany us.”

Vess looked back at me. “Is that what I’m doing? Because I would love to ask this healer of yours the secret of curing the Rot.”

“I suppose we should make plans,” I said, finishing my own bowl before setting it down next to the fire. “And why a turned Dread Knight was lying among a bunch of duergar.”

“Could he have been responsible for the infestation?” Kithani asked. “You said he was an arcanist.”

“I suppose it’s possible—turned mages can corrupt a lot of people very quickly. It’s why they’re called defilers.” I shrugged. “But it could just as easily be something or someone else. A night hag, a baelnorn…maybe even a dracolich.”

“Oh, that’s a fun thought,” Vess said. “I thought the Dread Knights killed the Spellbinder’s corrupted dragon pet at Canith Mir.”

“We did. But that doesn’t mean there can’t be another one.” I shrugged. “Though since dragons aren’t particularly subtle, you’d think someone would have spotted it by now.”

I chewed on my thoughts for a minute, still haunted by the arcanist’s corpse in the tower. If he had come from the Sunless Keep…if the garrison had somehow fallen…

“I need to get a message to Darkhold,” I said. “They need to know what’s happening as soon as possible.”

“What about the Mantle garrison at Blackreach?” Vess asked. “Someone should probably tell them, too, right?”

My first reflex was to argue the point. But that impulse was driven by bitterness, not pragmatism. If there was an infestation here, especially an underground one, the Mantle needed to know, too. Otherwise it could expand and kill hundreds or even thousands. In a true worst-case scenario, we could find ourselves in yet another war against the Riven.

“They also need to know,” I admitted. “I don’t suppose you know any fancy spells to send messages over long distances?”

“Of course I do,” Vess said with a casual flick of her wrist. “But the spells only work if I know the recipient. And sadly—or maybe not—you’re the only Dread Knight I’ve ever spoken to in person.”

I nodded. “Well, a raven would be the next best thing, but I’m not sure they kept any after the betrayal.”

Vess raised an eyebrow. “No ravens? You’re telling me that the only two orders in Ikibris trained to defend people against the Riven can’t even communicate with each other?”

“They won’t want to communicate,” I said. “Not anymore.”

“I feel safer already,” she muttered.

I scratched at my thin beard as I considered other possibilities. There weren’t any good ones; Darkhold was over a hundred and fifty miles from Blackreach, and that was assuming you didn’t steer clear of Canith Mir and the tainted wasteland surrounding it. Realistically, it was a five day ride without seriously pushing a horse and almost double that on foot.

“Mm,” Vess mumbled.

“You have a thought?” I asked.

She hesitated a moment before answering. “I may not be able to send a message directly to Darkhold, but I have something almost as good.”

“Such as?”

“My companion, Styx. He’s an owl—he could carry a message to Darkhold in a few days.”

“Really,” I said, intrigued. Some of the arcanists in the Lucent Spire had kept familiars, but since they typically kept them far from the front lines, I knew little about them. “Can you summon him to us?”

“Not from here, unfortunately. He’s actually waiting for me in Blackreach right now. I left him there on my way through from the Plains.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why? I thought wizards preferred to keep their familiars close.”

“Normally, yes, but I needed him there as an anchor.” Vess touched the ring on her left hand. “Teleportation charge, my contingency if and when things go badly while I’m crawling around a ruin. That’s what I would have done if the Riven ever got through my barrier.”

“Clever,” I said approvingly. “So you could go back to Blackreach anytime you wanted?”

“To the village outside the fort, yes. Though if I did, I wouldn’t be able to return without traveling the old fashioned way.”

“Why not?” Kithani asked. “Could you not simply cast the spell again?”

“Erm, no,” Vess said. “I haven’t quite figured out how to cast the spell myself yet. I have to rely on the ring.”

She glanced away for a moment to hide a subtle flash of red in her cheeks. I was tempted to rib her for it, since she seemed to otherwise enjoy playful banter, but my instincts told me to let this one pass. Something about the ring itself seemed important to her…or perhaps she simply wasn’t accustomed to acknowledging her limits as a mage.

“I can recharge the ring easily enough, but I need an anchor to use it,” Vess added. “So, yeah, it would be a one-way trip.”

“That still gives me an idea,” I said. “A way we can solve two problems at once.”

Vess’s eyes finally flicked back to mine. “What do you mean?”

“The sooner the Mantle and the Dread Knights are warned about a potential infestation, the better. If you can teleport there, then you could have your familiar carry a message right away.”

“But I just said I can’t come back.”

“I know, but you won’t need to.” I looked at Kithani, then turned back to Vess. “If you’re willing, we could meet you there in a few days.”

Vess’s eyes flashed. “But I want to speak with this healer. If he has a cure—”

“I know,” I said, raising my hands. “But we have a lot to talk about with him ourselves, and it’s probably best to ask if he’d even be willing to teach anyone before we show up at his doorstep with a stranger. He’s living in the middle of nowhere for a reason.”

“If he can cure the Rot and prevent the Blighting, the knowledge must be shared,” Vess said. “Not just with me, but with everyone.”

“I understand, but we can probably learn more if we don’t ambush him. Besides, Kithani and I are the first people cured of the Rot, and there are some…complications. This might not be as simple as you think.”

“It seems simple enough. This cure could save the whole world! It could undo all the horrors of the Invocation!”

“And hopefully it will,” I said. “But a few days isn’t going to change things one way or another—unless there’s a larger Riven infestation.”

I took a deep breath and crossed my arms. “We have to warn the Dread Knights and the White Mantle. If there’s a corruptor somewhere, a few extra days of warning could save hundreds or even thousands of lives.”

I was fully prepared to keep arguing if I needed to. Despite all the questions surrounding this potential cure, the Riven were a problem that couldn’t be ignored. But thankfully, Vess relented.

“All right, fine,” she said, sighing and crossing her arms. “I suppose I do owe you. But I hope you understand how important this is.”

“I do,” I promised. “Three days, maybe four.”

Vess considered for a moment, then nodded. “That should give Styx enough time to fly to Darkhold with a message. As for the Mantle, I don’t know if they’ll listen to me. Religious fanatics and elves don’t mix.”

“Don’t speak to any of them directly,” I warned. “Maybe just pass some rumors around the village. They’ll end up in the ears of the right people soon enough. Secrets move through Blackreach very quickly. And that way, you’ll be safe.”

Vess smiled thinly. “Odd how you sound worried about protecting me, yet you keep insisting you aren’t a paladin.”

I sighed. “I’m not a paladin.”

“But he will be one day,” Kithani said, sidling up against me and flashing us both a warm smile. “I am showing him the error of his ways.”

Vess snickered. “By cooking him breakfast?”

“Yes. But also by making love to him!”

I nearly choked on my own spit. Both of Vess’s eyebrows shot straight up.

“Really?”

“Yes!” Kithani said, sliding her arm around my neck. “Duncan made love to me for the first time the other night. It was wonderful!”

My throat dried out from sheer mortification. I had no idea how to respond, and it was suddenly very difficult to look Vess in the eye.

“Interesting conversion strategy,” Vess muttered.

“Aodar’s light is very persuasive,” Kithani said. “I was hoping he would make love to me again now before we began traveling today. Would you like him to make love to you as well?”

Oh, by the gods, I thought, suddenly tempted to dive into the nearest ditch. But at least I had the satisfaction of watching Vess’s cheeks turn cherry red at the same time. I half expected her to activate her teleportation ring just to get out of here as quickly as possible.

“You will greatly enjoy it!” Kithani added. “And I’m sure he will as well. You are quite lovely.”

“Uh…” the wizardess managed.

“Let’s focus on something else first,” I interjected, trying to save both of us.

“But why?” Kithani asked. “You could make love to her first, if you prefer. I cannot wait to watch you bring pleasure to a mortal woman. I could then restore you so you could bring pleasure to me!”

I met Vess’s eyes. Somehow, the fact that we were both embarrassed beyond words made it slightly easier to deal with. Especially since Kithani was right about one thing—Vess really was quite lovely. And the glimmer in her eye suggested she was at least a little tempted by the idea…

“I should really get to Blackreach and send the message,” Vess said. “And you should go and meet this healer of yours so you can get back to me as soon as possible.”

“Yes,” I managed. “Yes, that’s a good idea. A great idea.”

Kithani glanced between us, looking almost pouty. But then her face brightened again, and she shrugged.

“Okay!” she said. “He can make love to you later, then.”

“I suppose we’ll see,” Vess said. “I, um, I should go.”

“We’ll meet you at Blackreach in a few days,” I told her.

She looked at me for a long moment, her fingers touching the ring on her finger. “I know you aren’t a paladin, but I hope you keep your word like one,” she said quietly. “Because I’ll be waiting.”

Vess twisted the ring and vanished in a flash of blue magic. I stood still for a few seconds, wondering—and hoping—that I’d see her again.
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Since Vess had been injured, Kithani hadn’t carried her that far from the tower before we’d set up camp, which meant that making it all the way back to Andrel’s Hope in a single day on foot was going to require a lot of walking and not much rest. But since I wasn’t anticipating a battle with a banshee on the other side of the return trip, I wasn’t worried about being exhausted when I arrived. I pushed hard as a result, only stopping a handful of times for water and bread before pushing on. Compared to the forced marches I’d endured during the war, a few extra hours was nothing.

Kithani did her usual scouting routine from the sky, though I wondered if part of that was driven by a reluctance to stay close to me for long, lest we exhaust ourselves with each other rather than on the road.

Thankfully, we didn’t encounter any more gnolls or any other marauders, only wildlife. Kithani joined me on the ground when we reached the woods on the eastern side of the mountains near dusk. She cast a light spell on the head of her mace, transforming it into a makeshift torch so we could push on just as hard once it was dark. While I had no doubt there were plenty of natural predators in the forest, they kept their distance from the light and the noise.

It was late when we finally arrived at the cabin. My legs and back ached from the long day, but the promise of finally getting answers made the soreness easier to ignore. Kithani’s tireless gait didn’t change, but I saw the growing anticipation in her face.

The soft lights from the house guided us up the hill, and the lantern above the stable was also lit. Crohl was apparently outside in the pasture tending to his horse. He saw us coming when we were halfway up, and he moved to intercept us with all the haste a man his age could muster.

“You’re back,” he said, his weathered face creased from his wide smile. “And unharmed, thank the Archons.”

“Mostly,” I said. “But there were more Riven in the tower than we expected.”

His face turned grave. “But you found and destroyed the banshee?”

“There was no banshee,” Kithani said. “Just an elven wizardess exploring the ruins.”

Crohl frowned. “What?”

“All those sightings of a ‘banshee’ exploring ruins in the Moors were wrong—she’s just a normal elf,” I said. “Which is great news…except for the fact we still don’t know where the Riven are coming from.”

The old man ran a hand back through his white hair. “A wizardess,” he breathed. “Aodar’s light.”

“There’s more—a lot more,” I said. “But I figure we should sit down first.”

His gaze stayed distant for a few heartbeats, but then he nodded. “Of course. Come on inside. I didn’t expect you to return so soon…or so late in the day.”

We followed him back into the cabin. After walking all day, sitting down felt like bliss. Kithani took my armor and Steelshade back to her forge for cleaning and repairs, then started making us tea. Once we were settled, I laid out almost everything that had happened, from the gnolls to the tower to Vess. I skipped over Kithani’s urges and my strange powers for now, but I didn’t plan to sleep until we had discussed every detail.

“A Dread Knight arcanist?” Crohl asked after I’d mentioned the body we’d found in the tower. “Here in the Moors?”

“It was the last thing I expected,” I said. “I didn’t know him personally. But many of the arcanists who survived Canith Mir sequestered themselves in the Sunless Keep about a year after the war ended. It’s conceivable he could have turned on his own and somehow made his way to the surface with the duergar—he might even be responsible for turning them. But it also seems possible that there’s an infestation spreading through the Deep. If that’s true—and if the Sunless Keep has fallen—then we have a big problem on our hands.”

“There could be hordes of the monsters moving beneath the surface while no one is the wiser,” Crohl replied gravelly.

“The Mantle and the Dread Knights both need to be informed. The good news is that wizardess we found is actually going to help us with that.”

I went on, explaining our encounter with Vess. I made sure to mention her powerful elixirs and the primordial arcane ward she’d created, but I still held back on the details of Kithani’s bloodlust and my ability to ignore corruption.

“This wizardess is lucky she didn’t turn,” Crohl said after I’d finished. “The hubris of venturing into a Phylactery Tower as an elf and a woman…unbelievable.”

“She only wants to save her people,” Kithani said. “If they can’t start having children again soon, they’ll die out completely.”

“I know, but she’s still incredibly lucky.” He shook his head. “Elves are exceedingly vulnerable to corruption, and if she had turned when no one was around…Archons preserve us.”

I nodded gravely. “It sounded crazy to me, too. But she claims to have made some progress.”

“Primordial magic is not to be taken lightly,” Crohl said, sounding almost angry. “There is always a cost. Always a complication. But wizards can never see the danger lurking right in front of them. It’s the same story repeated over and over again.”

I leaned forward across the table. “But you did it. You cured me of the Rot.”

Crohl looked away for a moment, as if he were staring into the Abyss. But then he sighed, and it seemed like the breath aged him another decade.

“Yes, I did,” he murmured.

“You also cleansed Kithani,” I added. “And it seems clear you’ve used the same magic to accelerate the restoration of the soil here around the village.”

“It’s…more complicated than that.”

Kithani and I waited expectantly. He eventually took a sip from his tea, then continued.

“All power has a cost,” he said. “Even if you can’t see it. Even if you don’t pay it right away. Your order understands this better than most.”

“Are you saying there’s a price for this cure of yours?” I asked.

“There’s a price for everything.” Crohl took another deep breath. “I haven’t manipulated the soil for years, but you’re right, it is where I started—and where I should have stopped. I should have known better than to be blinded by false hope. But I did, and others paid the price.”

As he leaned back, I noticed that his knuckles were nearly white from squeezing the top of his cane. “It all started with the Arcane Libram we recovered from the ruins in Canith Mir after we defeated the lich.”

I leaned forward. The Praevost had never said anything about recovering any primordial tomes of magic. At least, not to me or the rest of the rank-and-file.

“Veracus had moved much of his collected knowledge into his Phylactery Tower with him,” Crohl went on. “Your Praevost and I had to decide what we were going to do with it. If I hadn’t been there, I’ve no doubt he would have taken everything in that tower to the Lucent Spire for study. He was convinced that the knowledge of the Spellbinders could be our salvation. I was convinced it would be our doom.”

He sighed. “Eventually, we agreed to destroy much of what we found, but each of our orders kept some of the knowledge. This is where the ‘cure’ you speak of comes from, a Libram filled with light magic penned by one of the Spellbinders long before the Invocation.”

“That’s what you used to cleanse the soil?” I said.

Crohl nodded. “And after I realized that was possible, it opened up numerous other avenues of research. The discoveries kept coming; one revelation quickly led to another. And I became convinced I could one day cure the Rot and even prevent women from Blighting. I could do more good without my sword and armor than I ever did with them.

“It wasn’t until later that I discovered how much power was required for my discoveries,” he went on. “It took days or even weeks to recover from the corruption after casting a single primordial spell. And casting them in succession could transform a man into a Riven in the blink of an eye. But I didn’t care at first, and neither did many of the clerics I was working with at the time. We conveniently ignored the fact that this same magic had caused the Invocation. All we could see was a future where women could safely have children. A world without the Blighting or the Riven.”

“A noble vision,” I said. “Other people with that Libram would have been thinking of ways to conquer the world.”

The old paladin’s gaze turned hard. “Do you believe that all the Spellbinders were power hungry monsters? Do you think that none of them had good intentions? To cure diseases, to ease pain, to make their cities and their people flourish?”

“I don’t know what they intended,” I said. “Only what they accomplished.”

“My point exactly,” Crohl said. “From the histories we’ve found, there were Spellbinders of every race and culture in the world. And while I’ve no doubt that some of them were as petty and vile as Veracus, I promise you that many had good reasons for whatever they were doing. But intentions and consequences are two very different things. Their studies—their magic—unraveled the world. And for that crime, the mere mention of their name will spawn disgust and hatred for all eternity.”

He leaned across the table and met my gaze. “Primordial magic isn’t dangerous solely because it requires so much power to cast. There are always unintended consequences.”

“I don’t understand,” Kithani said, shaking her head. “How could a cure possibly be bad?”

Crohl looked up at her, his face immediately softening as he did so. “The problem with mortals wielding divine power is that we don’t have divine wisdom to go along with it. We can’t know what’s going to happen—that’s the whole point.”

“You make it sound philosophical, but you’re talking about the future of an entire people,” I said. “The elves are dying. In a few generations, they’ll be completely gone. And plenty of human women are still affected, too.”

“I know. And I know it also sounds heartless to condemn them, but it’s not as if I’m holding an elixir that can cure them all overnight. Cleansing you—a single man afflicted by Rot—was almost enough to turn me. I was deathly ill for days afterward. I honestly thought I’d doomed myself to save you.”

My blood went cold. “You never mentioned that.”

“It didn’t matter at the time,” Crohl said with a flick of his wrist. “And I am grateful it worked. But cleaning one man is a far cry from immunizing an entire people to corruption. Even if it were possible, the unintended consequences could be far worse than one old paladin turning into a Riven.”

He hissed softly through his teeth. “I learned this lesson when I first started cleansing the soil. For several months, everything seemed as if it were going well. But then a few of the village militia were ambushed by orogs near the mountains. Just a few at first, but it wasn’t long before I realized that nearly an entire tribe had been driven up from underground.”

“By what?” I asked.

“The magic I was using wasn’t truly purifying the soil,” Crohl said. “The corruption was simply being pushed further below ground. By saving our grasslands, I had poisoned theirs.”

My stomach twisted. Orogs were monsters in the most literal sense; the orc-ogre hybrids were one of the many terrors of the Deep. And while I typically had little sympathy for their plight, turning any living creatures into Riven was a calamity.

“The corruption in the Deep never spawned a full infestation, thank Aodar,” Crohl added, “and I was able to scatter the orogs here before they could regroup. Otherwise the entire village could have been destroyed, and all for a few acres of extra farmland. I’ve allowed the soil to heal naturally ever since, and I’ve been much more careful with the primordial spells. I only use it when there is no other choice.”

“You had a choice in whether or not to save me,” I pointed out.

Crohl grunted softly. “I’ll admit, when Kithani carried you back and I sensed the Rot inside you, my first impulse was to set your body aflame.”

“Why didn’t you, knowing the risks?”

“Because I remembered you from Canith Mir. And I remembered your reputation—dedicated, loyal, selfless. As you know, not many Mantle soldiers survived the siege at Tunare, but the ones who did sang your praises.” He rested his hands on the table. “I’m just glad the spell worked. I’ve thanked Aodar every night since. And so far, there aren’t any unintended consequences.”

I looked at Kithani. Her eyes were there waiting for me, concerned.

“I’m afraid that isn’t completely true,” I said. “I have noticed one significant change.”

The old man’s body tensed. “What?”

I paused, wondering how to best explain this. The middle of a conversation about the reckless use of magic seemed like a poor time to talk about how I had willingly empowered my own spells by tapping into the corrupted Chaos. But I didn’t have much choice.

“Since you revived me, I’ve noticed that corruption doesn’t affect me the same way,” I said. “When we battled the Riven at Hithren Dur, I needed more power to defeat them. I reached deep into the Chaos…but instead of feeling sick afterward, I felt better.”

Crohl leaned forward. “Better? How?”

“Stronger,” I shrugged. “And faster. Far beyond what I could do with my own magic.”

“I witnessed it myself,” Kithani said. “Duncan was incredible.”

“I’ve never heard of anything like that before,” Crohl whispered.

“Nor have I. But it fits what you said about unintended consequences.” I paused and looked at Kithani. “She has also been experiencing some…difficulties.”

Crohl looked at her, his eyes shooting wide. “What’s wrong, dear?”

The deva visibly braced herself. “When Duncan and I enter battle, I find myself overwhelmed by…urges.”

“Urges?”

“Dark urges. When we battled the gnolls, I found myself compelled to rush into the fight. I was reckless. I wanted to slaughter all of them as quickly as possible. And afterward…” Kithani swallowed heavily. “Afterward, I felt…good. Seeing their blood and mangled bodies, all I could think about was killing more of them.”

Crohl’s entire body seemed to sink. “Archons preserve us…”

“It happened again when we met the wizardess,” Kithani said. “I didn’t even want to let her speak. I was overwhelmed by the desire to…to crush her.”

She closed her eyes, and I saw she had begun to breathe more heavily, almost as if the mere memory of the slaughter was exciting her.

“Notably, it didn’t happen with the Riven,” I said. “She fought them, but she wasn’t overwhelmed with the same bloodlust.”

Crohl studied her in silence, his hands clenching together atop the table. A war raged behind his eyes, though I didn’t understand the nature of the battle.

“I’m a monster, aren’t I?” Kithani asked, looking as if she were about to cry.

The old man’s jaw went slack. “What?”

“I am not a deva,” she said. “Not really. You transformed me with primordial magic. That’s why I can’t remember anything!”

A hundred questions had popped into my head when Vess had mentioned Kithani’s powerful transmutory aura, one of them had been how Crohl would react to the news. Did he know about it? Was he responsible for it? I had become convinced that the answer to both questions was yes.

Right up until I saw the horror on his face.

“Aodar’s light, no,” the old paladin said, leaning closer to her. “I didn’t change you, dear. You are exactly as I found you.”

“Found me?” Her brow scrunched. “Where? You’ve never said!”

Crohl didn’t answer right away, though his silence didn’t seem malicious. I could see the warmth and concern behind his eyes. No matter what had happened, no matter what he had or hadn’t done, he cared about her. Deeply.

“I found you in Stormcrest,” he said. “Almost a year ago today.”

“How is that possible?” I breathed. “If there had been a deva in Stormcrest, word would have spread across the Coast in no time. I certainly would have heard someone talking about it in Rivenwatch.”

“No one knew she was there. How could they? They had her chained up in the temple basement.”

My elbows pressed against the table as I leaned forward. “She was inside the Temple of Aodar?”

“As I told you before, the priorities of the Mantle leadership changed when the war ended,” Crohl said. “After two hundred years, the Riven hordes had finally been defeated. The Grand Cleric, the Mother Confessor, and the new Lord Marshal all agreed it was time to rebuild. To them, the only hope to restore Ikibris was for the White Mantle to bring Aodar’s radiance beyond the Coast.”

“What does that have to do with chaining up a deva in the temple?” I asked.

“She wasn’t a deva. Not at first. None of the prisoners were.”

A knot twisted in the pit of my stomach. “If she wasn’t a deva, then…?”

“If you’re asking the question, then you already know the answer,” Crohl said, his eyes shifting back to Kithani.

A demon, I thought darkly. I’ve been sleeping with a demon.

Kithani’s posture sank at the revelation, and she almost looked as if she were about to pass out. I reached out a hand and squeezed her shoulder.

“All the prisoners were demons of various kinds,” Crohl said, “summoned from the Abyss with primordial magic, then shackled and bound with the same power.”

Kithani still looked woozy, as if she were about to fall out of the chair. I continued holding onto her even as a surge of rage raced through me.

“Why in the name of the Archons would the White Mantle summon demons?” I asked.

“Because to bring all of Ikibris beneath their banner, they were going to need more than a depleted force of weary paladins and untrained conscripts,” Crohl said. “They needed a holy army like the one led by the Hand of Aodar during the Cleaving of Creation. Devas fighting alongside mortals in a crusade to save the world.”

His jaw clenched. “But they were all corrupted or destroyed after the Invocation, and Aodar, for whatever reason, has never sent us more. But demons? Oh, there are plenty of those. And with the Libram we recovered from Canith Mir, the Mantle believed they could transform their enemies into their servants. Instead of relying on a god, they decided to play one instead.”

“So Vess was right,” I breathed, squeezing Kithani’s arm again as I looked at her trembling silhouette. “She was…transformed.”

“She and many others. That was their goal, at least. But once I learned what they were doing, I couldn’t allow it to continue.” Crohl looked at Kithani. “That’s why I got you out of there—that’s why I am an exile. I stole their deva from them.”

“But I’m…I’m not a deva,” Kithani said, her voice cracking. “I’m a monster!”

“No,” Crohl insisted firmly. Forcefully. “You are nothing of the sort.”

She looked up at him. “But you said I’m a demon!”

“I said you were a demon. Today, you are a deva, a creature born of Aodar’s light. And that’s what you’ll be tomorrow, too.”

“But—”

“The past doesn’t matter,” he interrupted. “None of us are what we used to be. And all of us have the potential to be something greater.” Crohl’s eyes briefly flicked to me before he reached out and put his hands atop of hers. “Some of us more than others.”

A tear streaked down Kithani’s silver cheek. She held the paladin’s hands, arms trembling and blue eyes flickering. I had never wanted to reach out and embrace anyone more in my life.

“The darkness that remains inside you is weak and powerless,” Crohl said. “One day, it will vanish altogether. You are the last deva, and Aodar has blessed you with his power. You are an avatar of his cleansing light.”

She eventually smiled at him through her tears, though it was still faint and uncertain.

Crohl looked back at me. “I’m afraid I have no explanation for your condition. But perhaps it, too, was a gift from the White Flame. A way to turn the power of corruption against itself.

“I highly doubt he’d give his blessing to a Dread Knight,” I murmured. “Like you said, it’s probably an unintended consequence of magic no one fully understands.”

“Perhaps,” Crohl said. “Regardless, such a power should not be used lightly. You have been given a second chance. The Condemned who has been redeemed.”

I snorted. “I’m not worried about redemption from your god or any other Archon. All I care about is stopping the Riven, wherever they’re coming from.”

Crohl squeezed Kithani’s hands again, then slowly leaned back in his chair. “If this wizardess of yours has sent a message to Darkhold, the Dread Knights will surely respond.”

“I’m just not sure how,” I said. “It’s been a year since the betrayal. The Mantle won’t appreciate it if riders show up at Blackreach. Or if the Bloodletter druids fly into the Moors to investigate.”

“Hopefully, reason will prevail,” Crohl said.

“Hopefully,” I agreed.

I looked back at Kithani, but she still seemed shaken. She needed time…and we both needed rest.

“It’s been a long day,” I said. “And we have a lot to think about.”

“Yes,” Crohl agreed as he squeezed the angel’s hand. “Yes, we do.”
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Darkness and Light


I was thoroughly exhausted by the time I entered the upstairs bedroom. My clothes felt as heavy as my armor, and I sank into the mattress like a brick cast into the sea. I would have fallen asleep in no time had my mind not been racing through what Crohl had told us—not only about Kithani, but about the Arcane Librams recovered from Canith Mir. I found myself wondering why the Praevost hadn’t mentioned anything about them. Though admittedly, I hadn’t stayed in Darkhold long after the war. I’d been assigned to Blackreach shortly after the last battle.

Still, if the White Mantle had been using their Libram to cleanse soil and transform demons into devas, what had the Dread Knights been doing with ours? Had the arcanists in the Lucent Spire been trying to cleanse the Rot on their own? Or something else entirely?

Most importantly, I wanted to know what Zaelya was doing. She hadn’t mentioned anything about the book either, despite the fact that she actually had spent time in the Lucent Spire after the war. I had no idea why.

The stream of thoughts and questions continued looping through my mind as I got undressed and laid down. I blew out the lantern beside the bed, but the light from the waxing moon shining through the window was nearly as bright anyway. I closed my eyes, hoping that fatigue would triumph over my ruminations and let me get some sleep. But as I laid down, I felt a faint, almost imperceptible weight join me on the bed.

“Am I wicked?”

My eyes shot back open. Kithani was sitting on the edge of the mattress beside me, her silvery figure and dark wings silhouette in the moonlight. She was once again wearing her simple white dress rather than her black “armor.”

“No,” I said, propping myself up on an elbow. “Of course not.”

“But you heard what Master Andrel said,” she replied quietly. “I was a demon, a vile spawn of the Abyss.”

“He also said that it’s not what you are now.”

Kithani looked down at her hands. “How can you be sure that will not change?”

I leaned all the way up and sat beside her. “Nothing is ever completely certain,” I said, gently running my fingers through her black hair. “But I’ve never met a kinder or gentler soul.”

She closed her radiant eyes as I touched her. Her wings, tucked tightly behind her, twitched in delight when I ran my fingertips down the back of her neck.

“I have called you wicked many times,” she whispered. “But isn’t a demonic soul more evil than the Profane Covenant?”

“I…I don’t know,” I admitted. “The way I see it, good and evil are just words. Actions are what matter, and Aodar has clearly decided that yours are worthy of wielding his power.”

Kithani stayed silent for half a minute, her eyes reopening as she looked out the window. “Duncan, I am worried.”

I kissed her shoulder. “I can tell.”

“If I am wicked, I may not be able to redeem you.”

I snorted softly. “I told you before, I don’t need redemption.”

“As a cleric of Aodar, I must help guide the wicked onto a path of atonement,” she went on as if she hadn’t heard me. “But what if I only wish you to make love to me because I find it so pleasurable?”

“Um,” I stuttered. “Would that really be so terrible?”

Kithani turned and fastened her radiant eyes upon me. “Of course! It would be an act of selfishness!”

“A little selfishness isn’t a bad thing,” I told her. “And it’s perfectly normal to want to be close with someone you find…interesting.”

“But what if it is the darkness inside me that wishes to feed upon you?” she asked. “Should I not starve it out?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But I think worrying about every decision you make, no matter how large or small, is the quickest path to madness. Not everything is a grand metaphysical quandary. One of the most important lessons I learned in the Dread Knights is that it’s important to take pleasure wherever you can find it. Enjoy food, conversation, company…you never know when you’ll lose it forever.”

Kithani studied me in silence for several seconds, then slowly leaned forward to kiss me. Her lips were soft and gentle, yet her tongue probed mine as passionately as ever. She looked deep into my eyes as she pulled away.

“You’re not wicked,” I said, reaching out to stroke her cheek. “But you are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

“Do you mean that?”

“Yes.”

I kissed her again, even more gently than before. My hand slid along her thigh, enjoying the ethereal silkiness of her legs.

This time when we parted, her glowing eyes seemed as though they were peering straight into my soul.

“Duncan,” she whispered.

“Yeah?”

“I am having wicked thoughts again.”

“Really? What kind?”

“I want to consume your seed.”

Her fingers slid across my leg and curled around my stem. “That…ooh,” I moaned. “That does seem a little wicked.”

Kithani dragged her tongue over her lips. “May I?”

I had been asked many difficult questions in my life. This was not one of them.

“Yes,” I said. “Yes, you can.”

Her blue eyes flashed with excitement as she pulled away from me and dropped to her knees beside the bed. Her hands were at my trousers in an instant, and my cock was hard and throbbing in front of her waiting mouth a few heartbeats later. The silvery fingers of her left hand curled around the shaft, causing me to moan in delight. She began to stroke me, her lips hovering so close to the swollen tip I could feel the heat of her breath. Her movements were slow and deliberate, as if she wanted to draw this out as long as possible.

“It is strange,” she said, her head tilting slightly as she carefully examined her future meal. “I should have no understanding of the carnal arts, yet I know precisely how to bring you pleasure…”

I moaned again when the fingers of her left hand unexpectedly began massaging my testicles. Kithani’s tongue then flicked across the head of my manhood, gathering a tiny bead of precum from the tip and rolling it across her lips. She inhaled sharply, the mere act of tasting me triggering a shudder of delight deep within her core.

With any other woman, I would have assumed she was exaggerating her reaction just to please me. But there was nothing fake about the utter joy on her face or sudden hardness of her nipples. Her eyes fluttered shut as the tremors of ecstasy rippled through her…

And when they reopened, they were jet black.

“More,” Kithani breathed, voice so low it was almost a growl. “I need more…”

My suspicions that she wanted to take her time vanished the moment she opened her mouth and practically slammed my cock down her own throat. I groaned at the sudden clutch of moist heat enveloping me, and my hands instinctively fell to the back of her head. Her wings shot outward when the tip of my cock reached her tonsils, as if I’d unwittingly pressed a button inside her.

Kithani began bobbing up and down immediately, effectively throating herself on my cock. I grabbed a handful of her black hair as I moaned in delight, and she unexpectedly relaxed once I had a firm grip. I wasn’t sure why until her black eyes flicked up to meet mine. Their starved glimmer told me everything I needed to know.

Namely, that she wanted me to take control so that I could feed her as quickly as possible.

I accepted her offer. Gripping her hair more tightly, I shoved my full length back down her throat. She yelped around my cock in response, not out of concern or discomfort, but the exact opposite. Her eyes rolled back into her head when I did it again, and I saw her tits heaving from her heavy, excited breaths.

She loved this. She needed this.

Perhaps having a little demon inside her wasn’t such a bad thing after all…

“Ooh!” I breathed as I began slamming myself into her, fucking her angelic mouth as hard as if it were a cunt. The molten clutch of her throat was quickly preparing the meal she so desperately desired, and the sloppy sounds of her gags and moans were helping cook it that much faster. But it was the look on her normally sweet face—a look of pure joy and contentment—that ultimately pushed me toward the edge and beyond.

“Shit!” I swore, holding her skull against me. “Here it comes!”

Kithani braced in anticipation as I slammed my cock into her throat one last time. Her entire body—wings included—seized up when the first spurt painted her tonsils, and her hands squeezed at my legs to brace herself for the deluge. For a moment, it seemed as if she might be able to contain the entire flood, but my river soon overflowed the levee. Gooey white lines dribbled over her lips.

I slumped back once I was spent, bracing my arms on the bed to try and stay upright so I could watch her enjoy her prize. Kithani’s eyes stayed closed, and her breathing remained unsteady as she held her meal in her mouth as long as possible. I didn’t know if succubi drew strength from a man’s seed or the act of pleasure itself, but Kithani seemed equally aroused by both.

She consumed it all with a dramatic gulp, grabbing her tits as it slid down her throat. She seemed to calm after she’d swallowed, as if she were finally—albeit partially—sated. Her chin was still soaked, and some of the loose strands had fallen onto her cleavage, making the silvery flesh glimmer in the lantern light.

“Thank you,” Kithani breathed. “Thank you so much…”

She still seemed half delirious as her tongue gathered up the remnants, but as enjoyable as it was to watch, I felt the inevitable drain of her demonic hunger sapping my strength even further. It overwhelmed me so quickly there was no time to prepare; I could already feel myself about to topple back onto the bed. I wasn’t sure if I had the strength left to ask her for the restoration spell she had been talking about.

But mere moments before I keeled over, I had a sudden burst of inspiration.

“Ursula…Ursula Vi,” I managed, casting a strength enhancing spell. I knew it wouldn’t be enough on its own—I was fading too fast. But as the magic washed over me, I delved deeply into the Chaos, allowing its corrupted currents to wash over me.

Just like with the gnolls and then again at the tower, my body seemed to feed upon the tainted energy. An invigorating jolt cascaded through me…and like I’d hoped, it banished my weariness as completely as a true restoration spell.

And left me ready for more.

Kithani was still kneeling on the floor, eyelids fluttering and tongue lashing across her lips, when I hauled her back to her feet. I strongly considered making it easy by bending her over the side of the bed where I could rut her with impunity, but I had learned that she was anything but the quiet type. We were going to need the pillows…

I half-pushed, half-threw her onto the bed. She yelped in surprise when she landed on her stomach, but I dove on top of her before she could roll over or squirm away. Her confusion transformed to arousal when I mounted her like an animal, wedging my body between her wings and bringing my rapidly stiffening member up to her angelic core. I eased the smallest portion inside, then stopped and brought my lips to her ears.

“I’m not going to make love to you,” I said.

Kithani stopped breathing. “What?”

“I’m going to fuck you,” I told her. “And you’re going to love it.”

Her black eyes lit up with excitement. I nearly forced myself inside her right then and there, but I didn’t want to take the chance of her screaming so loudly she’d wake the entire village. Using all of my renewed strength, I shoved her head into the pillows…and then drove my full length inside her.

Even muffled, Kithani’s delighted scream was still too loud, and it only got louder once I’d hilted myself inside her silken depths. Her fingers clutched at the sheets, and her wings spread out so far they were scraping the wall on one side and window on the other. I held myself in deep as I got a firm grip on her hair, and when she finally stopped moaning, I yanked her face out of the cushions and brought my mouth to her ear.

“Cast your silence spell,” I ordered. “You’re going to need it.”

Like a good little deva, Kithani did as she was told.

“Tacedina!” she panted. The instant the Word of Power escaped her lips, the world around us went completely silent.

Grinning, I drove into her again, holding back to test the spell. I felt the tremor of pleasure in her body and saw her mouth open to scream, but I didn’t hear anything.

Perfect.

With our noise problem solved, I began rutting her for all I was worth, slapping her silver ass and slamming deep into her cunt. Her celestial core gripped me, milked me, as desperate for a reward as her mouth had been minutes earlier. Even though I’d just spilled, I knew I wouldn’t have any trouble filling her second hole as completely as I had the first.

And yet, it was strange feeling her body buck beneath me without the sounds of ecstasy as accompaniment. I loved hearing a woman squeal, moan, and beg for more as much as any man, but I didn’t intend to keep her quiet forever. Maintaining a silence spell required a small amount of concentration on the part of the caster…

I intended to break it.

I leaned over, using my grip on her hair to snap her head back until I could nibble at her ears while I pounded away. I could almost hear the wet, rhythmic slap of our skin despite the silence spell, and I could feel Kithani’s body shudder every time I bottomed out. Yet no matter how hard I fucked her, no matter how many euphoric tremors I sent rippling through her, she held onto the spell. It was going to take something special, something unexpected, to break through.

Keeping my right hand holding her hair, my left slid around her body across her flat belly all the way to her heaving tits. Taking one of the gloriously plump melons in my hand, I squeezed as hard as I could, trapping her nipple between thumb and forefinger in a hard pinch as I did so. It unleashed a shockwave of pleasure inside her, causing her entire silver body to seize up in an unexpected climax.

I barely had time to shove her face back into the pillows as the spell shattered. Even muffled, her cries of release sent a wave of proud euphoria surging through me. I knew I couldn’t hold back, either, so I didn’t try. With one hand on her skull to hold her firmly in the pillows, I continued rutting away, pounding into her until I could no longer contain myself.

I exploded with a fierce growl, pumping everything I had straight into her womb. Kithani’s body convulsed in perfect rhythm with my release, as if she could feel and feed upon every spurt. I collapsed on top of her once I was spent, finally releasing her hair and bringing my lips to kiss the back of her neck.

When the second wave of exhaustion washed over me, I didn’t—couldn’t—fight back. The drain was simply too intense.

“Duncan…” Kithani cooed in her delicate, angelic lilt. “Thank you…”

Just before I spiraled into darkness, I was surprised to see two radiant blue eyes—not black ones—looking back at me.
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I awoke gradually and groggily, as if I’d spent the entire night drinking and carousing in Stormcrest. The headache was there, too, pounding in my temples with the relentless fury of a dwarven apprentice trying desperately to make journeyman. But behind the discomfort and lethargy were the glorious memories of what had led to my current predicament.

I had fucked an angel. Again.

“Good morning!”

“Oh!” I gasped. I probably would have hopped right off the bed if Kithani hadn’t been straddling me. She looked even more radiant than normal with the sunlight coming in through the window and making her white dress and silver skin glow.

“I’m sorry,” she said, placing her hands on my chest. “I did not mean to startle you.”

“That’s…that’s all right,” I managed, clearing my throat. My hands settled upon her silky thighs at my side. “I just wasn’t expecting you to be here. But I’m glad you are.”

Kithani beamed down at me in that perfect way of hers. “I enjoyed watching you sleep. You were very peaceful.”

“You…you stayed here all night?”

“Yes.”

If she had been anyone else I’d ever met, I might have thought the idea of being watched for eight hours a little…strange. Maybe even a lot strange. But with her, it was bizarrely charming.

“I was about to make breakfast,” Kithani said, reaching out her hand and rubbing it gently across my cheek. “But I thought you might enjoy making love to me again first!”

My mouth sagged open even as my cock stirred beneath her. “Um…now?”

“Of course!”

In theory, there were probably reasons why I should have said no, the potential of her leaving me completely drained of energy first thing in the morning being high among them. But they didn’t cross my mind, even for a heartbeat.

“Yes,” I said. “Yes, I do.”

Her face lit up so brightly it was nearly blinding. “Great!”

Reaching down to her sides, she pulled the dress up over her head and hurled it across the room.

“Would you like me on my back?” she asked, still beaming. “Or you could mount me from behind like an animal again. I enjoyed that!”

“Um,” I managed, still trying to catch up with her. I let my hands drift up her sides and all the way to her breasts. My manhood was already growing at an alarming rate, but squeezing the soft, plump flesh beneath my fingers brought me to my full length. “Why don’t you stay right there?”

“Hmm…yes!”

She nibbled at her lip as she readjusted herself on my lap. The slightest shuffling motion placed her quim right above me, and she guided the rock-hard tip of my manhood into her with ease. As always, she was so slick it took almost no effort for me to penetrate her, yet her carnal walls remained a tight yet perfect fit for my manhood.

“Oh!” she moaned as I sank into her again. “Maybe you are right, Duncan. Nothing wicked could feel this good!”

I didn’t remember saying that, but I wasn’t about to argue with the warmth of her cunt suffusing me. Like last night, I was worried about her shouting in ecstasy, especially since we’d proven she couldn’t maintain a silence spell while she was climaxing. But apparently she had spent last night thinking of ways to deal with that problem herself, because she reached down next to me and picked a strip of loose cloth I hadn’t realized was there. After offering me a knowing smile, she shoved it into her mouth…

And then began to ride me in earnest. She pushed me deeper inside her with every bounce. I held onto her waist for support, allowing her to do the work and thoroughly enjoying the sight of her tits flopping in front of me. Her makeshift gag contained most of her enthusiasm, even when she lost control as I erupted deep inside her. It couldn’t contain her wings, of course, which shot outward as she spent.

Her succubus drain hit immediately, and I almost cast another corrupted spell to see if it would sustain me. But Kithani was ready this time, weaving a spell while I began to fade.

“Remediar,” she whispered, pulling down her gag between her own desperate attempts to catch her breath. A golden glow enveloped her hand, and the restorative light enveloped me. Sure enough, I felt my energy gradually return. The fact my manhood was still buried deep inside her surely helped the process along.

“I knew it would work!” Kithani said, grinning and sliding her fingernails along my chest. “And I have plenty of energy remaining for another such spell later.”

“Ooh,” I moaned, swallowing and holding her arms. “How many more of those can you cast in a day?”

“Plenty,” she assured me as she began churning her hips again. “Would you like to fuck me again?”

My answer was to grab her waist and lift us both upright. She seemed a little distressed when I began to walk her across the room as if I’d decided I’d had enough. But then I helpfully pushed her gag back into her mouth…and bent her over the windowsill.

I was suddenly grateful we were on top of a hill far from the village, otherwise the locals would have awakened to the sight of an angel’s head and tits sticking halfway out the cabin. Her wings made the position a bit more challenging, especially with how they shot outward whenever she climaxed…which was often. Whatever trace of succubus remained within her seemed to make her spend more easily and more dramatically than any woman I’d ever been with.

Another restoration spell was needed to help me recover after I filled her up, though this time I pulled up my trousers before temptation overwhelmed us. Barely. It didn’t help that Kithani kept her hand on my cock while she cast the restoration spell, and she had an almost plaintive look in her eyes as she did so, as if she were waiting to drop to her knees and swallow me at an instant’s notice.

But we’d promised Vess we’d meet her at Blackreach as soon as we could, and having Kithani waste all her spells before we started the journey wasn’t a good idea. The wilderness in the Moors was dangerous, and we’d need to be ready to defend ourselves.

She finally flitted off to start breakfast while I used the washbasin. She’d brought up fresh water sometime during the night, and I felt completely revitalized by the time I was finished. The smell of fresh baking inspired me to dress quickly, though whatever she’d put together was still cooking when I entered the kitchen. Crohl was up as well, sipping on hot tea while in his study. His eyes were glued to his silver armor and the sword next to it. Sacrothyr, the Radiant Blade, looked as glorious and deadly as ever.

“I’ve been considering a trip to Rivenwatch,” the old paladin said as he rose and joined us in the kitchen. “Just to instill a sense of urgency in the Mantle to find the source of the Riven.”

“Isn’t that dangerous for you?” I asked. “After everything that happened.”

“Oh, I’m not worried about that,” he said dismissively as he sat down. “The Mantle leadership reviles me, and given the chance, they’d try to force me to tell them where I hid their angel and their spellbook. But no one outside of an elite few knows what actually transpired. To them, Andrel Crohl simply retired somewhere. But I’m still the former Lord Marshal, and I have plenty of friends on the Coast.”

“If you think that’s for the best,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound too skeptical. He was probably right—as powerful as they were, the Mantle leadership couldn’t arrest their most famous paladin in public without starting riots.

“I think it’s better than sitting here waiting to see if an infestation spreads.”

“Vess will not be happy if we do not bring the secret to the cure,” Kithani said.

“There isn’t a cure,” Crohl said flatly. “I’m relieved the magic worked on Duncan, but as I said, it nearly corrupted me to cast. There’s no way to cleanse an entire population or to protect elves from the Blighting. Not without more power and Aodar knows what consequences.”

“Hopefully she’ll understand,” I said, though I sincerely doubted it. Vess cared deeply about the Blighting, and even during our relatively limited interactions, it was obvious she wasn’t the type of woman who gave up easily. I wouldn’t be surprised if she wanted to speak with Crohl herself…or try to get a look at the Arcane Libram he’d stolen from the Mantle.

But ultimately, those were problems for another day. All we could do was explain to her what Crohl had told us about the costs and consequences and hope for the best.

“Well, hopefully the two orders are able to cooperate long enough to deal with this infestation,” I said. “I admit, I’m a little worried the Mantle might try and drag me back into the Condemned.”

Crohl snorted. “Well, at the moment, they believe you’re dead. It’s probably best not to change that if you can help it. I suggest laying low until you hear back from Darkhold. The village outside of Blackreach has been steadily growing into a small town—you shouldn’t have too much trouble avoiding attention.”

I nodded. While plenty of people in the Mantle still knew my face, I doubted that many of them were still at the fort now. And without a tabard or heraldry, my plain armor made me look like a common mercenary. Given how many sellswords were hired by the merchant caravans who braved the Moors or the Harkoran Plains, I would fit in quite well.

Kithani, on the other hand…

“It occurs to me that strolling into town with a deva might attract some attention,” I said dryly. “And by some, I mean all. Every soldier, every merchant, every peasant…and that’s assuming there aren’t any high-ranking Mantle officials in the fort. If they’ve been looking for her, the Knight-Commander might know something.”

“As I said, only a scarce few outside the leadership know anything about the transformations,” Crohl replied. “But you’re right—it hardly matters. The mere sight of a deva will cause chaos on a scale I can’t even imagine. Half the people there probably don’t think angels are real.”

I looked at her standing near the oven. “A lot of people will be inspired to fanatical devotion. Others will probably be terrified.”

“Either way, it’s not something we want to deal with until the Riven are under control again. You may need to stay out of sight, dear. At least for a while.”

“Vess mentioned she knows some basic illusion spells,” I said. “She might be able to disguise you well enough to move around town.”

“I am not certain Aodar would wish me to deceive people,” Kithani said, her brow furrowing. “If my presence could inspire hope, would he not want that?”

“There will be more reactions than just hope, not all of them good,” Crohl warned. “You still haven’t been introduced to the world, dear. We need to keep it that way for a little while longer.

She considered for a moment, face scrunched as if she were working through a significant moral dilemma. But then her eyes returned to the oven.

“They should be ready!” she said, reaching in to remove her pastries. As always, her angelic skin ignored the intense heat, and she set them out on the table. Once they’d cooled, we enjoyed breakfast, and I insisted she have at least one for herself. She didn’t argue at all this time. Perhaps I was finally getting through to her…or perhaps she just couldn’t resist tartlets.

We continued the discussion for a little while, but there wasn’t much left to say. If Crohl could muster the Mantle while I mustered the Dread Knights, then there was still a good chance we could stop this infestation before it got any worse. If the two groups decided to continue their feud instead…

Well, we would have to find out.

Perhaps two hours later, after gathering supplies and repairing our gear at Kithani’s forge, we were once again ready to return to the road. While I wouldn’t have minded spending a few more days resting at the cabin—and seeing how many restoration spells Kithani could cast in a single day—we didn’t have the time to waste. I didn’t want to make Vess wait for us any longer than I had to, nor did I want to miss a potential response from the Dread Knights.

Kithani doted on Crohl some before we left. If not for her wings and silvery skin, I might have mistaken her for a daughter lecturing her aging father about the need to take care of himself. She didn’t like the idea of him traveling alone, but he insisted it was both necessary and safe. He already reminded her that Penance, his horse, would be doing most of the work.

She eventually relented, but before we left, Crohl came to speak with me one last time while she was occupied at the garden assembling cooking supplies.

“I know I don’t need to explain to a Dread Knight of all people how important it is to stop this infestation,” he said, giving me a weary smile. “But I would feel negligent if I didn’t ask you to please take care of Kithani.”

I chuckled. “She’s a powerful cleric who can fly. She doesn’t need much protection.”

“Yes, she does. And we both know it.”

His voice was grave; his expression moreso.

“Because she’s the last deva?” I asked.

“She’s the only deva,” Crohl said. “Possibly ever. You understand what her reappearance in public would mean, how it would change everything. She would be an inspiration. One day, when the time is right, she’ll need to decide how and when to do that. But not yet. Not until she understands who and what she is.”

I nodded, imagining the crowd she could gather at Stormcrest or any of the other coastal cities. If anyone ever learned what the White Mantle had done to create her…

“Let me ask you something,” I said, shaking away the thought. “Why me?”

Crohl raised a grey eyebrow and looked around the yard. “Is there anyone else?”

“There could have been. If you were looking for a person to help Kithani, you could have found someone else. Surely there are paladins in the White Mantle you still trust. Men who would gladly help the hero of Canith Mir with anything he needed.”

“You asked that before,” he said. “I gave you my answer.”

“But not a good one,” I said. “Not if Kithani is truly unique and important. Why would you trust me?”

Crohl eyed me in silence for a long moment. “I mentioned earlier that I almost didn’t cleanse you. My first instinct was to put you down before you turned.”

He paused and took a deep breath. “From the very beginning, she insisted there was something special about you—that you weren’t merely a Condemned soldier or a Dread Knight. I was…skeptical. I wondered if a remnant of her past life sensed your own demonic connection.”

“I probably would have wondered the same thing in your position,” I admitted.

“There’s also the fact that as much as I respect your order and acknowledge that we couldn’t have defeated Veracus without you, I didn’t part with your Praevost on the best of terms. And for whatever it’s worth, I still believe that making a pact with the Profane is a grave mistake. You are tainted by Maviroth’s blood. One day, he will be strong enough to claim his prize and bring you all under his thrall.”

“But not today.”

“Not today,” Crohl agreed. “So take care of her. And after this infestation is dealt with…we’ll see.”

“I understand,” I said.

He reached out and shook my hand. Not as a fellow man, but as a fellow warrior.

“Good luck, Dread Knight,” he said. “May the Archons preserve you.”
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Canith Mir, Fallen Capital of the Wild Marches. Three Years Ago…

The battle for Canith Mir was over. But the celebration had only just begun.

“Here we go!” Roderick blurted out as he pushed through the crowd onto the palace balcony where Zaelya and I were waiting. His speech was slurred, and I rushed over to help him carry the mugs before he tripped and spilled them everywhere. “They’re almost out!”

“Probably thought you’d already had enough,” Zaelya said, snickering as she helped me get him to the balcony railing. For years now, we’d joked that paladins were too pure to hold their liquor, and Roderick was the living example of that claim. Though before tonight, I’d never even seen him try to keep down more than a single mug before passing out.

“I explained that heroes deserve first priority of the spoils,” he said, slumping against the railing and nearly spilling the mug into the ruined garden on the level beneath us. “So they gave us the best of what’s left!”

“The best of the swill is still swill,” I muttered, examining my mug with a suspicious eye.

“Always so bloody dour,” Zaelya said, bumping my arm.

“I am happy. You can’t tell?”

She tossed me a sour look. “I haven’t seen you smile all night.”

“That’s not true,” I said, sliding an arm around her slender waist instead. “I’m smiling now.”

I pulled her in for a kiss. The truth was that I couldn’t wait for the celebration to be over so that the two of us could finally get some time alone. It had been a long day. A long week. A long three years.

But all that mattered was that we’d finally won. The last Spellbinder was dead. The Riven had been defeated. And after almost two centuries of constant war, life might finally start returning to normal.

Whatever that was.

“Okay, okay, that’s enough,” Roderick said with a groan as he took another drink. “I brought the booze. The least you could do is keep your hands to yourselves until I pass out.”

Zaelya pulled away and lightly punched him in the arm. He’d stripped out of his armor like everyone else, though I still doubted he could feel her knuckles through his gambeson.

“The question is, what are you doing here with us?” she asked, pointing across the palace to where a group of White Mantle soldiers were celebrating. “Shouldn’t you be with your own kind?”

“I am,” he said, giving her a wry smile.

Zaelya snorted but hugged him anyway. Snickering, I finally braved my drink. It was as foul as I’d feared.

Setting the mug down, I panned my gaze across the palace. Canith Mir remained in ruins, of course, and columns of smoke and flame were still rising from half the city’s districts where the Mantle clerics were overseeing the cremation of thousands of Riven bodies with holy fire. Within a few days, the city would be abandoned. The lingering corruption was too intense, especially around the destroyed Phylactery Tower where Veracus and his mighty dracolich had made their last stand.

I had only seen the explosions from a distance, but the survivors spoke of an unholy storm of dark magic…and a single old paladin leading the charge while holding Sacrothyr, the legendary blade once carried by the Hand of Aodar himself. Somehow, the sword had repelled the Spellbinder’s magic and allowed the Lord Marshal and his allies to survive long enough to strike Veracus down one final time.

It was a story worthy of legend. And this victory was a triumph of the ages. Zaelya was right—I really did need to smile more often.

“Keene.”

I turned at the sound of my name. Legate Bremic was there, still clad in his black plate armor unlike everyone else.

“Sir,” I said, setting down the mug. “We were—“

“At ease,” he said, giving the others a nod. “You’re supposed to be enjoying yourself.”

“I am, sir.”

Zaelya guffawed, and a thin, knowing smile stretched across Bremic’s scarred face.

“Right,” he said, clapping me in the shoulder. “I hate to interrupt the festivities, but I need your help for a few minutes.”

“Of course, sir,” I said, straightening. “What is it?”

“Nothing glamorous—just courier duty. But since you’re not drunk yet…”

He held out a scroll sealed with wax.

“Sir?” I asked.

“Bring this to the Praevost,” Bremic said. “He’s near the base of the ruined tower with the Lord Marshal and some other officers. Pass it along and then you’re finally free for the night.”

I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

The Legate offered each of us a smile, though it withered slightly when he looked at Roderick. Like so many of the others, he probably couldn’t understand why a paladin was celebrating with us instead of his companions in the Mantle.

I left Zaelya and Roderick to drink while I made my way through the palace. It was as badly damaged as the rest of the city; the nobles and their servants had torn down everything during their attempted escape, though only a few had made it out alive. I had no doubt that scavenging efforts would continue until the Praevost and Lord Marshal officially declared the city off-limits.

And then, in the months that followed, scavengers would return in search of riches. Grimly, I wondered how many would be corrupted and turn in the process…

The Phylactery Tower wasn’t far from the palace. The celebration had spilled into the streets, especially among the rank-and-file conscripts who’d been dragged here from Agronel and Stormcrest. The vast majority weren’t affiliated with the White Mantle or the Dread Knights, and they treated those of us in either order like demigods. We were the heroes who had ended the Great Darkness, regardless of whether we had Aodar’s Blade or the Gauntlet of Maviroth emblazoned on our armor.

As I drew close to the tower, dim lights flickered from within the gaps of half-crumbled stones. I heard conversation within the lower levels while I shuffled down the remnants of an old spiral staircase.

“…needs to be leveled,” the familiar gruff voice of Knight-Commander Tynolde said. “Every stone, every plank of wood. The corruption runs too deep. It must all be buried.”

“Not before we’ve searched every level,” Praevost Laricath’s voice said. “The knowledge contained in this tower is far too valuable to burn. We could use it to rebuild the world.”

“Or destroy it again,” another softer but older voice put in.

Laricath snorted. “You’ve always told me that paladins are fearless, yet here you are cowering before old books and scrolls.”

“The only ones cowering were your armigers in the Merchant Quarter,” Tynolde snarled. “They waited so long to advance that we lost hundreds of men who—“

“Enough!” the older voice growled. I belatedly recognized it as Lord Marshal Crohl, the leader of the Mantle paladins…and the man who had killed Veracus. “The battle is over. The war is over. It’s time to act like it.”

“How can we when the real enemies still remain?” Tynolde asked.

I slowed my gait down the steps. While I hadn’t intended to eavesdrop, it was difficult not to listen. Especially since whatever they were arguing about seemed important…

“Go back to the palace,” Crohl said. “I’ll meet you there soon.”

“Yes, sir,” Tynolde replied, sounding bitter about the dismissal. I heard his boots shuffle on the stone, but he must have left via another exit, because he never came up the stairs past me.

“I’m surprised you allow him to speak to you in such a tone,” Laricath said. “Has discipline in the Mantle truly fallen so far?”

“It isn’t a matter of discipline,” Crohl replied. “My Knight-Commanders aren’t thoughtless brutes. I expect and encourage them to challenge me when appropriate.”

“Well, don’t be surprised when his next challenge is a knife in your back. Beware the young and the ambitious, old friend. They may build you a statue, but it won’t be long before they try to bury you beneath it.”

The Lord Marshal chuckled. “If I were you, I’d be more worried about my own future. You’ve sacrificed everything for this victory. Some would say too much.”

“And I’d do it again, given the choice,” the Praevost said. “Besides, we may have discovered a way to solve both our problems.”

“Or make them much worse.”

“There’s that fear creeping in again. It feels strange for me to tell a pious man that he should have faith.”

“I have faith that the Profane won’t let you go so easily,” Crohl said. “But I hope I’m wrong. Take care of yourself, my friend. May the Archons guide your path.”

“May they not smite you for wishing a heathen well.”

I heard the rustle of metal again, and I took a deep breath and continued down the steps. When I entered the ruined chamber, Praevost Laricath was standing alone amidst the rubble.

“Keene,” he said, raising his chin at me. I had only seen the Praevost without a helmet a handful of times, but his face was even more badly burned than I remembered. Both of his eyes were clouded; Maviroth’s curse would surely drive him to the Sunless Keep soon enough, and a new Praevost would need to take his place. “Shouldn’t you be celebrating?”

“I was, sir, but Legate Bremic wanted me to give you this,” I said, handing him the scroll.

“Ah, so he did find it,” the Praevost said. “Excellent.”

I paused as he unrolled the parchment and eyed whatever was on the other side. While I had only rarely seen him without a helmet, I had never seen him without his oversized black gauntlet. The Fist of Maviroth was resting next to him on a table, still looking imperious on its own.

“If I may be so bold, sir, what is that?” I asked.

“I suppose you’d call it a cipher, of sorts,” Laricath told me. “The key to the secrets of the last Spellbinder…and perhaps the future of the Dread Knights.”

“You’ve told me many times that we don’t have a future, sir.”

“Yes, my predecessor was fond of that speech. ‘There’s only one future for a Dread Knight: to fight in many battles, to kill scores of Riven, and to die before the darkness claims him. We should grieve for our brothers and sisters who fall before the war is over, but we should pity those of us who live to see its end.’” The Praevost grunted softly. “Well, here we are at the end. Let’s hope he was wrong.”

He eyed the scroll for another minute, then rolled it back up. “But enough of that. You should be out there celebrating, son. Bremic probably sent you because he couldn’t wait to get drunk himself.”

I chuckled, and the Praevost actually smiled. I had never seen the expression on his face before. Victory did amazing things to people.

“You should take a moment to celebrate as well, sir,” I told him. “You’ve earned it.”

“We all have, son,” Laricath said, grabbing and squeezing my shoulder through my gambeson. “We all have.”
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The Grey Moors. Present Day.

The terrain on the western side of Kozarin’s Thumb was rougher than the east, trading relatively flat forests for rough, rocky highlands. Kithani scouted ahead, helping me to find the easiest paths to walk. I was starting to feel more and more like an anchor slowing us down. I really needed to grow wings of my own somehow…or at least get a damn horse. It had been ages since I’d been able to ride anywhere, on ground or in the sky.

With nearly fifty miles separating us and Blackreach, I once again considered pushing hard to get there in one day, but it simply wasn’t realistic. For one, the terrain wouldn’t allow it—until we left the highlands, the going was simply too slow. For two, even if we had a clear road from here to Blackreach, we’d arrive so late as to be suspicious. The village outside the fortress was encircled by its own wooden wall. The guards probably wouldn’t let us in until morning regardless.

With all of that in mind, there was no reason to strain myself two days in a row. I kept a crisp but not backbreaking pace, and when Kithani landed and inquired about a midday meal, I saw little harm in setting up a quick afternoon camp. The moment I agreed, she eagerly dropped her mace and untied her loincloth, revealing that the only thing she wanted to devour was me.

I fucked her hard and fast on the most comfortable patch of ground I could find, though with her resilient skin, I probably could have drilled her atop a pile of jagged rocks and she wouldn’t have minded in the least.

She begged me to spill on her stomach this time, and I happily obliged. Her morning’s restoration spells combined with a few hours of rest had completely restocked my quiver; I fired half a dozen thick ropes over her body, thoroughly splattering her belly and tits. She giggled almost giddily once I had finished, and she cheerfully played with the mess while I slumped over to recover. I had her use the weakest restoration spell she had this time, mostly because I didn’t trust myself—or her—not to spend the entire afternoon going at it if she did.

I had expected her to clean up in the nearby pond before we continued, but she didn’t. Her stomach remained wet and sticky when we continued a few minutes later, and I found myself wondering if she intended to titillate me or herself.

Either way, it worked. We barely managed another few miles before she was down on her knees in front of me, coaxing another well-earned meal down the back of her throat. After that, I needed a full-powered spell just to keep going. She was as cheery and revitalized as ever; evidently sating whatever remained of her succubus hunger.

We pressed on again afterward. Though not long before nightfall, the weather took a turn for the worst. What began as ominous but distant clouds swiftly transformed in a spattering drizzle, which then inevitably gave way to a full-blown storm.

Trapped in the plains beyond the highlands, we had nowhere to hide until Kithani took to the air and found a ruin about half a mile to the north. I was surprised to learn that it wasn’t a fort or tower, but the remains of a particularly massive war machine. From the shape, it must have been an immense golem, easily ten times the size of a man. Part of its chest was half-buried in the ground, providing potential shelter beneath.

Normally, I would have avoided such a remnant at any cost given the potential danger. But a quick investigation revealed that the nearby soil was perfectly healthy rather than despoiled. Whatever corruption had lingered within the metal must have faded some time ago. Kithani confirmed the lack of corruption with a few spells of her own, and we made it beneath the huge sloping piece of metal just as the rain began in force.

Standing in the muck, looking up at the remnants of the construct, I felt rather like an ant taking shelter within a discarded breastplate. The gaps in the rusting iron were imperfect shelter at best; rain still drizzled in through the holes as if it were an umbrella that had been half-eaten by moths. But it was better than nothing, and Kithani had an idea to keep me dry and warm.

She spread out her black wings as she set me down and straddled me, using them to shield us both as she leaned down for a kiss. I forgot all about the rain once I was buried inside her, and the chill in the air vanished when she lowered her breasts to my lips. Even the rolling thunder couldn’t hold my attention, especially with her cries of release echoing off the iron walls surrounding us.

Once I had spent yet again, Kithani finally let me recover while she prepared dinner. I fell asleep with her in my arms not long after we’d finished eating, and I awoke early the next morning in the same position with her looking over me. After a quick breakfast of potatoes and vegetables, we made love one final time before we packed up and continued on to Blackreach.

Travel over the plains was much swifter than the highlands, and we pushed on through midday without a break to try and arrive near nightfall. Though with a deva in tow, I didn’t want to get too close to the village until it was dark.

As the familiar silhouette of the fortress appeared on the horizon, I found myself overwhelmed by bitter memories. Loneliness. Betrayal. Loss.

Rage.

Situated between the mountains and the wide gulf leading to sea, Blackreach had originally been as much of a port as a military installation. The outer wall extended into a claw-shaped harbor where trading ships had once arrived from other lands. Today, most incoming vessels were either carracks from the Golden Coast or fishing boats from Daggerford, Lyraine, and Brackenshire.

Blackreach itself had many defensive towers, both on the inner and outer walls, though the main keep at the center was relatively modest in size. Just looking at it made me recall all the cold nights alone in my quarters…and the much warmer nights whenever Zaelya flew in to visit.

The village spilling out from the fort’s eastern wall had continued to grow after the war, largely thanks to trade from the tribes in the Harkoran plains. It seemed as busy as ever, with several carracks in the harbor and plenty of lights and activity in the village.

The question was why.

“All right,” I said as we crouched behind a rocky hill perhaps half a mile south of the fortress. The sun was a smear on the horizon, making the village and its wooden wall appear almost orange. “With luck, it won’t take me long to find Vess. And with a little more luck, she’ll have a spell that can disguise you—“

“That may not be necessary,” Kithani interrupted.

I raised an eyebrow. “We talked about all the reasons why a deva showing up will cause chaos.”

“Yes. But I may be able to disguise myself.”

My eyebrow moved upward another half inch. “Putting on a cloak won’t be enough to hide those beautiful wings of yours.”

“That isn’t what I mean. Many demons of the Abyss possess the ability to change their physical form. Succubi are the most skilled of them all.”

“True,” I said, frowning. “But you aren’t a demon.”

“I was…and a part of me still is.”

I studied her for a long moment, confused…but also intrigued. I began to wonder how long she had been thinking about this, but before I could say anything, Kithani drew in a deep breath and closed her eyes.

Her skin changed first, with the silvery hue draining away until she was a more conventional pale pink. Her wings were next, shifting from beautiful feathers to frightening leather as if she were a bat. I was worried until they finally began to recede altogether, merging into her shoulder blades as if they had never been there at all.

“There,” she said, opening her eyes. Even they were different, having dimmed into a conventional bright but not glowing blue. “What do you think?”

I looked her up and down, stunned beyond words. For the most part, she now appeared like a normal human female, albeit a remarkably beautiful one. But there was one rather large and awkward problem.

“Um,” I murmured, pointing down. “That’s new.”

She followed my gaze down her left leg…and the fleshy, spade-tipped tail that was dangling in the air.

“Oh, no!” Kithani gasped. “That’s not supposed to…um…”

She closed her eyes and concentrated again, but the tail didn’t shrink or vanish. It did start twitching slightly, and it eventually curled around her leg.

“Curses!” she hissed. “It won’t go away!”

I pressed my tongue against the back of my teeth. Maybe it wasn’t the best idea for her to start intentionally tapping into her demonic powers…

“Well, that’s easier to hide than wings,” I said, unfastening my cloak. “We’d need to bundle you up anyway. The Harkorans who trade here don’t tend to wear much more than you do, but even their females have a lot more scars and tattoos.”

Kithani wrapped the cloak around her, and she curled the tail higher up her leg where it wasn’t visible. It certainly wasn’t the greatest disguise I’d ever seen, what with her still being barefoot and all, but it would probably function well enough in the dark. There weren’t nearly as many soldiers in the village compared to the fortress itself, and all we needed to do was get into the tavern and find Vess.

“I think I like it!” Kithani said, allowing the tail to slide out again. “It’s cute!”

“It’s…something,” I said, sliding my arm around her. “Just keep it hidden, all right? The last thing we need is some White Mantle zealot to think he’s spotted a demon.”

“Mm,” she murmured, smiling down at the tail as she wriggled it. “Could I not simply tell them I’m a deva in disguise sent by Aodar to protect them?”

“That might be even worse for keeping a low profile.” I squeezed her against me. “For now, let’s pretend you’re a Harkoran woman. And let me do the talking.”

Kithani giggled when the tail twitched. “All right. Should we make love one more time for good luck before we leave?”

“Not…not right now,” I said, wondering if I would ever get used to her candor. Or her growing and seemingly insatiable libido. “Let’s just get to the inn, okay?”

“Very well,” she said, sliding the tail up under the cloak. “I am ready, Duncan.”

I turned my head back to the silhouette of the fortress where my entire life had been turned upside down.

“Good,” I said. “I hope I am, too.”
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The closer we got to the village, the more obvious it became that it was busier than ever. There were dozens of Harkoran tents outside the wooden wall, which I’d never seen before. The barbarians normally showed up to trade, then returned to the plains, but tents suggested a more permanent arrangement. There probably wasn’t enough space in the inn to accommodate them.

Regardless, the situation worked to our advantage. With so many Harkorans around, Kithani and her light clothing were able to blend in more easily. No one bothered us as we maneuvered past the horses and wagons to the open gate. There were so many tribesmen moving in and out carrying barrels and sacks that no one paid us much attention, even the actual guards.

The fortress typically kept a few dozen men down here in the village to watch the gate and maintain order, though there were easily twice that many now. Most of them were White Mantle aspirants clad in simple brigandine and brandishing even simpler spears. They were young—perhaps not even eighteen—and they were clearly struggling to keep their eyes on all the Harkorans.

“Wonder why there are so many of them,” I murmured. “They almost seem like refugees.”

“Mm?” Kithani asked. Her head was whipping around trying to take in all the sights as if she were completely overwhelmed.

“Nothing. Just curious why the Harkorans are setting up tents.”

I wasn’t sure she even heard me. I took her arm as subtly as I could and squeezed.

“Try not to look around so much,” I said. “It’s a little…strange.”

“Oh. It’s just that I’ve never seen so many people in one place! Or, well…any other people at all, really.”

I frowned. “You’ve never seen other people before?”

“N-not that I remember,” Kithani said anxiously. “Other than the villagers in Andrel’s Hope.”

It made sense when I thought about it. If she didn’t remember anything about her time in Stormcrest when she’d been transformed by the Mantle, where would she have ever seen other people before?

“It’s all right,” I soothed, pulling her closer. “Let’s find the inn and see if we can figure out what’s going on.”

Overall, the village hadn’t changed much since I’d been here with the Condemned a few months ago, but it had grown considerably since the end of the war. Where once there had only been a few buildings behind a makeshift palisade, there were now over three dozen beyond a real wall. Most of them were houses, but there were several shops, including a forge and stables.

The Grey Banner, once a cozy single-story, four-room inn and tavern, had tripled in size, and the Mantle had finally built a chapel as well. Seeing Aodar’s Blade on so many banners without a single gauntlet of Maviroth alongside them made my blood boil. This wasn’t the way Blackreach was supposed to be.

Trying my best to swallow my rage, I continued steering us toward the inn—

And froze when I saw a familiar figure in the white-gold robes of a confessor emerge from within the chapel.

“What is it, Duncan?” Kithani asked, sensing my abrupt change in mood.

Rather than reply, I quickly nudged her beneath the awning of a nearby shop where we wouldn’t be blocking anyone’s path. From there, I looked back at the chapel to confirm that it was indeed the young confessor I’d saved in the Moors. Apparently she had managed to ride safely back to Rivenwatch after all.

But what in Maviroth’s unholy name was she doing here? I still had no clue why they had risked sending a young woman into the Moors in the first place, but sending her again? And after an entire squad had been killed the first time?

“That’s the confessor who was with the Condemned,” I told Kithani, my voice little more than a rasp. “I can’t believe she’s here.”

Kithani seemed confused. “But there are many White Mantle loyalists here in the fort.”

I pursed my lips. There was no point in trying to explain the nuisances, and I didn’t have time for it anyway. The confessor was still milling about in front of the chapel for some reason—perhaps she was waiting for someone? Unless the entire order had gone insane, the Mantle must have sent an even larger escort with her this time, so she probably had a paladin bodyguard lurking around somewhere.

But for the moment, she was alone. And that presented a unique opportunity…one I couldn’t afford to pass up.

“She’ll know what’s going on,” I said. “And maybe I can finally figure out why they were so insistent on sending her in the first place.”

I felt Kithani’s eyes upon me. “You wish to speak with her?”

I nodded and gritted my teeth as I looked around the nearby area. Leaving Kithani alone wasn’t ideal, but bringing her close to a Lady Confessor was potentially even more dangerous. The entire purpose of the sisterhood was to extract the truth from those who wished to hide it, by whatever means necessary.

“Wait here for a moment,” I said. “Don’t speak to anyone—just stay still, all right?”

Kithani looked as confused as ever, but she still nodded obediently. “If you think it’s best, Duncan.”

I gently squeezed her shoulder. “I’ll be right back.”

Taking a deep breath, hoping I wasn’t making a huge mistake, I headed toward the confessor. Walking right up to her was out of the question, so I took a wider loop to approach from the darkness of the small garden behind the chapel. I didn’t particularly like the idea of ambushing anyone, let alone a young woman, but it seemed like the safest option—assuming I could keep her from panicking and screaming.

The two magical braziers in front of the building never stopped burning, but the white flames flickering inside them were meant to be symbols of Aodar’s power as much as sources of light. The relative darkness allowed me to stalk right up behind her, and the noise from the bustle of activity drowned out the jingle of my armor as I dashed forward and grabbed her from behind.

“Don’t panic,” I said, trying to sound as soothing as a man could while his hand was clamped over a woman’s mouth. “I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to talk.”

The girl thrashed and shouted into my palm as I dragged her out of the light and back behind the chapel, but her small, slender frame was no match for me. I held her firmly in place while she struggled, hoping she’d figure out that I wasn’t doing anything besides retraining her. Eventually, I loosened my grip enough that she could turn her head and get a look at me even while I kept her mouth covered.

And when those blue eyes of hers finally met mine, her entire body froze as if she’d seen a ghost. Her face, already pale as the morning’s milk, turned as white as snow.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I repeated more softly this time. “I only want to talk, all right?”

I gradually relaxed my grip, understanding full well the danger we’d be in if she cried out. But she was so stunned at the sight of me I doubted she could have screamed even if she’d wanted to.

“Duncan, remember?” I asked once I’d completely released her. “I’m glad to see you made it out of there alive.”

“You…”

Her voice gave out as she looked me up and down. For a few heartbeats, I feared she might faint. But she soon gathered enough of her wits to speak.

“How is this possible?” she breathed. “You were…you were…”

“Dead?” I finished for her. “Let’s just say that Aodar’s light shined down upon me that day.”

I hoped I sounded more genuine than sarcastic, though she was probably still too dazed to know the difference.

“Can you tell me what’s going on here?” I asked, nodding with my chin toward the street. “What’s with all the Harkorans?”

The girl’s throat bobbed. She was still wobbling unsteadily on the golden heels of her boots, but she seemed to be pulling herself together.

“The…the Horde,” she managed.

I blinked. “The Chimeric Horde?”

“They sent an army from the Cauldron to the west. They’ve been attacking the Harkorans.”

She glanced back at the street to her left, perhaps still deciding whether she wanted to scream or simply make a run for it. I didn’t have a great plan if she did either, but I hoped that my instincts about her were true. Before she’d known specifically who I was on that patrol, she had treated me decently enough, certainly better than many of her sisters would have treated a Condemned soldier.

“Some of them are here seeking shelter,” she managed. “But there’s nowhere to put them. The Knight-Captain had them set up tents for now.”

I hissed softly through my teeth. The Chimeric Horde wasn’t a new problem, of course—the loose coalition of monsters had been a plague upon the Harkoran Plains for years, especially near the Cauldron.

But simple skirmishes over land and resources were a far cry from driving the tribes to Blackreach. Then again, the fortress was the safest place for hundreds of miles in any direction. Actual sieges required discipline, patience, and planning, the exact opposite of what gnolls, goblins, and ogres were known for.

“Do you know how large this army is?” I asked.

“Several thousand at least,” she said. “Mostly duergar and goblins.”

“Duergar?” I breathed, mind flashing back to Hithren Dur. “But dwarves detest goblins and all the other Chimeric races.”

“I don’t know what they’re trying to accomplish, only that they’re out there somewhere in the plains.” The girl shook her head. “How did you survive? You were completely surrounded by Riven!”

Lying to a confessor was normally a dangerous proposition, but I couldn’t afford to tell her the truth. At least, not all of it.

“I got lucky,” I said. “Maybe they thought I was dead, I don’t know. But one of the locals living in the Moors found me after the battle and nursed me back to health.”

“Locals in the Moors?” she asked, brow scrunching. “No one lives anywhere near Rivenwatch where we were attacked.”

“Like I said, I got lucky.”

The confessor frowned in disbelief. My thoughts turned to Kithani and how I didn’t want to leave her alone any longer than I had to. But there was one more thing I hoped this girl could tell me.

“The real question is why you are here,“ I pressed before she could. “I couldn’t believe that the Mantle would risk sending a confessor into the Moors at all, but especially not twice. What’s so important that they’d risk your safety like this?”

“That is none of your business, Oathbreaker,” she growled, looking me up and down again. “You belong in the Condemned!”

From her change in posture and tone, she had clearly regathered her wits. And that meant I could be in trouble.

“I served my time,” I told her. “The fact I’m still alive must mean that your god finally forgives me.”

Her jaw clenched. “You mock Aodar with your every breath. I will not—“

“I saved your life,” I reminded her. “All I’m asking in return is the answer to a few questions. Seems like a fair trade to me.”

Some of the fire in her eyes diminished, and I hoped once again that my instincts about her were right. She had probably spent her entire life being indoctrinated by the Mantle, but indoctrination often crumbled in the face of lived experience. Whatever she’d been told about me, the reality was that I’d risked my life to save hers.

“I don’t even know your name,” I said.

She swallowed again, and the imperious confessor was replaced by a young, uncertain girl. “Jewel,” she said quietly.

“Duncan,” I reminded her. “Now please, Jewel, can you tell me why you’re here? What’s so damn important that the Mother Confessor would risk one of her own?”

Jewel let out a long, slow breath. “I’m here because of you.”

My brow furrowed. “What?”

“Not you specifically, but your dark brethren,” Jewel clarified, her cheek twisting in disgust. “There’s an envoy on its way from Darkhold right now. Or was, before the Horde began rampaging across the plains.”

The back of my neck began tingling. “An envoy? For what purpose?”

She paused again, as if still not sure she wanted to say anything. “Your Praevost has been making diplomatic overtures with us for some time now. He wants to restore the alliance.”

My mouth fell open. Praevost Laricath had always been a pragmatist; it was the defining characteristic of the Dread Knights from the top down. He undoubtedly thought the separation between our orders was a disaster, at least on a tactical level. No matter how much we loathed one another—no matter how little we trusted one another—we were far more powerful together than we had ever been apart.

But the prospect of reforging the alliance after we had been so grievously betrayed had to be unpalatable, even for him. And to be the one who had apparently initiated the negotiations in the first place…

Perhaps something had happened in Darkhold since I’d been gone, something so drastic that the order had no choice but to beg the White Mantle for aid. The very thought made my stomach churn. We couldn’t just let them get away with what they’d done to us…

“I don’t know many of the details,” Jewel went on as she studied my reaction, “but the Mother Confessor sent me as her representative. I was supposed to be here over a week ago. I suppose I’m lucky your friends are late.”

I frowned, my thoughts snapping out of the past and back to the present. The Praevost of the Dread Knights was coming to a meeting in person, and she was the one the Mantle had sent? A girl who was barely older than the fresh-faced aspirants at the gate? I didn’t need to be a diplomat to understand it was clearly a slight of the highest order.

“He didn’t demand to speak with Lord Marshal Tynolde?” I asked. “Or the Mother Confessor? Or the Grand Cleric?”

“I don’t know what he expected,” Jewel said, “but he’s lucky we were willing to meet with him at all after what happened. My task is to see if he’s telling the truth. If he refuses to confess his sins and atone for them, the alliance shall remain broken.”

She sighed and flicked her wrist. “But I suppose it may not even matter now. For all we know, they ran into the Horde on the way here and got themselves killed.”

“Unlikely,” I said, gritting my teeth. The Praevost wouldn’t ride across half of Ikibris without a significant escort, including druids to scout for an ambush. He wouldn’t blunder into an army of savages.

“Regardless, he’s not here now,” Jewel said. “And for all I know, he may never show up. If he isn’t here soon, I will need to attend to…”

My brow creased when she trailed off. “Attend to what?”

I saw the flash of conflict on her face, the impulse to once again call me an oathbreaker and remind me that none of this was my business. But her expression softened, as if she couldn’t muster her fury after I’d reminded her that I’d saved her life.

“This meeting isn’t the only reason I’m here,” Jewel said quietly. “I’m also looking for a fugitive.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Like a man who escaped the Condemned?”

“Someone far more important. He stole something from us, something very dangerous.”

I didn’t inhale sharply or anything else so dramatic, but the revelation hit me like a splash of cold water.

Crohl. From the very beginning, this confessor—this girl—had been sent into the Moors to try and find Andrel Crohl…and the deva and Arcane Libram he had stolen.

Though if Crohl was right that precious few in the Mantle were aware of the experiments transforming demons of the Deep into devas, then perhaps Jewel didn’t know the truth, either. Despite the potential risks of asking, it seemed worth finding out if I could.

“Sounds important,” I said. “A holy relic?”

“An Arcane Libram,” Jewel said. “Penned by one of the Spellbinders before the Invocation.”

I nodded soberly. So she knew about the Libram, but perhaps not about the deva. This girl really had been thrown to the wolves—she’d not only been sent into the danger of the Moors to speak with the Dread Knights, but to track down a hero of the White Mantle and his converted angel. The first task I could almost understand just because it was such an obvious middle finger to the Praevost, but the second…

There must have been something special about Jewel, something that wasn’t immediately obvious. Was she a prodigy, perhaps, a naturally gifted spellcaster? Or was she the only one the Mother Confessor trusted to get the job done?

“If you didn’t even know about the Dread Knight envoy, then you must not have been in contact with your people,” Jewel said.

“I haven’t spoken to any of them yet,” I admitted. “I have no idea what’s going on.”

“Then what are you doing here? You weren’t the least bit worried that someone would recognize you as an escaped Condemned?”

“Not really. But I was hoping to get in contact with the order to let them know about the Riven infestation.”

“Infestation?” Jewel asked.

“Yes. You know, the one that attacked us and killed the entire unit?”

Her pale blue eyes studied my face, as if still searching for a hidden truth. “We didn’t encounter any other Riven on the way here. The eagle riders have seen no evidence of a broader infestation.”

“I’m glad to hear that, but I fear they may be wrong,” I said. “There were plenty of Riven inside the old Phylactery Tower of Hithren Dur a few days ago. And they were all duergar.”

Jewel’s expression tightened. “Deep dwarves?”

I nodded. “It’s possible there’s an infestation somewhere in the Deep. We also found the body of a Dread Knight arcanist with them. I don’t know what it means, but it’s…well, if something has happened to the Sunless Keep, we could all be in trouble.”

She turned away as she considered my words. “I need to inform the Knight-Captain.”

“You do that.” I paused and swallowed. “And I apologize for ambushing you. But thank you for telling me the truth anyway. I appreciate it. Really.”

Jewel’s eyes flicked right back to me. “I should drag you back to the Condemned right now.”

“You could,” I said quietly, “but you won’t.”

Her eyes hardened. “How can you be sure?”

I smiled tightly. “Walk in Aodar’s light, my lady. I hope you’re able to find the man you’re looking for.”

I turned and disappeared back into the shadows behind the garden, knowing full well that she could easily follow me—or call out for someone else to grab me. But I trusted my instincts, and they were still telling me that this girl was different. And that if nothing else, the fact I’d saved her life had bought me clemency I never could have earned in the Condemned.

Kithani was still standing beneath the awning when I returned to her, and no one seemed to be giving her any undue attention. Two more Harkoran wagons filled with supplies were hoarding everyone’s focus at the moment.

“Are you doing all right?” I asked.

“I am well,” Kithani said. “I am just watching the people. Their behaviors are fascinating!”

I grinned and squeezed her arm. One day, I needed to take her into a real city like Agronel or perhaps even Stormcrest to see how she would react. Though she needed to figure out how to conceal that tail of hers first—I caught it peeking out from beneath her cloak.

“I found out what’s going on and why the confessor is here,” I said. “But let’s get to the inn. I’ll explain everything once we’re inside.
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Blackreach, The Grey Moors. One Year Ago…

“I’ll be back in a few days. There’s no need to make a fuss.”

With a snicker, Zaelya turned away from me to look out over the edge of the mighty ballista tower. From this vantage, high above the fortress of Blackreach, a sentry could see west into the Harkoran Plains or south into the gulf and spot potential threats from miles away.

Tonight, everything was eerily quiet, including the fortress itself. The garrison was at less than half strength with most of the other Dread Knights out on week-long patrol into the plains. Even the Mantle forces were thinner than they’d been in months. Tynolde, the new Lord Marshal as of last year, seemed determined to completely rearrange the organization, starting with their forces here in the Moors.

“I don’t see the harm in you staying another night,” I said. “Do they really need you in Darkhold first thing in the morning? It’s not like the Riven are storming the gates.”

“Those are my orders,” Zaelya replied with a shrug. “I’d rather not have the Praevost scream at me if I’m late.”

“He doesn’t scream.”

“He doesn’t need to.” She flashed me another smile and brought her hand to my cheek. “I’ll be back. Go play cards with Roderick or something.”

“He’s too busy licking the Lord Marshal’s boot trying to get that promotion,” I grumbled, throwing a glance down at the main keep. “Wants to be a bored Knight-Captain at Tearfall where nothing happens.”

“Better than being a bored Knight-Captain at Blackreach where nothing happens,” Zaelya countered. “Now get out of here! I need to leave.”

She turned back to the battlements and closed her eyes. If I gave her the chance, she’d transform into a gryphon and be on her way to Darkhold, but I wasn’t willing to let her go just yet. Dashing forward, feeling a bit impish after the half bottle of wine I’d polished off at dinner, I wrapped my arms around her slender waist before she could transform. She scoffed in mock annoyance, then spun around to face me.

“There are men on the other towers, you know,” she chided. “You really want the paladins to see us together?”

“Absolutely,” I said, pulling her in close. “They’re always so smug and righteous. I like the idea of making them jealous.”

Zaelya snorted, but I kissed her before she could protest any further. I could still taste the wine on her lips.

“Mm,” she moaned softly when our lips parted. “You want to take me right over the battlements to give them a show?”

“Don’t tempt me,” I warned.

She smiled. Her silver eyes sparkled in the moonlight, and even when a sudden gust of winter wind tousled her white hair, the chill didn’t diminish the heat building between us.

I didn’t want her to go. Since our victory at Canith Mir two years ago, we had been apart more than we’d been together. She and the other Bloodletters had spent so much time scouting for Riven that I often didn’t see her for weeks at a time.

“The officers are still worried about a potential infestation among the Chimeric Horde,” Zaelya said. “There are so many of them gathering in the Cauldron that a mass turning seems more and more likely.”

I made a doubtful grumble in the back of my throat. “Their leaders aren’t stupid. They actively avoid traveling over tainted lands, and it’s not as if they have an abundance of magic at their disposal. They can be a threat to the Harkorans without turning into Riven.”

“True, but if there’s no corruption, then no one asks for our help.”

“Honestly, it sounds like the Praevost just wants to keep us busy.”

She shrugged. “It’s not like there aren’t still Riven out there. Better to stay vigilant in case.”

I pursed my lips. As much as Roderick and I liked to complain about Lord Marshal Tynolde changing things, the truth was that the White Mantle was handling the end of the war far better than we were. They had a purpose beyond merely fighting the Riven. Aside from their desire to spread Aodar’s faith across Ikibris and beyond, they also had a land and territory to protect. The Golden Coast was healthy and fertile, and Stormcrest could easily become the seat of a great nation one day.

The Dread Knights had nothing but fortresses and towers. The order had been founded for one purpose: to defeat the Riven. And while the Primordial Chaos remained corrupted—and likely always would—the Riven were no longer an existential threat. Much of Ikibris remained tainted, and the horrors of the Blighting still endured, but life had finally begun to move on. Recruitment had fallen to almost nothing, and we would never rule over the Wending White like the Mantle did the Coast.

There’s only one future for a Dread Knight: to fight in many battles, to kill scores of Riven, and to die before the darkness claims him. We should grieve for our brothers and sisters who fall before the war is over, but we should pity those of us who live to see its end.

“Maybe it’s time we put all this behind us,” I said quietly. “Maybe it’s time we walk away and do all those things we talked about?”

Zaelya raised a white brow. “Building an inn on the road to Tunare?”

“Why not?”

“You know why.”

She didn’t say the words, but I could hear them nonetheless. Our hourglass was getting emptier by the day. Sooner or later, Balphoren’s Profane Covenant would claim her. She would transform into a beast and never change back.

As for me…well, I probably had another few decades at least before Maviroth darkened my vision, and then I’d have another few years to serve at the Sunless Keep trying to die in glorious battle before I became the mindless servant of a demon lord. Compared to the Bloodletters and the arcanists, I had it easy.

“I’ve heard talk among the arcanists that they’ve been looking for a way to free us from the Covenant,” I whispered. “Maybe one day they’ll—”

“No,” Zaelya interrupted, shaking her head. “I don’t want to hear it.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Because I’d rather have no hope than false hope.”

Zaelya held my eyes for a long moment, then leaned forward to kiss me again. But this time it was soft and gentle, as if she were afraid that pushing any harder might break us both.

“We’re doomed, Duncan. There’s no changing that.” She smiled darkly. Sadly. “But at least we’re doomed together.”

She leaned her forehead against mine and closed her eyes. I held her close, wishing that I could convince her to stay at least one more night. Wishing even more that someone could figure out a way to break the Profane Covenant.

“I’ll be back soon,” Zaelya said.

I kissed her one last time. “I’ll be waiting.”

I stood there leaning against the battlements for at least half an hour after Zaelya had flown away. I wasn’t on duty tonight, though it wouldn’t have mattered much regardless. There was precious little for any of us to do besides drink and play cards and reminisce about old battles and fallen comrades. Even that was getting more difficult as the days went by. Many of the Mantle aspirants garrisoned here were so young they hadn’t fought in the war. Most of the old guard had returned to the Coast. Some had already started families.

Even Roderick would be joining them soon, if everything worked out for him. The quiet life in Tearfall he’d always wanted was looking more attainable every day.

Taking a deep breath, I made my way down the tower steps. A few minutes later, I was wandering aimlessly along the western wall, wishing that I’d been recalled with Zaelya. When Legate Bremic had shown up with two new armigers this afternoon and instructed Zaelya and Toronel to fly back to Darkhold, I had thought I might be getting reassigned as well. But no, the Praevost wanted the Bloodletters back home, and Legate Bremic was here to meet with Lord Marshal Tynolde about something. Even though most of the men here wanted to see me promoted to full Tribune, I was still just a grunt who did what he was told.

I slowly made my way toward the southwestern tower, hoping that Roderick had finished his meeting and was as bored as I was. Beating up on him in Dragon’s Ante was getting old, but it was still better than doing nothing.

I heard a strange scraping of metal on stone when I was winding through the tower stairwell, and the long groan that accompanied it made me wonder if one of the armigers or aspirants had smuggled in a whore from the village or perhaps one of the cargo ships from Lyraine. But the next few groans sounded more like pain than pleasure, and they were followed by the loud crash of something breaking.

I finally got close enough to hear Roderick’s voice.

“Just hold on, sir!” he said, voice badly strained. “Hold on!”

The back of my neck tingled in warning, and I put my hand on Steelshade’s pommel as I charged down the remainder of the stairs to the guard room at the base of the tower. My eyes gaped wide in disbelief when I rushed into the room and saw the carnage.

Roderick was there, crouched over the body of Lord Marshal Tynolde. The silver armor of both paladins was splattered red, though it wasn’t clear who the blood belonged to. Tynolde appeared badly wounded, and Roderick’s hands glowing with healing magic as he used his paladin powers to try and stanch the older man’s bleeding.

Across the circular room, the card table had been flipped over, spilling mugs and half-eaten food across the stone floor. The bodies of the two new Dread Knight armigers who’d arrived this afternoon were slumped over the table where they had apparently been cut down. And lying face-down between them was Legate Bremic, his black armor impaled by Roderick’s sword.

“Maviroth’s blood…” I gasped, drawing my own blade. Roderick looked up at me, his stubble covered in blood and grime.

“Duncan, thank the Archons,” he said, wincing. “They attacked us! They tried to—”

“Stay back, fiend!” Tynolde snarled as he pushed Roderick away and tried to lift his own bloody blade.

“What the fuck happened?” I demanded, raising my own sword in defense.

“Betrayers!” Tynolde snapped. “Oathbreakers!”

“What in the murderous abyss are you talking about?” I glanced between the bodies and Roderick, wine-addled mind spinning. “What—?”

The door across the room burst open, and a pair of White Mantle clerics in mail armor and red-gold tabards burst inside. When they saw the wounded paladins, their eyes blazed with righteous fury.

“Seize him!” Tynolde screamed.

“Wait!” Roderick said. “He didn’t—”

Before he could finish—before I could defend myself, one of the clerics raised an arm, and his hand flashed with magic.

“Indebilis!”

The Word of Power rippled through the air, freezing my entire body in place. I growled, struggling against the restraining magic, as my eyes settled upon the corpse of Legate Bremic…

And Roderick’s weapon stabbed cleanly through his back.
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Blackreach, The Grey Moors. Present Day.

The tavern on the bottom floor of the Grey Banner was as busy as the rest of the village. A quick glance around the crowd revealed a healthy mix of traders and tribesmen, all trying to purchase food and drinks. The local patrons seemed to have stubbornly locked down the tables, and those who were standing seemed annoyed at the Harkorans. Hopefully it wouldn’t end in a brawl.

I didn’t see Vess anywhere, and I honestly had no idea what we were going to do if she wasn’t here. As the village cleared out, it would be more difficult for Kithani to blend in—and me, honestly, what with my weapons and armor. I wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if someone tried to hire me as extra protection for their caravans or ships.

For now, though, there was little for us to do besides grab a table and wait.

“Over here,” I said, taking Kithani’s arm and steering her toward the back of the tavern toward a table that had recently opened. She was still looking around in utter amazement at all the people. Eventually someone was going to wonder what was wrong with her. One of the Harkorans might even ask her what tribe she was from…

We had just pushed our way through a clump of irritated patrons when I noticed that the table I’d been eyeing was no longer empty. A lone figure with long auburn hair was now sitting in one of the chairs with her back turned to us, but she turned her head to look up when we got close.

“Buy a girl a drink?” she asked.

“I think the taps might already be empty,” I said, smiling as I slid into one of the other chairs and helped Kithani do the same.

“That’s too bad. Guess I won’t be able to tell you all the juicy little secrets I’ve learned.”

Vess gave us both a wry smile. I had no idea where she’d come from, but she looked different than before. There were no scrolls or elixirs on her belt, nor did I see her spellbook anywhere. The tips of her ears were also round rather than pointed, and her facial features were softer and more conventionally human as well.

“I like the new look,” I said.

“So did all the local men who wouldn’t leave me alone. They apparently don’t get a lot of irresistible strangers here.”

Vess snickered and pushed her hair behind her ears. The movement made it easier for me to recognize the simple illusion spell rounding the pointed tips to make them seem human rather than elven.

“But speaking of new looks,” she added, looking at Kithani, “what happened to the wings? I don’t detect any illusion magic.”

“It is not an illusion,” Kithani said.

Vess’s brow furrowed. “Then how—”

“It’s a long story,” I interrupted. “One we should discuss in private.”

Vess’s gaze lingered on the deva for a few more heartbeats. “Sure. I managed to get a room upstairs—which I expect you to compensate me for, by the way. Maybe with an ancient secret on how to cleanse the Rot?”

I sighed. While I was glad we’d found her so easily, I wasn’t looking forward to the inevitable conversation about how the primordial magic which had cured me and transformed Kithani wasn’t as reliable as we’d all hoped. But first…

“Did you send your familiar to Darkhold?” I asked.

“Yes, Styx should be there by now,” Vess said, eyes narrowing suspiciously when I didn’t comment on the cure.

“Good, thank you,” I said. “Though from what I just learned, a Dread Knight delegation may already be on its way now.”

She and Kithani both frowned. “What? Why?”

“It’s a long story. All of it. We may want to head to your room before…”

I trailed off when I saw Kithani’s eyes drawn to something behind me. I heard the sound of heavy boots on the floor, and when I glanced over my shoulder, I was greeted by a tall figure in resplendent silver plate armor. Aodar’s Blade was emblazoned on the front of his breastplate, and he wore the insignia of a Knight-Captain on his shoulder.

“Duncan,” the paladin said. “Thank the Archons you’re still alive.”

An invisible hand closed around my throat. The man was my age, with a long shock of brown hair and matching eyes. For years, I had considered him my best friend…right up until he’d murdered Legate Bremic and framed me for betraying the alliance between the Dread Knights and the White Mantle.

“We need to talk,” Knight-Captain Roderick said. “Alone.”
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I nearly leapt out of my seat and tackled him. But my soldier’s discipline triumphed over my rage, if only momentarily.

“I’m not here to fight,” Roderick said, raising his empty hands. “Or to cast you back into the Condemned. We need to talk, Duncan. There’s a lot going on, and you need to know about it.”

I ground my teeth together and ignored the worried looks both Kithani and Vess were throwing at me. They obviously had no idea who he was other than a White Mantle paladin.

“Looks like you got your promotion,” I growled. “Congratulations, I hope it was worth it.”

Roderick let out a weary sigh. He may have been wearing the armor of a Knight-Captain, but his youthful face had barely changed since Zaelya and I had saved him from Canith Mir five years ago.

“Confessor Jewel told me that you saved her life,” Roderick said. “And that you should be dead.”

I winced. So that was how he’d found me. And here I’d thought she might keep our little conversation to herself, at least for a little while. Apparently she had run and told her paladin bodyguard instead.

“Please, just listen to me for a few minutes,” Roderick said, gesturing toward the larder behind the bar. “I promise, you’ll want to hear what I have to say.”

I strongly considered ignoring him. Or punching him. Or stabbing him. But the sooner I got him away from Kithani and Vess, the better for all of us.

“Fine,” I said, bringing myself to my feet and giving both girls a look that hopefully compelled them to stay put. “But let’s make it quick.”

The innkeeper tried to stop us from heading into the larder until Roderick waved him off. My hand fidgeted over the handle of my sword as I stepped through the open doorway into the narrow room, and I found myself wondering how easy it would be to hide a dead body in here amidst all the barrels and sacks of supplies. Surely the girls and I could escape the village and disappear back into the Moors before anyone slipped on the blood.

Roderick shut the door behind us, and his soft brown eyes gave me a once over. It was difficult to believe I’d once seen nothing but kindness in his face. It was even harder to believe I’d considered him a friend.

“I admit, I expected you to draw your blade by now,” he said.

“I’m still considering it,” I growled back. “But unlike some people, I’m not a coward.”

The paladin let out a long, weary sigh. “Look, I know you don’t want to believe it, but I didn’t betray you.”

I scoffed. “If all you’re going to do is spout bullshit, I can lock you in the latrine so you’ll have company.”

“It’s the truth!” Roderick insisted. “Legate Bremic and those armigers almost killed me, Duncan! Just like they tried to assassinate the Lord Marshal before I stopped them.”

The old rage bubbled up inside me. And for the first time in over a year, I allowed it to boil over.

“You lie!” I snarled. “Everyone knows how much Tynolde reviled us. But the common folk liked us, trusted us, even on the Coast. So he had to invent an excuse to push us out of the fort and the Moors for good!”

Roderick fell silent. I wanted to strike him—I wanted to pound his face until he finally admitted that after years of war and friendship, he had stabbed me in the back. And all to get a promotion to Knight-Dipshit.

But for some reason, he didn’t look mad or afraid. On the contrary, he seemed…mournful. As if he actually believed the drek he was spewing.

“I harbor no love for Tynolde, you know that,” Roderick said. “And you’re right, he did want you out, and he did want to end the alliance. But he’s not responsible for what happened. Your people turned against us, Duncan.”

I couldn’t believe I was even humoring this. If I wasn’t going to stab him, I should at least storm out of here…

“But why?” I demanded in a snarl. “What do you think Bremic was trying to accomplish? Over half the Dread Knights stationed here had gone out on patrol before he supposedly attacked. If we were secretly trying to take over the fort, don’t you think we would have coordinated better?”

Roderick’s face turned grim. “You don’t know what’s been happening, do you?”

“Happening where?”

“Confessor Jewel said she told you about the diplomatic envoy,” Roderick said. “That your Praevost has expressed interest in restoring the alliance.”

“She did, yes.”

“What she didn’t tell you is that there’s something wrong with the Dread Knights.”

“You mean aside from being kicked out of Blackreach?”

“They’re killing people, Duncan,” Roderick said. “And those they don’t kill, they enslave.”

I shot him a withering glare. If he tried to antagonize me after all this…

“What are you talking about?” I demanded.

He took a long, slow breath and paced across the larder. When he turned his back to me, it made for a very tempting target.

“It began before the betrayal, but we didn’t know it at the time,” he said, looking through the grimy glass window to the dark streets outside. “The Dread Knights started bullying local barons and noble families to provide more conscripts in return for their ‘protection.’ Over time, they began subjugating entire towns and forcing their strongest militia members to take the Profane Covenant with Maviroth.”

“What?” I breathed. “You’re speaking madness.”

“Yes, I am,” Roderick said as he turned back around. “But it’s the truth. Your Praevost has spent the last year securing control of the Wending White and the Western Fold. Even Agronel is partially under their control now, and the tribal traders have told us that Dread Knights have been spotted trying to make inroads with the Harkorans as well.”

My stomach clenched like I’d just been punched. He was obviously lying—unlike the White Mantle, who effectively controlled the entire Golden Coast, the Dread Knights had never been interested in ruling territory. The order existed to destroy the Riven, nothing more. We weren’t religious zealots trying to convert heathens or spread the faith.

“I don’t claim to know everything that’s going on,” Roderick said, “but we were hoping to learn more when the Praevost and his envoy arrive. And I pray we’re not on the cusp of a new war. It would be one thing for our orders to go their separate ways, but to actually fight one another? It’s unthinkable.”

“Because it’s bullshit,” I said flatly. “Why are you even telling me this? You don’t seriously think I’ll believe you?”

“I hoped you would at least hear me out,” Roderick said. “I’ve been trying to reach out to old friends from the war, but I haven’t heard back from any of them…not even Zaelya. I wondered if…well, if she’d somehow managed to get word to you.”

“In the Condemned?” I snarled, the mere mention of her name reigniting my simmering fury. “No, your friends made damn sure I’d never speak to anyone from Darkhold again!”

Roderick flinched. “I tried to get you out of there. I spent weeks petitioning Lord Marshal Tynolde to—”

“Save your breath,” I cut him off. “You can’t pull out the knife you stabbed in my back.”

“I didn’t—” Roderick clenched his teeth. “Look, since you’re here, I was hoping you’d be willing to be with me when the Praevost and his envoy arrive. If they arrive.”

A swirl of black emotions churned through me. The whole reason I’d come here was to get word to the Dread Knights about a potential infestation. Meeting them in person would let us skip days or even weeks of travel…assuming both sides didn’t draw blades and try to kill each other.

“I was going to return to them anyway,” I said. “I’m not going back to the Condemned.”

I spoke the words as a declaration, as if I were practically challenging him to fight me. But Roderick didn’t seem to care.

“Nor should you,” he said. “You never belonged there in the first place.”

I held his eyes again. Paladins were bound by creed to speak the truth and keep their word, though I’d known plenty who played fast and loose with those rules when they felt it was necessary. But before Blackreach, I had always thought Roderick earnest to a fault. It had often made him the target of playful mockery from Zaelya and others.

But I couldn’t accept anything he’d said, not yet. Not until the Praevost told me what the order had done himself. The Dread Knights were martyrs, not conquerors. And we weren’t the ones who had broken the alliance.

“So the Mother Confessor agreed to meet with the Praevost,” I said suspiciously, “yet she sent her youngest confessor as a representative? That doesn’t sound like the Mantle is taking this envoy very seriously to me. It’s more like an insult.”

“To send the Mirian princess into the Moors?” Roderick asked. “That’s no insult. If anything, it’s a sign of how important this is to her.”

My mind tripped. “Mirian princess?”

“You don’t remember her? You and Zaelya saved both our lives that day.”

My mouth went dry as the memories washed over me. Just over five years ago, Zaelya and I had flown in to rescue the royals from Canith Mir before the city was completely overwhelmed. I mostly recalled fighting the banshee, but then an image of the princess and her blond curls flashed before my eyes.

Maviroth’s blood, it was her. I hadn’t recognized her at all…had she recognized me? Five years between early teenager and grown woman was practically an eternity. Was that why Jewel had reacted so harshly when she’d learned who I was? Not merely a betrayer, but a betrayer who had once been her personal hero?

“Jewel isn’t convinced that the Praevost will show up,” Roderick said. “Few people are. But then, that’s not the only reason she’s out here.”

“Yes,” I murmured, still reeling from the revelation. “You’re looking for your lost Lord Marshal and his magic book.”

The paladin’s brow furrowed. “You know about that? How?”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said dismissively. “But Crohl doesn’t want anything to do with you anymore. Seems he finally realized what everyone else did a long time ago—that an order of religious zealots is as dangerous as the Riven ever were.”

“But that’s why we need him,” Roderick said. “The Mother Confessor has been trying to find him for months. He’s the only one who might be able to help her against the fanatics.”

My brow creased. “What do you mean?”

“The Grand Cleric and the Lord Marshal—ever since Canith Mir, they’ve been obsessed with expanding the Mantle’s influence beyond the Coast. Until recently, I had no idea that they’d discovered an Arcane Libram inside Veracus’s Phylactery Tower and a cipher scroll to help make sense of it. By the Archons, I don’t even want to imagine what they could do with such a thing. But Crohl is the only one with the power and influence to help her stop them.”

My thoughts flashed to Kithani and the Mantle’s “experiments.” Roderick probably didn’t know the specifics, and I wondered if I should tell him.

But then an old image seared into my brain: Roderick’s sword impaled through Legate Bremic’s back. I had thought about little else for weeks afterward. And while my righteous rage had eventually cooled into bitterness, it was no less powerful now than it had been a year ago.

And yet…a sliver of doubt wormed within my heart.

What if I was wrong? What if Bremic really had attacked first?

“Duncan,” Roderick said. “We need to—”

He was interrupted by the long, low cry of a warhorn…a cry that was almost immediately joined by another, and then another. I hadn’t heard that sound in years.

Someone was approaching the fortress.

“The Dread Knight envoy,” Roderick said. “I need to get to the fort.” He turned to the door, then stopped and looked back over his shoulder at me. “You should come with me. The Praevost will surely be happy to see you.”

I let out a long, slow breath. I had come here with the intention of contacting the Dread Knights, but I’d never once considered the possibility that they would come to me. After a year in the Condemned—after a year apart from my blood comrades—I was about to go home. It was almost too perfect.

Which must have been why the hairs on the back of my neck were suddenly standing upright.

“Come on,” Roderick said, giving me a tight smile. “We can’t change the past, but maybe we can start trying to mend it.”
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Kithani and Vess were still at the table when Roderick and I emerged from the larder. Their faces were a mix of concern and confusion, which mine was doubtlessly mirroring right back at them. Most of the other patrons looked nervous; some had already scrambled outside to see what was going on.

“Your, uh, companions can stay here where it’s safe,” Roderick said, tossing the girls a curious glance. “I’ll meet you at the gate in a few minutes.”

“Right,” I said with a nod.

Roderick offered the women a respectful half-bow, then dashed toward the door.

“What in the abyss was that about?” Vess asked once we were alone. “You keep telling me you aren’t a paladin, but that one obviously knew you.”

“We fought together in the war,” I told her.

“Then why did it seem like you were going to stab him when he showed up?”

“That’s…another long story,” I muttered, my mind and heart still racing. I didn’t have the time or inclination to explain even a fraction of what Roderick had told me, at least not yet.

“We heard the horn, Duncan,” Kithani said worriedly. “What is the matter?”

I took a deep breath and tried to mentally prepare myself for whatever was about to happen. I wondered how the Praevost would react to seeing me…and what the odds were that Zaelya would be here with him. Gods, I hoped she would be. I had spent far too many sleepless nights worrying about whether Balphoren’s Covenant had finally claimed her.

I also wondered how I was going to explain Kithani, since none of them—Roderick and Jewel included—were likely to know anything about the Mantle’s experiments with demons. And then, of course, there was Vess. I had promised her a cure, yet I had nothing to deliver.

“The Dread Knight envoy I mentioned to you,” I said, clearing my throat. “It seems they may have arrived.”

Vess arched an auburn eyebrow. “Your old friends show up a few minutes after you get here? Seems a little suspicious, doesn’t it?”

“Yes,” I admitted, looking at the door where Roderick had left. “A lot of what’s going on here doesn’t feel right.”

“Then maybe we should leave,” Vess suggested. “Find somewhere nice and quiet where you can tell me all about this cure.”

I sighed. “We talked to Crohl, and he had a lot to say about the magic involved, little of it good. I’m afraid it’s not quite the silver quarrel you were hoping for.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Look, I’ll explain everything, I promise,” I said, taking her wrist and giving it a light squeeze. “But if the Dread Knights are here, I need to meet with them. I can tell them about the infestation and…well, everything else.”

I wouldn’t have blamed Vess if she’d gotten frustrated with me, or maybe even downright angry. I was the one who had sent her here rather than taking her to Crohl, all with the promise that I’d eventually share the arcane secrets she was so desperately seeking. From her perspective, it probably seemed like I was about to run off with my former companions and disappear.

But while the Dread Knights may not have had a personal code of honor that forbade them from lying, I did. I had every intention of helping her however I could. I just had to hope she’d understand that.

“Fine,” Vess said, voice heavy with disappointment. “What are she and I supposed to do in the meantime?”

“Stay here for now,” I told her. “I’ll come and get you when—”

“I will not leave your side, Duncan!” Kithani said. “If you are heading into danger, I must accompany you.”

“We must accompany you,” Vess corrected. “I can’t let you run off and die before you’ve kept your promise.”

I rubbed a hand over my face in frustration. “It’s a diplomatic envoy. This shouldn’t be dangerous. Besides, they won’t let strangers into the fortress.”

Vess snorted. “Not even an angel and a wizardess?”

“We’re still not going to tell anyone who you are,” I said. “The sight of a deva will cause untold chaos, and an elf wizardess—”

“Will make them soil their trousers because they think I’ll turn myself into a banshee,” she interrupted sourly. “By the Archons, this is why I prefer to travel alone these days. People take one look at me and assume the worst.”

Vess swallowed and shook her head. As I looked down into her emerald eyes, it occurred to me that her frustration and disappointment went deeper than I realized. And they didn’t actually have anything to do with the Blighting or the Rot, but something much simpler but every bit as deadly.

Loneliness. She may have grown accustomed to being alone, she may have understood everyone’s deep-seated fears about the nightmare she could become, but neither of those necessarily made it any easier to deal with the alienation. And in that moment, I realized her greatest fear was that I—that we—might abandon her.

I was suddenly reminded of Zaelya eating alone at Darkhold, and how joining her that morning had been one of the best decisions I’d ever made.

“You obviously know some illusion magic,” I said, placing my hand on Vess’s. “How about an invisibility spell?”

She looked back up at me. “I use it all the time. Much better than a disguise, depending on what you’re doing.”

I nodded. “Could you cast it on the two of you and then follow me in? In case I need your help?”

“Easily. As long as we don’t trip or cough or anything, they’ll have no idea we’re there.”

“I can add a silence spell!” Kithani suggested, immediately brightening up. “No one will ever be able to find us!”

“Not a bad idea,” Vess said approvingly. “We’ll just need to hold on to each other so we don’t get lost. And maybe you can drop it once we’re inside, otherwise we won’t be able to eavesdrop.”

I grinned. There were plenty of risks associated with such a gambit, of course, but all things considered, this was the best option. They both wanted to stay close anyway. And frankly, I would feel better knowing they were.

“Then let’s go,” I said. “And see what fate has in store for us.”
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Roderick was waiting for me beside the portcullis at the eastern gate. Confessor Jewel was with him as well, which was both surprising and a cause for concern.

Kithani and Vess were supposed to be invisible behind me, and with the silence spell added to the mix, they were completely undetectable…

Except, perhaps, to a confessor. Her magic could spot lies and pierce illusions with ease, though I was reasonably sure she needed to actively focus to do so. Hopefully she was so distracted she wouldn’t bother.

Regardless, I made a hand motion behind my back for the girls to keep their distance, though I had no way of knowing if they reacted or not. Their footprints were the only trace of their passing, but with all the traffic that moved in and out of this gate, the few patches of ground that weren’t stone were already so trodden that no one was likely to notice anything unusual.

Jewel looked at me as I approached, her pale blue eyes taking me in. She was half the size of Roderick and most of the other soldiers, but now that I didn’t have her on the defensive after my ambush, her imperious bearing ensured no one could mistake who was in charge.

Regal, not imperious, I corrected myself. Because she’s not just a confessor—she’s a Mirian princess, the last female heir to the throne of a dead city and a devastated nation.

“My lady confessor,” I said, offering her a half nod as I drew close. The portcullis had been drawn, opening the way into Blackreach, but there weren’t too many other soldiers nearby. From experience, I knew that everyone tried to stay clear of confessors when possible.

“It would seem that your Praevost has sent an envoy after all,” Jewel said. “And so shortly after your arrival. Are you certain you weren’t aware of this meeting?”

“I had no idea,” I told her, shaking my head and coming to a halt. “You can use your magic on me if you think I’m lying.”

“Tempting,” she replied. The fingers of the thin golden glove covering her right hand twitched as if she were about to lift it and cast a spell, but it remained at her side. “I wonder if your presence will aid or hinder our discussion.”

“I suppose we’ll find out soon.”

“We can head inside,” Roderick said. “There’s…hold on.”

He paused when a White Mantle aspirant dressed in the light leather armor of a scout came rushing through the portcullis and stopped in front of him.

“Knight-Captain!” the boy said, breathing heavily as if he’d sprinted across the whole length of the fort to get here.

“Report,” Roderick said, sounding surprisingly crisp and direct. He had never been able to muster that kind of authority in the past, but apparently he’d learned a great deal since I’d last seen him. “Are the Dread Knights here?”

“Y-yes, sir,” the scout stammered, “but…”

“But what?” Jewel demanded.

“They aren’t alone, my lady.”

Roderick frowned. “Explain yourself.”

“There…there’s an army with them, sir,” the scout managed. “The Chimeric Horde.”

My stomach lurched. “The Horde?”

“How many?” Roderick asked, his youthful face turning to stone.

“W-we don’t know precisely, sir,” the scout said. “It’s too dark, and most of the eagle riders are already out on patrol. But there are several thousand of them, mostly duergar and goblins but plenty of ogres as well.”

I turned to Jewel, remembering what she had told me about the Horde army harassing the Harkorans. That behavior was odd enough, but the idea that they would try to lay siege to Blackreach…

“You’re telling me that an army of several thousand dwarves and goblins just walked up to the fortress and no one noticed until now?” Roderick snarled.

“They weren’t there this afternoon, sir!” the scout insisted. “They didn’t appear until after dark.”

“Armies that size don’t materialize out of nowhere. The eagle riders should have spotted them a hundred miles away!”

“Unless they came up from the Deep,” I said gravely. “The duergar have plenty of settlements under the Moors and the Plains.”

Roderick hissed softly. “But we’ve never spotted any tunnels. And they’ve never attacked before, not since before the Invocation.”

“They’ve also never been working with goblins before,” I pointed out. “Something has obviously changed.”

The paladin’s jaw clenched beneath his stubble-pocked cheeks. “How close are they?”

The scout gulped anxiously. “Less than a mile, sir.”

“A mile?” Roderick stammered.

“Aodar protect us…” Jewel breathed, her hardened confessor demeanor suddenly melting away.

“You’re certain there are Dread Knights with them?” I asked the scout.

The boy nodded hastily. “Yes. A dark rider carrying the banner of Maviroth.”

I shared a long look with Roderick. In that moment of confusion and near panic, I found that I was no longer looking into the face of the man who had betrayed me, but rather the man who’d been the closest thing I’d ever had to a best friend.

“I need to get onto the wall and see them myself,” I told him.

“Right,” Roderick replied, swallowing and regathering his wits before he turned back to Jewel. “You need to get back to the village, my lady. I will come for you once the fort is secured.”

Jewel glanced between us, the same terrified look on her young face as when she had been lying in the muck during the Riven attack. On instinct, I took her shoulder and squeezed.

“It will be all right,” I said. “Just go.”

Her eyes stared into mine for several heartbeats, but then she nodded and turned. She walked briskly back toward the eastern gate without breaking into a run, as if remembering how many eyes were upon her…and what and who she was supposed to represent.

“How do you do that?” Roderick asked, shaking his head.

“Do what?” I asked.

“Help everyone get their shit together. You’ve always been so good at it.”

“It has nothing to do with me. It’s her—she’s tougher than she looks.”

Roderick smiled tightly and tapped my arm. “Come on, let’s get to the wall.”
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Another wave of memories crashed over me as we jogged through the portcullis into Blackreach. I had gotten to know every nook and cranny, from the keep to the inner and outer courtyard to the harbor on our left. During the war, I hadn’t actually spent that much time at Darkhold after my training, but Blackreach…

Blackreach had been home.

Overall, it was smaller than both Rivenwatch and Darkhold, but no less fortified. With an inner and outer wall protecting the keep as well as two heavy defense towers and a tall ballista tower, it would normally take even a massive army days if not weeks to punch through.

But then, that was assuming the fort was ever defended by a full garrison, which had rarely ever been the case in the fifty years since the Blackreach had been rebuilt. Since no one had ever attacked it directly—not the Harkorians, not the Chimeric Horde, not even the Riven—it had never seemed worth assigning the thousands of soldiers the fort could support.

Keeping discipline in a garrison months and then years after a war had also proven more challenging than our officers had anticipated, but they had usually managed to keep things orderly. The two hundred men who’d lived here had mostly known each other, though over time that had changed as more aspirants and armigers inevitably took the place of the older Dread Knights and paladins.

But even near the end, when I’d only recognized a handful of the remaining faces, things had never been as chaotic as they were right now. While the inner courtyard was mostly empty aside from the stables and a handful of soldiers, the outer courtyard could only be described as pure bedlam.

The White Mantle officers were attempting to organize their men into functional lines with only partial success. The main problem, as far as I could tell, was that they weren’t dealing with a unified force of men, but rather three distinct groups. Some I recognized as Condemned from Rivenwatch, while others were vassal armies likely mustered with great haste by the noble houses in the southern part of the Golden Coast. The rest were White Mantle aspirants, young boys who had likely grown up within the church and wanted to eventually become paladins.

Many of them turned to look as Roderick and I raced toward the wall. They probably wondered who in the abyss I was, since my armor wasn’t emblazoned with Aodar’s Blade or the banner of a noble house from the Coast. The vast majority of the men here—a few hundred in total—were clad in either simple brigandine or worn mail. Nearly all had spears and shields, with only the officers carrying blades.

All told, this was a far cry from the fortress’s strength from a year ago. Even though there had only been a hundred Dread Knights, we had been experienced and well-equipped, both with steel and magic. That, plus the Mantle forces, had made for a formidable defense.

While Roderick barked out orders to a few of the officers, I took a quick look around in search of the girls. I didn’t see or hear them anywhere until a cloud of brown dust puffed into the air a few yards away, as if someone had kicked a mound of dirt. I nodded in that direction, grateful for the signal. I was obviously going to have to tell Roderick about them soon, but I wanted to confirm what we were dealing with first.

He led me up the stairs onto the western wall a few minutes later. Several dozen archers were stationed behind the battlements, with more atop the towers on the northern and southern ends of the wall. Above and behind us, a crew was readying the ballista atop the high tower.

The strange mix of nostalgia and bitterness churning through me became even more intense when Roderick led me up onto the fortifications. I couldn’t even begin to count the number of times I had walked the length of this wall, or how many nights Roderick and Zaelya and I had stood here on the battlements looking out over the plains. Usually, they were completely empty.

But not tonight. The Horde army was like a roiling black mass slowly creeping toward us. No human army would have dared march at night without plenty of torchbearers or mages, but the savage species who made up the horde didn’t need light. Goblins and ogres could see better in the dark than most forest predators, and duergar, like most races of the Deep, could see perfectly.

There were a handful of torchbearers scattered among the ranks, however, enough to illuminate small areas and give a vague outline of the overall army. The sky was clear, but I almost found myself wishing for a storm, if only for the occasional flash of lightning to help us see.

I didn’t see any Dread Knights out there, though without the ability to make out individual soldiers, searching for them at this distance was a futile effort.

“Aodar’s light,” Roderick breathed, squinting as he leaned against battlements next to me. “How did the eagle riders not spot them? Or the tunnels?”

“I don’t know, but I can’t see anything from here,” I said.

Roderick reached to his belt and retrieved his spyglass, then peered through the lens. He panned it back and forth for several seconds before I saw him tense. “There,” he said. “Near the torchbearers on the eastern flank.”

He handed the spyglass to me. I held it up to my eye and tried to locate the small pockets of light scattered amongst the darkness. It was still difficult to discern many details more than a few feet from the torchbearers, but I did catch a glimpse of a dark rider moving briefly through the light. While I couldn’t see the man’s face through his helmet, he was clad in the spiked black plate armor. Emblazed upon his chest, visible only when he turned and the light caught it the right way, was the clenched-fist gauntlet of Maviroth.

“How is this possible?” I whispered. “Why are they here with the Horde?”

“The Praevost brought a bigger envoy than we expected,” Roderick replied darkly. “I told you something was wrong with them, Duncan. It’s like they’ve all lost their damn minds!”

Choking back the sudden rush of bile in my throat, I continued swinging the spyglass around the incoming army. The duergar were definitely the most numerous and the best-equipped of the soldiers, with thick heavy armor and massive shields. The ogres were interspersed among them, looking like trees amongst a sprawling bed of black shrubs. The goblins were so small and poorly equipped by comparison that they were the most difficult to see and count. But from the tiny shadows moving among the wall of shields, there were definitely a lot of them.

“Duergar and goblins working together is almost as unbelievable as seeing your people out there,” Roderick said. “The dwarves of the Deep have never fought with the Horde before.”

“But I did see them with a Dread Knight recently,” I said hoarsely.

“What? When?”

“At Hithren Dur,” I told him. “That’s what I came to Blackreach to tell everyone about. There were dwarves at the old Phylactery Tower, and we found the body of an arcanist with them. Though they were all Riv—”

I cut myself off when I saw flickers in the darkness surrounding the encroaching army. For the most part, only the torchbearers were visible, but as the flickering pockets of illumination grew closer, I got a better look at the tiny shadows flitting between the armored dwarves…and the tiny pinpricks of haunting violet light at head-level.

My blood turned to ice even as I swept the spyglass around for confirmation of my fears. The duergar may as well have been golems beneath their armor—they were so thoroughly encased in metal I wouldn’t have even known they were dwarves if not for their height and the dwarven craftsmanship. But the ogres were huge and wearing little more than tattered leather, so when they got close enough to see their pallid, corrupted skin…

“What is it?” Roderick asked, voice heavy with dread.

“They’re Riven,” I said, lowering the spyglass. “They’re all Riven…”

I could barely accept what my eyes were telling me. Seeing the Dread Knights fighting alongside the savage, murderous races of the Chimeric Horde was madness. But seeing them fight alongside Riven?

That was unthinkable.

Roderick snatched away the spyglass and took a look for himself. I watched the horror gradually spread across his features. The two of us had stood together in countless battles against the Riven before: in the Dragonscar, at Tunare, and at Canith Mir.

Yet somehow, seeing the Dread Knights out there among the enemy was even more terrifying than we’d been about to confront the last Spellbinder and his dracolich. At least then we had known who our enemies were. But now…

“How many men can you muster?” I asked hoarsely.

Roderick was still staring through the spyglass in disbelief.

“How many men can you muster?” I repeated, grabbing his arm to snap him out of it.

“A-about five hundred,” he managed. “But there’s only one cleric and two other paladins. Most of the garrison are Mantle aspirants and militia from the Coast.”

“And Condemned,” I added, glancing back over my shoulder to the small group of prisoners in the courtyard.

“We have plenty of arrows, and the eagle riders should be back any time.” Taking a heavy breath, Roderick tried to steel himself. “At least I don’t see any siege engines. The garrison may not be all that large, but we have plenty of provisions. And it’s not like they can surround the fort or the harbor, anyway.”

I snatched the spyglass away again for one last look.

“They won’t need to,” I said, setting my sights on a pair of figures moving amidst the army. Both men were clad in sleek, hooded black robes draped over thin breastplates, a style I would have instantly recognized even if I couldn’t see the heraldry of Ziskalix on the front. “They have arcanists with them.”

Roderick stiffened again. “How many?”

“Impossible to say in the dark. But we should assume they brought enough to blast through the gate if not the wall.”

I let out a long, despairing breath as I lowered the spyglass and took in the entire roiling horde as it finally came to a halt perhaps half a mile away. Thousands of Riven, mostly well-armored duergar wights, supported by a Dread Knight rider and arcanists…against perhaps five hundred young soldiers and conscripts who had probably never fought a living, breathing enemy before, let alone a Riven.

“Blow the horns again,” I said. “You should tell everyone in the village to flee.”

“And go where?” Roderick asked. “Rivenwatch is a four-day walk, and the Moors aren’t exactly safe.”

“Then get them to the ships in the harbor,” I said. “As many as you can. At least sail them to Daggerford or Lyraine while we can.”

He swore viciously under his breath. “Right. I need to—oof!”

Roderick stumbled as he turned as if he’d unexpectedly tripped over something. His brow creased as he reached for his sword, and I heard a hiss and curse. There was an abrupt flash of magic, and Kithani and Vess appeared out of nowhere on the wall behind us.

“Aodar’s light!” Roderick blurted out. “What in—?”

“Don’t,” Vess warned, lifting a finger crackling with magic. “Unless you want to try and boss your soldiers around as a toad.”

“It’s all right,” I soothed before either of them could do anything stupid. “They’re with me.”

He froze in disbelief, sword halfway out of its scabbard. The archers a few yards away from us stepped back and began to nock arrows to their bows. I shot them a warning glare, hoping I wouldn’t have to rely on Maviroth’s dread aspect to terrorize them into submission. But thankfully, they got the hint and stopped in place. Roderick, on the other hand, still looked like he was considering drawing his sword. “An elf wizard?” he gasped.

“An elf wizardess,” Vess corrected. “It’s an important distinction—makes me seem more mysterious.”

“With the arcanists out there, we could use her help,” I interjected before he could continue. Vess had apparently ditched her simple illusory disguise; her pointed ears were there for everyone to see. “She’s powerful and friendly. Usually.”

Roderick’s mouth kept opening as if he wanted to speak but couldn’t find words. His gaze eventually settled on Kithani’s half-naked body and the giant warmace at her side.

“Uh…Harkoran battle maiden,” I said.

“Duncan, what the fuck is going on?” Roderick demanded. “Who are they?”

“Comrades, that’s all that matters.” I paused. “Look, I know it’s unusual and unexpected, but you obviously need all the help you can get.”

Roderick glanced between the two women as if he couldn’t decide who was more unusual, the elf wizardess or the alleged Harkoran battle maiden who kept smiling awkwardly.

The paladin shook his head. “No, it’s too dangerous. You should get them to safety while there’s still time.”

“I agree,” Vess said, giving me a pointed look. “You should get us to safety, Duncan. And maybe yourself, while you’re at it. There’s no reason to stick around for this madness.”

“But they are Riven,” Kithani said, confused. “We must destroy them!”

Vess shook her head. “No, someone must destroy them. That someone definitely doesn’t need to be us. There’s a whole fort of soldiers who can handle the job just fine.”

Kithani frowned. “But we can help! Your magic could change the course of the battle! There are no other wizards here.”

“Did I say wizard? Sorry, I meant wizened. I have a lot of experience not fighting in stupid battles.”

“She is a powerful wizardess,” Kithani said to Roderick. “And she has battled Riven before. Her spells might destroy them before they even reach the wall!”

Roderick looked to them, then to me, then back again. “Duncan…?”

“There is no need to worry, Knight-Captain,” Kithani said before I could respond. “Your soldiers will prevail, for Aodar is with them.”

Taking a step away from us, the deva drew in a deep breath. A ripple of light washed over as she began to transform.

“What are you doing?” Vess asked.

“Giving them hope,” Kithani said. “It is a deva’s purpose.”

As she closed her eyes, her creamy white skin slowly regained its silvery sheen. Her wings sprouted from her back, drawing gasps from Roderick and every other soldier on the wall. The white feathers on the bottom seemed even brighter than normal despite the darkness…or perhaps because of it.

Her eyes reopened as she lifted herself into the air, the brilliant blue orbs twinkling like motes of starlight. She floated higher, so everyone in the fortress could see her, then lifted her free hand.

“Solos Tema!” she called out.

A wave of light washed over the walls and courtyard as if the sun had risen behind her. The cascading burst banished the shadows, yet the light wasn’t the least bit uncomfortable to look upon. On the contrary, the warm radiance emanating from her was more like a signal fire, a beacon calling men to arms.

Roderick dropped to a knee. All across the wall—and down in the courtyard—I saw other men doing the same. Soldier after soldier, row after row, all paralyzed in wonder and joy at the sight of a real deva.

“Fear not the darkness,” Kithani said. “For Aodar’s light shines upon you.”
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My fears about the chaos that would follow the sudden reappearance of a deva were swiftly banished as I watched the soldiers of Blackreach react to Kithani. Her body, sheathed in a brilliant nimbus of white light, soared back and forth across the wall until every soldier had beheld her radiant glory.

I’d heard many inspirational speeches and witnessed countless acts of valor during the war, but nothing had ever come close to inspiring men like the sight of an angel.

“By the Archons,” Vess breathed. “She’s beautiful…”

I smiled. Even my hardened cynicism was no match for Kithani’s brilliance.

“Does this mean you want to stay now?”

“No,” Vess whispered, slowly shaking her head. “But I think it means I have to.”

I smiled, but it faded the moment I shifted my gaze back out to the encroaching army of Riven…and the Dread Knights who were leading them. Bile rose in my throat when I saw a dark rider and the two arcanists near the torchbearers. I had no idea what they could possibly be thinking. Was Roderick telling the truth about them? That they had spent the last year as conquerors rather than saviors? It didn’t make any sense…

Roderick spurred his forces into action, rallying every able body he could. The haphazard lines of men in the courtyard came together in a tight formation, and the archers organized themselves into groups along each stretch of the wall. The lone White Mantle cleric remained below to recite prayers as he walked between the lines of soldiers with his censer. The other paladins assumed positions to the north and south, leaving Roderick to shout orders from the center.

Vess and I prepared ourselves at his side. She protected herself with magic armor; the invisible barrier of magic energy that was invisible yet as sturdy as the brigandine worn by most of the archers and soldiers below. I did the same, protecting us both with an additional barrier of protective magic. I then focused my attention on helping get the archers organized.

For the most part, the defenses came together better than I would have thought possible a few minutes earlier. I held out hope that this was all somehow a mistake…but I mentally prepared for the worst.

“I don’t understand,” Vess said once we were back together next to Roderick on the wall. “Are they waiting for an invitation?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Riven don’t typically stand around doing nothing. But then, they also don’t normally take orders from Dread Knights.”

Roderick braced a silver gauntlet against the crenelations. “Maybe they’ll send a messenger. Someone who could explain why they’ve all gone mad.”

I clenched my teeth as I once again lifted the spyglass to examine the enemy lines. The rows and rows of duergar were virtually motionless, though the goblins appeared to be doing something in the darkness behind them. As for the Dread Knight riders, they had positioned themselves at the rear of the enemy formation like officers. I couldn’t see them well in the darkness, but a flicker of motion near one of the torchbearers drew my attention.

One of the ogres had lifted a black flag embroidered with Maviroth’s gauntlet. All across the formation, more flags were raised. Some bore the Dread Lord’s symbol, but I spotted the heraldry of other demon lords as well. The wolf banner of Balphoren, the bloody ax of Gorgesh, the shrouded cloak of Ziskalix…this wasn’t merely an army of Riven serving a Spellbinder.

It was an army fighting for the Profane.

“They’re coming,” I whispered.

Once all the banners had been raised, the Riven began to advance. But rather than the chaotic mass of claws and bodies I had grown accustomed to during the war, they moved in a crisp, organized formation. The duergar in particular advanced with flawless discipline, shields held out and ready to create a nearly impenetrable wall of iron to protect both themselves and the smaller goblins among them. The larger ogres were easier potential targets, but they kept their distance at the rear of the formation.

“Archers at the ready!” Roderick called out. His orders were echoed by the two other paladins on our right and left, and the soldiers on the wall heeded his command, nocking arrows to their bows.

“Volleys won’t do much until they’re closer,” I warned. “Not against dwarven armor.”

“Maybe not. But I’d rather waste arrows than bodies.”

I nodded grimly, wishing I could see better. The arcanists I’d spotted earlier had disappeared into the darkness, but I knew they were the key. Without significant magical support, the duergar weren’t going to get through the wall no matter how imposing they looked.

“Draw!” Roderick shouted. All across the wall, the archers drew back their strings and took aim. “Loose!”

The first volley of arrows rained down across the Riven lines. From this distance, it was difficult to see the full impact of the bombardment, but the wall of duergar shields seemed to absorb nearly every hit. Roderick repeated the orders seconds later, and then a third time as the enemy marched within a few hundred yards. I could finally see the arrows pick off individual soldiers as well as hear the squeals of dying goblins.

“This is madness,” Vess breathed next to me. “Why are we here? Why am I here? We should leave while—”

I reached out and took her arm. I could feel her trembling through my gauntlet. Even though Kithani was still hovering over the wall to inspire the defenders, the effect seemed to be gradually waning, at least on Vess.

“We’re safe enough on the wall,” I told her, trying to strike a balance between soothing and forceful in my tone.

Vess obviously wasn’t a soldier, and I had no reason to expect her to have the discipline of one. But the harsh truth was that she may have been the most important person on this entire battlefield, Kithani included. We were going to need her magic whenever those arcanists revealed themselves…and possibly before.

“Can you blast them from here?” I asked, gesturing back over the wall with my shoulder.

She swallowed and nodded. “With a few spells, sure. But there are a lot of them, and I’d rather not exhaust myself before the battle gets going. We should probably let these White Mantle goons run out of arrows first.”

I nodded in reluctant agreement. I knew all too well the risks of overexerting your mages early in the course of a battle. Only a few of the arcanists I’d fought with in the war were as or more powerful than Vess, and even they hadn’t been able to cast spells forever. Shaping the Chaos took its toll on mind and body.

“Then hold back for now,” I said. “We’ll wait and see what…”

I trailed off when the Riven army abruptly came to a halt less than a hundred yards from the wall. Roderick sent another volley their way, and far more arrows broke through the barricade of shields. Several dozen dwarves went down, but the formations didn’t break; the others simply adjusted to close the gaps.

“Are they really just going to stand there and take it?” Vess asked in disbelief.

“No,” I murmured, shaking my head in confusion. “They must be planning something…”

Roderick called for yet another barrage. More duergar went down, and they were finally close enough that I could see their burning violet eyes when their helmets fell from their heads. The corruption from their bodies would soon seep into the very soil, which made it all the more vital for us to put them down before they got inside Blackreach.

As the archers reached for more arrows, I spotted movement in the enemy ranks behind the wall of shields. One of the ogres had picked up a goblin and was holding it inside its huge hand. I had absolutely no idea what it was doing until it reared back…

And hurled the goblin right at the fortress.

At first, I thought I might be hallucinating or downright mistaken—that instead of a goblin, the ogre had picked up a boulder or piece of lumber or anything that wasn’t completely insane. But then the squeal of the flying goblin grew louder and louder as it drew close, and my mouth dropped open as several of the archers dove out of the way just in time for the creature to soar over the wall and crash down in the courtyard.

The creature’s tiny green body exploded like an overripe melon, splattering several of the spearmen in the courtyard with blood. After the initial squish, almost nothing remained of the corpse but gore and a miasmic cloud of corrupted vapor. It was then, when the cries of surprise from the soldiers turned into mocking laughter at the seemingly pointless death of an enemy, that I realized what the enemy intended.

And that Blackreach was in deep trouble.

“Get away from it!” I shouted, turning so I could scream at the men in the courtyard. “Get away from the body! Right now!”

But it was already too late. One of the men who had been close to the blast—a teenager in a skullcap draped in mail that was far too large for him—cried out in pain and dropped to his knees. He looked as if he was going to be sick, but when his body convulsed as if it were about to retch, black veins appeared across his pale face. His dark eyes flashed, becoming tiny pinpricks of violet light.

And then he turned and skewered his nearest companion with his spear.

It only took a fraction of a second for the soldiers to respond and cut the boy down, but a wave of fear rippled through the lines as they belatedly understood the danger.

“Treemother preserve us,” Vess gasped. “This is—”

“Get down!” I warned, grabbing her shoulder and pushing her behind me as another volley of tainted goblins came hurtling toward the walls.

Half a dozen more of the goblins splattered in the courtyard, while several broke over the battlements instead. Their bodies ruptured on impact with the crenelations, spewing corruption over the archers and knocking several from the wall. No one else turned into a Riven, but between the tainted blood and miasmic vapor, it was only a matter of time.

“Aim for the ogres!” I shouted at Roderick as he looked back and forth in horror at the gore on the walls all around us. “Now!”

He met my eyes, his jaw clenched, and I saw the fiery determination I had come to respect through years of war.

“The ogres, take down the ogres!” he screamed. “Fire at will!”

But while Roderick may not have lost his nerve, many of the aspirants and conscripts had. Those who had been splattered with blood were panicking; those who hadn’t were now pointing their weapons at their former comrades, just waiting for them to turn. Further down the wall, I watched as one man pleaded for mercy before an aspirant speared him through the gut and set him tumbling down the stairs.

If we didn’t do something soon, this fight would be over almost before it began.

“You have to take out the ogres,” I said, whirling back to Vess.

“I can’t stop them all!” she protested.

“Do whatever you can! Hurry!”

Pulling herself upright, Vess stretched out her hand and pointed at one of the ogres. “Ignara Suul!”

A tiny bead of flame launched from her fingertip toward the distant lines of the enemy. I lost track of it in the darkness as it streaked toward one of the ogres, and when nothing happened, I wondered if she might have miscast the spell. But then the bead exploded, engulfing the ogre and the nearby goblins in roaring flames. The force of the explosion slammed into several duergar wights as well, knocking them from their feet and hurling them into their companions.

The ogre’s flaming body and melting flesh became a beacon in the darkness, illuminating a wide stretch of the army. Roderick pounced at the opportunity, signaling the archers to fire. With so many of them still distracted, the barrage was less concentrated and effective than before, but the volley still finished off the ogre and took out many of the nearby goblins and duergar.

Unfortunately, the light from the flames also revealed that there were far more goblins hidden among the dwarves than I’d feared. If each one became a boulder, they could completely bury the fortress in tainted gore…

“That got their attention,” Vess hissed. “Look out!”

Now exposed as the greatest threat on the battlefield, the wizardess had made herself—and us—the biggest targets. Several goblins came flying in our direction, and I was a split second from hunkering behind the battlements when another spell flashed at her fingertips.

“Muad Katros!”

Vess unleashed a barrage of shimmering arcane orbs. They split into groups as they shot over the wall, seeking out and intercepting the incoming goblins with uncanny precision. The tainted bodies exploded on impact, showering the land beyond the wall with half disintegrated guts and bones.

“Impressive,” I breathed.

“I know,” she said. “But I can’t stop them all! I’ll run out of spells long before they run out of goblins.”

Vess was right, obviously, though it seemed unlikely we’d even get to that point. A dozen more of the tainted monsters had exploded in the courtyard by now, completely scattering the once elegant lines of soldiers within. Several more men had turned and promptly been put down, as had others who probably hadn’t turned but had been killed anyway.

Kithani flew down and landed among them to help, smashing skulls with her mace and blessing those who hadn’t turned with Aodar’s power, but even the presence of a deva was no longer enough to keep the lines from dissolving into panic. Instead of falling back, the army looked as if it were scattering almost randomly, like leaves in a storm.

The forces on the wall weren’t any better off. At a glance, I guessed that only about half of the original archer lines were still functional. The rest had already broken or been killed by goblins—or their fellow soldiers.

“Just do what you can,” I said, swallowing the bitter lump in my throat. “We need to—”

“Wait!” she interrupted, pointing toward the gate. “They’re advancing!”

I followed her gesture to the center of the enemy lines where one unit of duergar—perhaps a hundred in total—were advancing toward the gate. Roderick had spotted them as well, and he called for another volley. But the wall of shields was thick, and the armor beneath even more so. It would take more than a haphazard barrage to get them down.

“I still don’t see a ram,” Vess pointed out. “What are they trying to do?”

“I’d rather not find out,” I said. “You need to take them down.”

Setting her jaw, she pointed a finger at the moving wall of shields. “Fulminaris!”

A spark of electricity buzzed at her fingertips, then arced toward the enemy when she pointed. I held my breath in anticipation of the lightning conducting through the duergar’s iron shells and roasting them inside. But a split second before the crackling bolt struck them, a slender hand popped out from within the wall of shields almost like the head of a turtle…

And the lightning dissipated away harmlessly.

“What?” I gasped.

“They counterspelled me!” Vess said, flummoxed. “There’s a mage inside the barricade! That’s what they’re hiding!”

She was wrong—there were two mages concealed inside the duergar shell. A few heartbeats later, as they approached the fortress gate, the duergar came to an abrupt halt before encircling the Dread Knight arcanists I’d lost track of earlier. In near unison, the mages stretched out their hands to project a shimmering barrier of magical force over the top of their formation in place of the duergar shields. When Roderick called for another volley, the arrows deflected harmlessly off the barrier.

“Can you counterspell them back and bring down that shield?” I asked.

Vess grimaced. “Not without time to study my spellbook. I, uh, I haven’t used that one in a while.”

“Shit,” I hissed. “Then we need to—”

“Incoming!”

A shout from one of the nearby soldiers dragged my focus back to the battle, and I looked up as another wave of goblins came hurtling toward the wall. Vess turned and unleashed another barrage of arcane missiles, picking off several squealing balls of tainted flesh before they could impact. But there were simply too many of them for her to stop, and when I saw one heading directly for us, I grabbed the wizardess and tackled her flat against the stone as the body struck the battlements, spraying blood and viscera everywhere.

I felt warm splatters on the back of my neck, and I heard the hiss of the corrupted miasma spewing from the corpse. Holding my breath, knowing how dangerous it was to inhale even a single puff of the tainted fumes, I picked Vess up in my arms and sprinted down the stairs to get her off the wall and as far from the corruption as possible.

But the courtyard didn’t offer any relief. While Kithani had gotten most of the defending soldiers to fall back closer to the inner wall, we were separated from them by a veritable field of corrupted bodies.

“Put me down!” Vess shouted. “I’m not helpless!”

“You can’t stay here,” I said as I set her down beside me at the bottom of the stairwell.

“I’ve been saying that the whole time!” Vess shouted, covering her mouth with her sleeve. “Are you finally ready to listen to reason?”

Grimacing, I looked back up at Roderick. He was madly trying to keep the archers organized, but it was a lost cause. Pulling everyone back wouldn’t accomplish much in the long term—the current garrison had no answer to goblins-as-boulders. But it would at least buy us some time to try and evacuate more people into the harbor, possibly even the soldiers…

“Captain!” I shouted up at him. “You need to—”

I was cut off when something slammed into the gate hard enough to shake the entire barbican. A low rumble shuddered through the entire courtyard, almost like a giant battering ram was trying to punch through. I braced myself for the arcanists to unleash another spell…

And then the barbican over the main gate exploded in a deafening, fiery blast. I had never seen anything like it—the massive stone archway ruptured like an overwhelmed dam, spewing stone and dust across a massive area. The archers who had been standing directly atop the barbican went flying into the air and disappeared within the cloud of debris, while most of the other men were knocked flat or sent tumbling down the stairs. I heard Roderick shout something, but I lost track of his silver armor when I shielded my eyes against the storm of tiny rocks.

The cloud of dust was so thick I could barely see anything, but I reached out to hold Vess and ensure she was all right.

“Primordial magic,” she gasped, looking in horror at the shattered wall. “That was primordial magic!”

I didn’t need to be a wizard to know she was right. I had witnessed the raw destruction of Vess’s fireballs, and I had seen the fury of Zaelya’s earth spells back at the Lucent Spire. But only primordial magic could combine two schools as one.

My first thought was wondering where the arcanists could have learned such powerful magic, but then I remembered what Crohl had told me about the Arcane Librams our two orders had discovered in the last Spellbinder’s Phylactery Tower. Apparently the Dread Knights had been experimenting with that book, after all. And only the gods knew what other powers they could have unlocked…

But there was no time to worry about it now. With the barbican obliterated, there was nothing to stop the enemy from pouring into Blackreach.

A dark roar thundered through the inner courtyard as a sea of goblin ghouls and duergar wights charged over the rubble and inside the fortress. A weak volley of arrows from the still-intact defense towers pelted the first row of enemies, killing several even through their thick armor and raised shields, but it barely slowed the dark tide. The Riven trampled their fallen brethren, and rushed toward the surviving defenders who had fallen back to the inner wall.

“Tanti Rotha!” Vess shouted, flicking her hand and sending a gooey glob of webbing toward what remained of the wall to try and ensnare the Riven pouring through. But even though we couldn’t see the arcanists through the cloud of dust, her spell once again faltered before it could impact.

“Dammit!” she hissed. “Would someone please kill them already!”

I lifted my blade as the Riven poured in, hoping I could at least bottleneck them a little bit here at the foot of the stairs below the wall. Two goblins came flying at us first, snarling like feral coyotes who hadn’t eaten in weeks. I hacked apart one as it tried to jump at my face, and I kicked the other with the tip of my boot, crushing its tiny ribcage.

A pair of duergar rushed at me next, moving together in a tight duo. Steelshade’s extra length and weight made it far more effective against shields and armor than smaller blades, and that, combined with my almost two foot height advantage over the dwarves, gave me a tremendous advantage in reach.

But then, I also had magic at my disposal. And that was even better.

“Soreth Mortis!” I called out, unleashing a necrotic blast at the first duergar. The putrid green energy feasted on the Riven’s flesh, stunning it mid-stride. A single overhead chop from my sword was enough to batter its shield aside, and I thrust the tip through the thin visor of its helmet into its eyes.

The second duergar wight came at me with its ax, hoping to catch me off guard while my sword was buried in its comrade’s brain, but I retreated up the stairs a step, getting just enough distance that its attack glanced off the scales of my jacket. I pulled the weapon free and slammed down into its arm, hoping to sever it at the joint, but its armor was far more durable than mine. Even Steelshade glanced off the heavy metal plates. I found myself wishing I could borrow Kithani’s warmace for a few minutes…

My second strike deflected off its armor as well, and my third was caught by its shield. I was about to rely on my magic again when I finally heard Vess behind me.

“Ignara Conus!”

A roaring plume of flame shot out from her fingertips, engulfing the Riven and cooking it inside its armor. It let out a horrific shriek as it toppled over and thrashed on the ground before going stiff.

“Finally decided to let me cast something,” she said from directly behind me. “But we can’t stay here!”

I nodded, bracing myself for another attack even as I quickly surveyed the area around us. The wall above us was empty and covered in corrupted miasma, and the courtyard was quickly filling with Riven. I still couldn’t find Roderick anywhere, and as for Kithani…

I couldn’t hear her from this distance, but I saw another flash of light envelop her body as she raised her warmace and cast a holy blessing upon the surviving soldiers near the inner wall. Somehow, despite the ruptured gate and crumbling morale, she had managed to rally them again. Launching herself into the air, she pointed with her mace…

And the defenders charged. The two moving walls of bodies slammed into each other with another roar. The goblins attacked with reckless abandon, thoughtlessly skewering themselves on spearhead after spearhead. But each death opened a gap for other goblins, who happily climbed over their impaled comrades and lunged at the heads of the defending soldiers, claws swiping for faces and eyes and anything else that got in their way.

The duergar wights continued to demonstrate more uncharacteristic Riven discipline; they paused long enough for the goblins to engage, then continued forward in another shielded barricade. Every few steps the shields would open long enough for the crossbowmen concealed inside to fire a volley that indiscriminately killed goblins and humans alike.

“Duncan, what do we do?” Vess asked.

“We move in,” I told her. “Stay right behind me—I’ll protect you.”

Lifting Steelshade in both hands, I leapt down the stairs and charged. I didn’t have to move far—the Riven were still pouring in through the shattered barbican, but most were now focused on the defending lines rather than the wall. I slammed into the blob’s flank, hacking down several ghouls and wights before the mass turned to confront me.

Vess stayed close behind me like I’d asked, conservatively unleashing quick bursts of flame and zaps of lightning rather than exhausting herself. I was careful not to move too far from the stairs, lest we get surrounded, and I kept a close eye out for any sign of the arcanists finally joining the skirmish…

I finally saw two hooded figures through the smoke, but not before they unleashed volleys of shimmering arcane missiles toward the wall of defenders, wounding several. But the soldiers didn’t drop—Kithani saved them with a word of healing magic, keeping them on their feet and holding the line a bit longer. I continued to push, carving my way through goblins and duergar in an attempt to break up the steady stream of reinforcements.

The arcanists finally noticed and changed targets. Another volley of missiles came streaking toward us, and I positioned myself in front of Vess to try and intercept them—

“Clypium!” she called out, conjuring a short-lived barrier directly in front of me that absorbed the missiles.

“Good work,” I said, hacking down another goblin and pushing her away from the corrupted corpse.

“I’m done with these bastards,” she snarled. “Cover me!”

I heard a loud buzz as she threw up her hands, and I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck raise as she conjured a storm of electricity. I hoped she was quick, because we were running out of space. I punched another goblin as it leapt at us, then skewered another duergar. But an entire unit had started rushing toward us, forcing us to retreat back to the steps…

Then Vess thrust out her hands and cast her spell.

“Fulminaris!”

A blinding blue flash of lightning leapt from her fingertips and burned through an entire line of ghouls and wights, roasting the goblins outright and electrocuting the duergar inside their steel shells. But the spell didn’t stop there; the lightning continued jumping back and forth from enemy to enemy as if it had a will of its own. And with a final defiant crackle, it streaked toward the arcanists lurking in the back atop the collapsed barbican.

Both mages thrust out their hands in a belated, last-second attempt to negate the spell like before. But the corrupted lightning was too powerful, too hungry. It jolted through them multiple times, burning black holes in their robes and sending them toppling down the pile of rubble and out of sight.

“Maviroth’s blood,” I gulped. “How…?”

I glanced back over my shoulder and saw Vess’s arms trembling. Energy still crackled at her fingertips, and her face had drained of color as if she were about to be sick. She had delved deeply into the Chaos to empower the spell, enough that she’d taken some of the corruption into herself.

“I’ll be fine,” she said, stumbling back to the stairs behind us and bracing herself. “Seemed like we needed some breathing room.”

She had definitely given us space. The wall of smoldering bodies she’d created in front of us had partially blocked us off from the raging mass of bodies slamming into each other in the courtyard. With Kithani supporting them, the soldiers were still holding and even gaining a bit of ground, and for whatever reason, it didn’t seem like any more Riven were trying to push through the gap in the wall. At least, not yet.

But when I looked back at Vess and saw her still breathing heavily and slouching against the steps, I realized she was anything but fine. She glanced up at the miasma at the top of the wall, then back to all the tainted Riven bodies surrounding us.

“Oh, gods,” she gasped…then collapsed onto the steps.

I was crouching over her in a heartbeat, the battle completely forgotten. She seemed like she could barely breathe. Her features kept getting more pallid by the second, and a sickening latticework of black veins began to crawl up her neck. I reached out to squeeze her hand, my heart thundering in my chest.

“Just hold on,” I said. “Fight it!”

Vess shook her head and lurched violently as if she were about to retch. Her emerald eyes went wide, the veil of defensiveness and sarcasm she’d built to protect herself crumbling. All that remained was a terrified woman who had put her faith in me…

And was about to become a banshee because of it.
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“I can’t…” Vess rasped, body convulsing. “Kill me. Before I turn!”

My stomach twisted as I looked down upon her, the woman I had asked to come here—the woman I had asked to stay and help fight. I had saved her life at Hithren Dur only to get her killed in Blackreach.

I had killed men as an act of mercy before. It was the bleak and wretched reality of Riven corruption—to die on an ally’s blade was a far more merciful fate than living on as a monster. I had put down young and old, men and women, comrades and innocents alike.

But I had never been forced to end the life of someone I had personally placed in danger…or someone I cared deeply about.

And I did care about Vess. I barely knew her; the sum of our relationship was a few flirty conversations and a shared meal. But that was all the time I’d needed to understand that she was special. I’d never met anyone who could irritate me in one moment only to bewitch me in the next. She was brilliant and beautiful and charming, and I desperately wanted to get to know her better…and to help her cure her people before they disappeared from the world altogether.

“Please,” Vess begged, squeezing my arm with the last of her strength. “While you still can.”

I shook my head. “No.”

“Duncan, please. You can’t let me—”

“You’re not going to turn,” I said, flicking off my gauntlets and putting my bare hands on her cheeks. “You’re going to live.”

Every paladin learned to heal with a touch, while every Dread Knight learned to siphon vitality from another to restore ourselves. Neither power typically interacted with corruption at all, but I wondered if there was a way to use the unexpected gift Crohl’s primordial magic had given me. With both the gnolls near Fort Danashir and the Riven in Hithren Dur, drawing upon the corrupted Chaos had given me strength rather than sicken me. It was almost as if I had been devouring it.

Well, then maybe it was time for a feast.

“Just hold on,” I told her. “Soreth Ampir!”

My hands flashed with magic, but rather than siphoning away what little of her vitality remained, I tried to focus on the corruption itself. If I could isolate and draw it out somehow…

Vess inhaled sharply, and I feared I might have accidentally harmed her. But then I felt the familiar sickening wave of corruption crash over me as if I had reached deep into the Chaos to empower a spell. The black veins on her neck receded, and color began to return to her cheeks. The fear in her eyes transformed to confusion.

“What…?” she breathed. “How…?”

I leaned upward as the nausea roiling inside me gradually transformed into an invigorating tide. Instead of feeling enervated, I felt revitalized. Strengthened. And more powerful than I’d ever been before.

“I said I’d protect you,” I whispered, leaning down to give her a soft kiss on the lips. “Now stay here. I’ll handle this.”

Vaulting back to my feet, I reached out to retrieve Steelshade. Behind us, the Riven had begun to advance again, slamming so many bodies against the fort’s defenders that they simply couldn’t hold the line. No matter how much Kithani’s magic bolstered them, no matter how many foes she crushed with her mace, there were simply too many monsters for one angel to handle.

But now she had me.

I rushed forward into the fray, leaping effortlessly over the piles of roasted bodies littering the area around the stairs. Despite the weight of my armor and sword, I felt lighter than a goblin and stronger than an ogre. It was time for both to feel my wrath.

I rushed headlong into a pack of ghouls. Steelshade carved through bone and flesh; I struck down three, five, ten goblins with quick, vicious slices, as if they were nothing more than a minor inconvenience. A wall of duergar wights came next, but even their reinforced steel was no match for my renewed strength. Earlier, my blade had struggled to pierce their heavy plate, but now it was like they had all donned tattered linens. Steelshade ripped through their pauldrons and breastplates, slaughtering them one after another.

And I was only getting started.

I carved through another unit of duergar, slicing heads from shoulders and hacking arms from torsos. Kithani, spotting me across the battlefield, cast another blessing on the soldiers to rally the survivors. They pushed forward one final time, spears and shields forming a deadly wall as they drove the Riven back. And with me driving so deeply into the enemy’s flank, there were no longer as many reinforcements to stand against her men.

But they were still in grave danger. Two of the Riven ogres had finally advanced through the shattered barbican. They picked up goblins as they moved, hurling them over the melee and into the rear of the defender’s lines. One even chucked a few goblins all the way up toward the ballista tower in an attempt to finish off the last few archers still covering the battlefield.

After cutting down yet another duergar, I focused my attention on the ogres and charged the one on the right. The towering mass of corrupted flesh picked up another goblin and threw it right at me as I approached. Pivoting to the side, I sliced the creature in half as it hurled past. A fountain of blood sprayed across my already soaked scales, and a puff of corrupted miasma flooded into my lungs. But inhaling the Rot only gave me more strength, and I vaulted straight up at the ogre and skewered it through the chest.

The beast roared in pain as it crashed down atop the rubble, but a quick twist of my blade ripped apart its innards until it fell silent. Its partner lurched forward and took a swing at me, hoping to crush me with a wild overhand chop. But I was quicker as well as stronger, and I rolled off the corpse and dodged the attack.

I was about to leap back in and strike when I caught a flash of light from the top of the damaged wall that had been connected to the barbican. A tall figure appeared in the smoke and dust, and he leapt off the edge of the wall with his sword pointed straight down. The blade flashed again the instant it struck the ogre’s corrupted flesh. The monster died with a horrific scream as the power of the White Flame seared its body and left behind a fatty, burning husk of flesh.

“Aodar take you!” Roderick hissed, wrenching his sword free. His previously pristine silver armor was battered to hell, and his face was covered in dust and soot from the exploding wall.

A few hours ago, I never would have thought I’d smile at the sight of my old friend, but I grinned in relief as I grabbed his arm and hauled him with me.

“Come on!” I said. “We aren’t done yet.”

He nodded and clenched his teeth, a determined fire in his eyes as we waded back into the fray. The Riven lines were crumbling, and with him at my side, the rest stood no chance at all. We cut them down without remorse, his blade burning with holy fire while mine blazed with unholy fury. I kept expecting more to pour through the gap behind us—there had to be hundreds more out there at least—but nothing else had come in behind the ogres. And without reinforcements, we soon reached Kithani and the wall of surviving defenders.

A raucous cheer rippled through the men surrounding the blood-splattered deva when the last Riven fell. She was still holding her mace upright, though it seemed to be taking all her effort to do so. She must have completely exhausted her spells by now and then some…

“Duncan!” she called out, beaming when she saw me. I waved her over toward the bottom of the steps where Vess was still waiting.

“Treemother’s tits,” the elf breathed, propping herself up on an arm as she glanced between me and the field of bodies. “What did you…? How did you…?”

I looked down at my hands, nearly as confused as she was about the nature of my corruption-eating power. But all that mattered was that it worked—she was alive.

“Unintended consequences,” I told her. “Are you feeling all right?”

Vess nodded distantly. “A little weak, but at least I’m not a banshee.”

I looked to Kithani. “You need to get her out of here, away from the miasma. All the way to the inner keep, maybe even the village.”

“I told you I’m fine,” Vess said. “Besides, there could be more—”

“It’s still dangerous for anyone to linger around all this corruption,” I told her. “The power worked once, but there’s no guarantee it will again. You need to fall back. Everyone needs to fall back.”

“What about you?” Kithani asked.

“There’s at least one Dread Knight still out there,” I said, looking at the wall. “And plenty more Riven, too. I’m going to try and figure out what the hell is going on, then I’ll join you.”

I gave Roderick a hard look. From the way he was clutching at his left arm, he might have been more injured than I’d realized. But he was having trouble taking his eyes off Kithani.

“Aodar finally sent us a deva,” he breathed. “I can’t believe it…”

“Believe it later,” I said. “Now go!”

It took another few heartbeats, but they finally listened. Kithani swept Vess up into her arms, then lifted in the air and flew up and over the battlefield. Roderick rushed toward the surviving defenders and bade them to follow him to the inner gate.

Leaving me alone.

I took in another deep breath of the miasma, allowing its tainted power to flood into my veins. The fire blazing inside me yearned for more, and I almost wanted another wave of Riven to come pouring in through the hole in the wall. I would kill them all myself if I had to. I felt nearly invincible.

But when I did finally see movement through the haze of smoke and debris, it wasn’t another army of goblins and duergar, but a single human man in black plate armor. The heraldry of the Dread Knights was emblazoned on the front of the man’s breastplate, and he carried a huge greatsword which was still slung crossways over his back.

From across the darkened battlefield, I hadn’t been able to discern any details about the dark rider in the distance aside from his armor. But up close, I no longer had any doubts about the man’s identity. The Dread Knight leading the horde wasn’t merely a Tribune or even a Legate.

It was Praevost Laricath.

“Sir?” I blurted out, almost too stunned to even speak. “What is happening? What is the meaning of this?”

The Praevost continued forward, trampling the rocks and bodies beneath him, until he was standing a dozen yards away. I couldn’t see anything behind the visor of his helmet; it was all a black void, as if I were standing before an animated suit of armor rather than a man.

I squeezed the handle of my sword tighter, preparing myself to attack. For several long, silent seconds, the Praevost remained perfectly still, his dark cloak fluttering as an ill wind swept across the courtyard. And then, almost mechanically, he lifted his right gauntlet, the Fist of Maviroth. Eerie green energy began to swirl around the unholy artifact as he squeezed his hand into a fist…

“Tollare Mortis!”

The Word of Power seemed to shudder across the entire fortress. The air hissed, the ground rumbled beneath my feet, and I had to widen my stance to keep from falling over. I had no idea what was happening…until I heard the groans of the dead soldiers behind me.

My jaw dropped open in horror as the defenders of Blackreach began to lurch back to their feet. Most of them had been fortunate enough to fall before they turned, but apparently even death couldn’t save them from the corruption. Their skin went pallid, and their eyes blazed violet as the Rot took hold of their bodies and twisted them into abominations.

“The Dread Knights destroy the Riven!” I hissed. “We don’t create them!”

Whipping back around to face the Praevost, I snarled and charged. Thanks to the corruption still empowering me, I covered the distance between us in one second flat. I brought Steelshade around in a sweeping arc, hoping the Praevost wouldn’t be able to draw his blade in time to defend himself.

He didn’t. He simply raised his gauntlet instead.

Sparks flashed between the armor and the blade, but unlike with the duergar, my weapon couldn’t break through. Laricath twisted the gauntlet to the side just as I struck, sending me stumbling awkwardly toward him when he redirected the momentum of the blow. He moved with a speed I didn’t think possible, backhanding me with the same gauntlet and sending my body soaring through the air.

I was lucky he didn’t shatter my jaw; luckier still I didn’t lose consciousness. I hit the ground so hard the wind rushed out of my lungs, and Steelshade clattered out of my grip. The magical ward I’d protected myself with earlier collapsed as I desperately tried to suck in new breaths. If the Praevost charged me while I was stunned…

But he didn’t, and neither did any of his Riven.

I managed to roll over when I heard his boots crunching toward me, and I reached to try and fetch my sword only to find it had landed several yards out of reach. Swearing under my breath, I turned and prepared to defend myself—

“Keene.”

The Praevost’s voice was as dark and pitiless as ever, but he still didn’t attack. He loomed over me, face still invisible behind the thin visor of his helmet.

“What are you doing, sir?” I demanded, turning to see the horde of Riven he’d created standing there stiffly awaiting his command.

“The Dread Lord calls to us. Yet you cannot hear it.”

I froze. It was a statement, not a question. The Praevost finally unsheathed his sword, but not to strike. When he pointed the tip at me, a surge of dark magic rippled across the blade. I winced in anticipation…

But nothing happened.

“What have you done?” Laricath asked. “How have you broken the Covenant?”

“The Covenant?” I gasped. “But how…?”

I trailed off as my thoughts flashed to the arcanist we’d found at Hithren Dur, a man who had likely been serving at the Sunless Keep. But aside from acting as sentinels to prevent infestations in the Deep, the whole point of the underground fortress was to grant older Dread Knights a worthy death before the Covenant claimed them. Druids before they became beasts, arcanists before they went insane…and Dread Knights before they became Maviroth’s pawns.

How could the order have allowed Laricath to turn? If he had ever been that close to succumbing, someone should have put him down. And even if they hadn’t, there was no way he could have single-handedly taken control of the order or done even a fraction of what Roderick had claimed the Dread Knight’s had been doing in the Western Fold and Wending White.

“The Dread Lord’s blood,” the Praevost said. “It no longer flows within you. How can this be?”

I swallowed heavily. He was right—there was no escape from the Covenant. Had Crohl’s cleansing magic somehow purified me? Was that why I could feed on corruption rather than be turned by it?

Primordial magic isn’t dangerous solely because it requires so much power to cast, Crohl had said. There are always unintended consequences.

“If you will not serve,” the Praevost said. “Then you will die.”

Gripping his blade in both hands, Laricath chopped straight down at me with his sword…but I was already tumbling away. I retrieved Steelshade as I rolled, and when I leapt back to my feet, I half expected the entire horde of Riven to come charging at me. But they were still standing there motionless as the Praevost lunged toward me, apparently intent on striking me down himself.

I parried his first attack blade to blade, and the next just as easily. Laricath was the most experienced Dread Knight in the order, possibly in the organization’s history, but I was half his age. I attacked swiftly and brutally, slipping beneath his guard and striking at his breastplate. But again, his armor easily repelled the attack. I simply wasn’t going to be able to defeat him with brute force alone.

I quickly adjusted and fell back on the defensive, focusing on parrying his strikes and keeping solid footing as he drove me further into the courtyard. Then, when I ducked below a heavy swipe, I shoved the tapered tip of my sword into the tiny gap in his left underarm. The Praevost cried out as Steelshade finally tasted flesh, but he lurched backward so quickly I couldn’t drive the blade in very deep. He retaliated with a heavy overhand chop, which I raised my weapon to intercept—

Only to watch in horror as his sword cut Steelshade in half.

I stumbled and fell from the sheer force of the impact, and I found myself holding the broken remnants of one of the finest swords forged in Ikibris during the past decade.

“Shit,” I hissed, throwing the useless handle aside as Laricath chopped down at me again. I rolled, desperate to get away, my eyes sweeping the nearby area in search of a weapon—any weapon—I could use to defend myself. But I was too far from the field of bodies, and half of them had stood back up…

I finally found a discarded spear, and I picked it up right as the Praevost pressed his attack. But the tip wasn’t nearly sharp enough to penetrate his armor even when I slipped beneath his guard, and his blade came around once again to shatter the weapon in half. This time, I couldn’t roll away before his blade clipped my right leg, drawing a wicked gash across the back of my knee. As I reeled in pain, he struck me in the chest with his gauntlet, sending me flying backward again.

My scales barely diminished the impact of the blow. I couldn’t breathe; I could hardly think. And my leg burned like it had been dipped in molten lava. I grimaced and looked up, expecting him to press the attack…

But his attention was no longer focused on me.

Across the courtyard, another figure had appeared within the noxious haze of smoke and corruption. He approached from the direction of the keep, a tall but slightly hunched man that appeared to be walking with a limp. For a heartbeat, I thought that Roderick might have returned despite my orders, but while Aodar’s Blade was emblazoned upon the newcomer’s breastplate, he wasn’t wearing a White Mantle tabard, tattered or otherwise.

“I tried to warn you, old friend,” the figure said. The newcomer’s silhouette remained hazy in the miasma, but the familiar sound of his soft, weathered voice made my breath catch in my throat. And when I finally saw the sword he was carrying—an Amarian steel blade with a golden hilt—my jaw dropped open.

“You sacrificed too much,” Andrel Crohl said. “And the Profane will never let you go.”

Standing fully upright, the Praevost took a step forward. But rather than rush forward to engage, Laricath simply raised his left hand and pointed. A dozen of the wights and ghouls he had just raised turned and rushed at Crohl.

But the old paladin barely seemed to notice them. His old grey eyes remained fastened on the Praevost, even as the Riven moved within arms reach. I started to call out and warn him about the coming attack…

But then, almost casually, he lifted his free hand. A radiant nimbus of pure white light erupted from his body and washed over the Riven—

And obliterated each and every one of them.

Those nearest to him were vaporized outright, burning away into tiny piles of ash without so much as a scream. The ones farther away shrieked as their bodies dissolved, leaving behind nothing but empty suits of brigandine and chain.

“You and I just won this world back from the Riven,” Crohl said, slowly drawing Sacrothyr from its sheath. “I will not allow the Profane to desecrate it.”

The Praevost snarled beneath his helmet. Lifting his blade in a half salute, he rushed forward.

Their weapons clashed with a deafening ring. They pushed against one another, blades sparking as steel scraped against steel, each man looking deep into the other’s eyes. They were nearly the same height, build, and age, yet somehow the Praevost seemed so much taller and more powerful, as if he were an ogre trying to crush a mere man.

Laricath launched a relentless offensive, striking with wide, driving sweeps to try and overpower the old paladin. For the first several heartbeats, I feared he might succeed. Crohl’s feet were slow and unsteady, and he only seemed capable of defending himself with short, languid motions, almost as if he were fighting underwater. Yet somehow, Sacrothyr was always there to parry each strike, and I belatedly realized Crohl wasn’t weak at all. He didn’t need to move quickly because he knew exactly where his foe was going to strike.

This wasn’t an ogre fighting a man. This was an apprentice fighting a master.

During his relentless onslaught, the Praevost soon overextended himself. Crohl parried an overhead strike, then effortlessly rolled to his left and slashed across Laricath’s body and the armor Steelshade had been unable to penetrate.

But to Sacrothyr, the reinforced steel may as well have been dried parchment. The holy avenger sliced through Laricath’s helmet and breastplate, leaving behind a glowing, smoldering scar like a fault line about to overflow with lava. The Praevost cried out as he lurched backward and fell to a knee, and he violently ripped off his now useless helmet.

The disfigured face beneath was familiar, and his skin showed no signs of Riven corruption. But the cloudy eyes I’d last seen at Canith Mir had been replaced by two inky black voids of nothingness. They were no longer the eyes of a man…but of a demon.

“By the Archons, what have you done?” Crohl breathed, looking mortified at the sight of his lifelong rival and comrade-in-arms.

Laricath clawed at the burning line on his face. “I have saved us from irrelevance,” he snarled.

“By becoming the masters of the Riven? Have you gone completely mad?”

“They are a tool, nothing more.” The Praevost snarled and raised his weapon as he rose back to his feet. “Our sacrifice will not be forgotten! We will not fade into oblivion!”

Crohl shook his head. “The Libram…we should have destroyed them. We should have—”

“Master Andrel!”

He froze and turned at the unexpected sound of beating wings. Kithani came flying through the miasma and landed next to me.

“Duncan!” she called out, leaning down over me. She whispered a word of healing magic, but her hands didn’t glow. She must have been completely tapped from the battle…

“What is this?” the Praevost asked, his black eyes fixating on Kithani.

“Proof that Aodar has not abandoned us,” Crohl said. “He has sent us his servant to help restore the world.”

Laricath shook his head. “No,” he rasped, a dark smile pulling at his lip. “That is no angel…”

“I am a servant of Aodar, fiend!” Kithani said defiantly. She gave me a regretful look as her magic failed, but she raised her warmace instead. “Surrender, or burn in his holy light!”

“Why would I yield,” the Praevost said, raising the Fist of Maviroth, “when my reinforcements have just arrived?”

“I will—ahhh!”

Kithani screamed and dropped to her knees. Her wings shot outward and hands clutched at her head as if it was about to explode. Gritting my teeth, the pain in my wounded leg suddenly forgotten, I pulled myself up and stumbled over to her.

“Kithani!” I called out, reaching for her arm.

“Stay back!” she warned. “I can’t…I can’t…”

She screamed and shoved me away. I fell backward, unable to stay upright when a fresh spike of pain lanced through my leg. When I looked back at her face, I saw that her glowing blue eyes had turned solid black…but the transformation wasn’t stopping there. The white feathers at the bottom of her wings were slowly turning black as well, and her silvery skin was changing to blood red.

“No!” Crohl roared. “Stop this madness!”

“Always so righteous…always such a hypocrite,” the Praevost said. “You dare lecture me about recklessness when you also used a Libram? Wasn’t your benevolent god enough to save you? Or did you also realize you had to take fate into your own hands if you were to survive?”

Kithani screamed again. A demonic tail sprouted from beneath her loincloth, and even her fingernails began to turn black.

“You will not have her!” Crohl screamed so loudly it seemed to shake the ground beneath our feet. Raising Sacrothyr, he lashed out at the Praevost. Laricath narrowly deflected the attack with his own blade, and was instantly driven back on the defensive. Crohl struck harder and faster than I would have thought possible, his blade battering Laricath and carving more fiery lines across his black armor. It was all the Praevost could do to survive.

But the more Crohl moved, the more his aging body betrayed him. He kept up the pressure even when he stumbled between his furious blows, but the Praevost continued to retreat further each time. Eventually Crohl had to leapt forward for their weapons to clash, and amidst the roars of exertions and sparks of clashing steel, his right leg buckled. When he half slumped to the ground, Laricath twisted their joined blades to the side, then let go with his right gauntlet. A spiked blade emerged from between the steel fingers…and he drove it through Crohl’s chest.

The old paladin’s eyes shot wide, and he clenched his teeth in a desperate attempt to stay upright. But the wound was too deep, and his strength was already draining. When he tried to raise his blade for a final strike, his fingers could no longer hold the handle. Sacrothyr slipped out his hands and soared through the air…

And landed right next to me.

Time seemed to come to a halt as the sword lay there in the bloodied dirt, the golden runes on the blade fading into darkness. I remembered what had happened when I’d tried to touch it in the cabin, and I recalled countless fables about the legendary Radiant Blade. Sacrothyr, the weapon forged by the Hand of Aodar himself, judged the very soul of those who dared to try and wield it. The unworthy were scalded with pain; the wicked were punished with death.

And here I was, an almost literal fount of corruption. I had drained it from Vess; I had drained more from the miasma. And no matter what had happened to the others, I was still a Dread Knight. If anyone should have been afraid of the Radiant Blade, it was me.

But as Crohl slumped to the ground and the Praevost redirected his attention back to us, I knew there was no choice. Gritting my teeth, bracing myself for the inevitable burn from the sanctified sword, I reached out and grabbed the handle—

Only to find there was no pain at all.

I stared down at Sacrothyr as I brought myself upright, the wound in my leg abruptly forgotten. The weapon seemed far lighter than it should have, to the point I could swing it as easily as an arming sword, even with one hand. Stranger still, the holy runes meticulously etched into the Amarian steel began to glow one after another, as if the sword had reawakened.

“The White Flame cannot save you,” the Praevost said, lurching forward with his blade in hand. “The Covenant cannot be broken!”

Raising Sacrothyr high, I charged into battle one last time. Laricath was ready for me, raising his gauntlet to deflect my blow and leaving his sword arm free for a counterattack. His black eyes seemed to smolder as I swept Sacrothyr down…

And cleaved the Fist of Maviroth from his body.

The Praevost let out a hellish scream that echoed across the fortress. He gaped down at his severed hand, expecting to see blood. But the holy blade had cauterized the wound, leaving behind a smoldering stump.

“No!” he snarled, voice bristling with demonic fury. “Impossible…”

His pain turned to rage, and he lashed out with a wild, one-handed sweep of his blade. I easily sidestepped the attack, then kicked him backward and unleashed my own onslaught. I slashed down at him over and over, battering his crumbling defenses until I finally knocked his blade aside and drove Sacrothyr through one of the smoldering gaps in his breastplate.

The Praevost fell to his knees, blood frothing over his lips. As the life ebbed out of him, the demonic black in his eyes seemed to recede for just a moment.

“Keene…” he gurgled. “You must…save the others. Before…he claims them all…”

He drew a final breath…and then the body inside the armor burst into brilliant white flames. I pulled Sacrothyr free, leaving behind nothing more than a smoldering husk of damaged black armor.

I stumbled away, a spike of pain in my leg knocking me over as I twisted around to Crohl. Kithani had crawled over to him. Without the gauntlet bombarding her with Profane energy, her skin had returned to its silvery sheen, and her blue eyes were filled with tears as she held her hand over the old paladin’s bloody armor.

“Always remember,” Crohl rasped, stretching his hand up to touch her cheek, “you are the last deva. Sent by Aodar…to restore the world…and redeem its people.”

Kithani shook her head. “Master Andrel, I—”

“And with a paladin at your side,” Crohl said, “you cannot fail.”

He smiled up at her one last time before his hand slipped from her face. Sobbing, Kithani collapsed on top of him, her wings shrinking behind her. I choked back the lump in my throat as I looked down at the sword still held tightly in my hand.

The golden runes blazed around my fingers, and its warmth infused my entire body. I didn’t understand why Sacrothyr had chosen me, but as I swept my gaze around the corrupted battlefield, I made myself a promise.

I would prove myself worthy of wielding it. And I would restore the world it had been forged to save.


Epilogue 



“They’ll throw him a parade in Stormcrest,” Roderick said as the small procession of guards carried the gilded casket through the village. “The Grand Cleric and Lord Marshal may have tried to move on, but the people haven’t. Crohl is the man with the statue. He’ll always be the hero of Canith Mir…the man who won the war against the Riven.”

The first war, I corrected darkly to myself, wondering how many more of the corrupted monsters were still out there. Had the Praevost turned every creature in the Cauldron? Had the Dread Knights mobilized every duergar city in the Deep? I almost didn’t want to know.

“You can’t abandon this place,” I told him. “Without it, there’s nothing to protect the Moors.”

“I know,” Roderick said. “And I’ll do everything I can to convince Tynolde to send more men. Even if we stay out of the outer courtyard, we can still hold the keep and the harbor. Assuming we can convince more supply ships to come…”

I nodded grimly as the procession moved past us. Two days after the battle, Blackreach’s outer courtyard remained a tainted mess. The bodies and their equipment had been burned, but otherwise the survivors had kept their distance from the corruption. Only one other man had turned and been put down since the fighting ended, which was nothing short of a miracle under the circumstances.

The few remaining Riven had either vanished into the Harkoran Plains or advanced toward the inner wall and been cut down by arrows. Without the Dread Knights to support and control them, they had reverted to a disorganized mass of monsters rather than a disciplined force of soldiers.

But the future of Blackreach was still very much uncertain. After years of growth, the village was now emptying out, with most planning to leave via ship and others willing to brave the risks of the Moors and travel to Rivenwatch. The surviving soldiers were planning to leave as well. They would accompany Roderick and Lady Confessor Jewel on their journey east.

“It would certainly help my cause if I brought a deva back to Rivenwatch with me,” Roderick said, smiling as he looked up into the air at Kithani. She was currently hovering off to the side of the procession to watch over Crohl. Virtually every man, woman, and child in Blackreach had been prostrating themselves before her since the battle had ended. Despite the carnage, despite the lingering taint and near destruction of the fortress, everyone still took her arrival as a sign from Aodar.

“I’m sure it would,” I said. “But that’s not going to happen, at least not for a while.”

I felt his eyes on the side of my face. “Still intent on heading to Darkhold?”

“I have to,” I said. “The Praevost made it sound like they hadn’t all surrendered to the Covenant. Maybe there’s something I can do for them.”

“And maybe you can find Zaelya.”

I nodded and swallowed. “She wasn’t here with them. Neither were any of the other Bloodletters.”

“I hope you find her,” Roderick said, putting his gauntlet on my shoulder. “I spent most of this year missing both of you.”

“I spent most of the year hating you.”

He chuckled. “With good reason. If the situation had been reversed, I don’t know what I would have believed. And after a year in the Condemned…”

After the procession had passed, the Lady Confessor turned and looked back over her shoulder at me. I no longer noticed any malice in her eyes. If anything, I saw the opposite. The fact that I was traveling with a deva and carrying Sacrothyr had changed her perception of me in a heartbeat. I almost wished I could accompany them to Rivenwatch just to spend a little time getting to know her better.

“Carrying that sword won’t make it easy for you to get back into Darkhold,” Roderick said, nodding toward the blade slung across my back.

“They have bigger problems to deal with,” I said. “Honestly, I’d be just as worried walking into Rivenwatch with it. What are the odds the White Mantle tolerates a Dread Knight wielding the blade forged by the Hand of Aodar?”

“Not great,” he conceded. “I admit, I’m not sure how I feel about it, either. Maybe I should take it off your hands…”

He grinned, and I laughed despite myself. There were plenty of paladins in his order who actually would fight to take it away from me. Most of them, in fact. It would almost be worth walking up to Rivenwatch to see the look on Lord Marshal Tynolde’s face.

“What about her?” Roderick asked, nodding across the village to Vess as she emerged from the inn. The wind was blowing her long auburn hair everywhere. A exotic blue owl was perched upon the roof behind her, watching her with his giant yellow eyes.

Vess had recovered fine after the battle, thank the Archons, and she smiled when she saw me.

“I owe her a favor,” I said. “It’s a long story.”

He grunted. “An angel, an elf wizardess…I’m fairly certain I’ve seen Jewel throwing you glances as well. What is it with you and women?”

I shrugged. “Probably all the scars.”

“I have scars.”

“Not visible ones. That baby face isn’t doing you any favors.”

Roderick gave me a sour look. “Guess I should grow a beard.”

“Can you?”

“That’s hardly the point,” he muttered, scratching at the rather pathetic multi-day stubble on his chin. “Anyway, are you certain you can trust the wizardess?”

I shrugged. “You tell me—you’re the paladin.”

“Are you sure?” he asked, eyeing the sword on my back.

With a snort, I clapped him on the shoulder. “Good luck in Rivenwatch. I’ll send word the moment I learn anything about what’s going on out there.”

“I’ll be waiting,” Roderick said, giving me a final smile before he strode away to join Jewel and the other soldiers.

Vess came over a few moments later, pushing the hair out of her eyes as she turned to look at Roderick and his newly polished armor.

“I hope they make it,” she said. “It’s a long road to Rivenwatch.”

“They’ll manage,” I said. “I’m more worried about the reception when they arrive. There are going to be a lot of questions…and difficult conversations.”

She eyed the soldiers for another few heartbeats, then turned to face me. “You know, I still haven’t thanked you for what you did for me.”

“You mean dragging you into a battle that almost got you killed?”

“I mean saving my life,” Vess said. “I really thought…well…”

“Pretty sure you already saved mine and many others. And you’ll get even more chances if you stick around.”

“I’m not going anywhere. Not until you show me more about this cure.”

I grinned. “Threatening to leave when you get what you want…that doesn’t give me much incentive to help.”

Vess smiled. “Paladins don’t need incentives to help people.”

“I’m not a—”

“Shut up,” she said. Her emerald eyes glimmered, and she rose up on her toes and brought her lips to mine. They were soft and warm, and when the tip of her tongue touched mine, I tasted the promise of more.

Much more.

“There,” Vess whispered, pulling back. “Don’t want to make your angel jealous.”

I smiled up at Kithani in all her radiant glory.

“You heard her back in the Moors,” I said. “I don’t think she gets jealous.”

“All girls get jealous. Some just lie about it better than others.”

Vess gave me a wry smile, and I almost reached down to pick her up and kiss her more deeply. But then she abruptly reached out and held her delicate hand and long fingernails a few inches from the handle of my sword.

“Sacrothyr,” she said. “If you’d asked me a few days ago, I wouldn’t have been sure if this was even real.”

“It’s real,” I said. “I’m still not certain why it chose me, but I intend to prove myself worthy of wielding it, whatever it takes.”

“I think you already are. Isn’t that the whole point?”

“Better to be sure.”

Vess snickered. “I’ll take your word for it. Boys and their blades…”

She sidled up to me, and her fingers slipped effortlessly into mine.

“You still want to leave for Darkhold soon?” she asked.

“First thing in the morning,” I told her. “But I’m debating if we should go to the Moors first. Kithani wants to return to Crohl’s cabin.”

Vess nodded as she looked up at the deva. “You think she’ll be all right after all this?”

I nodded. Two days later, I could still see the sorrow on Kithani’s innocent face.

“She will be,” I said.

“Despite the fact she’s secretly a demon?”

“She’s not a demon. The past doesn’t matter. None of us are what we used to be. And all of us have the potential to be something greater.”

Vess arched an eyebrow at me. “What does that mean?”

“Just something a man told me once,” I said. “And he was right.”

Taking a deep breath, I squeezed her hand. “Come on, let’s head inside. I’ll buy you a drink.”

To Be Continued
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Sarah Hawke is a prolific writer of male-oriented fantasy and space opera harems, including her best-selling “Seraph Universe” series Wings of the Seraph, Shadow of the Seraph, and The Lost Fleet.

Her older books include several sub-genres, including fantasy erotica (The Amazon’s Pledge, The Amazon’s Vengeance, and the Blade of Highwind), darker bondage fantasies featuring drow elves (Web of the Spider Queen, Wrath of the Spider Queen), and more traditional epic fantasy with adult scenes (War of the White Throne).

Sarah lives in New England with her three cats and a display case filled with dragons and Star Trek ship ornaments.
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Vess
Medium Humanoid (EIf), Chaotic Good

Armor Class 15 (mage armor)
Hit Points 37 (7d6 + 7)
Speed 30ft.

STR DEX CON INT wis CHA
9(1) 15(+2) 12(+1) 20(+5) 13(+1) 15(+2)

Saving Throws Int +8, Wis +4

Skills Arcana +8, Deception +5, History +8, Investigation +8,
Perception +4

Senses darkvision 60 ft., Passive Perception 11

Languages Common (Ikibrian), Dwarven, Elven, Orcish
Proficiency Bonus +3

Arcane Recovery. Once per day when Vess finishes a short
rest, she can choose expended spell slots to recover up to a
combined level of 4, and none of the slots can be 6th level
or higher.

Fey Ancestry. Vess has advantage on saving throws against
being charmed, and magic can’t put her to sleep.

Fey Touched. Vess can cast comprehend languages and misty
step without expending spell slots once per long rest.

Sculpt Spells. When Vess casts an evocation spell that
affects other creatures that she can see, she can choose a
number of them equal to 1 + the spell’s level. The chosen
creatures automatically succeed on their saving throws
against the spell, and they take no damage if they would
normally take half damage on a successful save.

Spellcasting. Vess's spellcasting ability is Intelligence (spell
save DC 15). She can cast the following spells:

At will: firebolt, light, lightning lure, mage hand.

15t level (4 slots): burning hands, mage armor, magic missile,
shield, unseen servant.

2" level (3 slots): hold person, invisibility, web.
3 level (3 slots): glyph of warding, fireball, lightning bolt.
4t level (1 slots): banishment.

Actions
Dagger. Melee Weapon Attack: +5 to hit, reach 5 ft., one
target. Hit: 5 (1d4 + 2) piercing damage.

Firebolt. Ranged Spell Attack: +8 to hit, range 120 ft., one
target. Hit: 11 (2d10) fire damage.
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The Pantheon

Most religions trace their origins back to the Cleaving of
Creation, where Aodar and Naryssa sundered their divine
marriage and split the Primordial Chaos. Aodar now leads
the Archons, while Naryssa is the uncontested ruler of the
Profane.

The Archons

The Archons are revered as the benevolent gods of Ikibris.

Through their followers, they fight to cleanse the world of

Riven corruption, and they wage unceasing war against the
Profane and the demon spawn of the Abyss.

Aodar

Sorceress to spare them from the Blighting during
pregnancy.

Tahleen

Nicknames: The White Flame
Domains: Creation, Healing,
Purity, Redemption, Vengeance
Visage: A male human in silver

plate armor with flaming angelic
wings and a closed helm

Worshipers: Humans, the White
Mantle

Aodar is the leader of the Archons and the patron god of
humanity. Though greatly weakened by the Invocation, he is
still widely considered the most powerful deity in the
pantheon.

Kozarin

Nicknames: The Unbroken

Domains: Duty, Protection,
Stone, Stability

Visage: A male dwarf clad in
armor

Worshipers: Dwarves,
guardians, soldiers

Kozarin is the patron god of the dwarves. A stalwart warrior,
he protects the dwarven kingdom of Angar Thuul, the only
nation in the known world not to fall to Riven corruption.
Kozarin fears and reviles arcane magic and considers Ziskalix
his greatest foe.

Selura

Nicknames: The Sanguine
Sorceress, The Martyred Mother
Domains: Blood, Martyrdom,
Motherhood, Vigor

Visage: A female human with
angelic wings and blood running
from her eyes

Worshipers: Healers, midwives,
mothers

Selura is the daughter of Aodar and Naryssa and twin sister
of Siriona. The clergy of Selura is especially revered by
women and mothers, who offer prayers to the Sanguine

Nicknames: The Treemother

Domains: Forests, Life,
Renewal

Visage: A dryad

Worshipers: Apothecaries, the
Tahari elves, healers, rangers

Tahleen is the patron god of
the Tahari elves, who believe
she spared them from the corruption that consumed the
Immortal Court. She fights tirelessly against Naryssa,
believing she can one day win back the loyalty of the dark
elves who betrayed their surface kin.

The Profane

The Profane are the dark gods of Ikibris forged by the
Demon Queen Naryssa during the Cleaving of Creation.
They share their dark gifts with mortals through Profane
Covenants, blood pacts that offer tremendous power in
exchange for future sacrifices.

Balphoren

Nicknames: The Beast Lord

Domains: Hunting, Lycanthropy,
Strength, Survival

Visage: A werewolf

Worshipers: Druids,
lycanthropes, minotaur, hunters

The most savage and feral of the

Profane, Balphoren is the lord of lycanthropy and a firm
believer in survival of the fittest. His Profane Covenant
grants worshippers the ability to take the form of powerful
beasts, but they eventually lose themselves to the call and
will one day join his feral pack forever.

Gorgesh

Nicknames: The Lord of
Slaughter

Domains: Brutality, Conquest,
Slaughter, War

Visage: Red-skinned male orc
adorned with skulls

Worshipers: Savage humanoids,
especially gnolls and orcs

The patron god of gnolls and orcs, Gorgesh commands his
followers to wage never-ending war against the weak and
civilized. His Profane Covenant offers untold strength...but
only until another, worthier servant comes along to take
their place.
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Maviroth

Nicknames: The Dread Lord
Domains: Domination, Fear,
Ruthlessness, Victory

Visage: A dark rider clad in black
armor

Worshipers: The Dread Knights,
soldiers

Maviroth is the pitiless demon lord of domination and
victory. Unlike Gorgesh, who revels in wanton slaughter, the
Dread Lord commands his followers to both outmaneuver
and overpower their enemies. Maviroth's Covenant offers
power and protection, but his followers know that one day
they shall find the light of the world blinding and be forced
to return into the Deep. There the Dread Lord shall claim
them as the eternal servants in his unholy army.

Naryssa

Nicknames: The Demon Queen,
the Many-Eyed Mother

Domains: Chaos, Demons,
Slavery

Visage: A female human with
blade-like spines emerging from
her back

Worshipers: Dark elves,
diabolists, mentalists

The wife of Aodar who imbued mortals with the ability to
sin, Naryssa is the undisputed leader of the Profane. She is
the patron of the dark elves, whom she spared from the
Blighting in exchange for their eternal servitude. Her
Profane Covenant offers protection from the Riven
corruption, but the firstborn child of every Nareeshi woman
is a half-demon abomination.

Raktos

Nicknames: The Risen Reaver

Domains: Death, Plagues,
Snakes, Strife, Undeath
Visage: A skeletal mage with
snakes in its ribcage

Worshipers: Necromancers

Raktos is the lord of death and
decomposition. He has few mortal worshipers, aside from
those who wish to master shadow magic and transcend
death. He is often blamed as the chief architect of the Riven
corruption, though most blame mortal folly for the
Invocation rather than overt divine influence.

Siriona

Nicknames: The Scarlet

Scourge

Domains: lllusions, Lust, Pain,

Pleasure

Visage: A succubus with red

skin, black wings, and a barbed )
whip

Worshipers: Hedonists, sadists,

and torturers

Siriona is the daughter of Aodar and Naryssa and the twin
sister of Selura. She followed her mother into the Abyss
during the Cleaving of Creation. As the first succubus, she is
the ultimate temptress, offering mortals pleasures beyond
their wildest imagination. In return, she slowly saps their
strength, leaving them little more than empty husks doomed
to wallow in the Abyss for all eternity.

Ziskalix

Nicknames: The Unknowable

Domains: Forbidden
Knowledge, Magic, Temptation

Visage: Robed human with a
mask holding a locked book

Worshipers: Arcanists, sages,

Ziskalix is the lord of forbidden
knowledge, who constantly
tempts his followers with dark secrets. Though who agree to
his Profane Covenant are given power and knowledge it
would normally take years or even decades to acquire, but
they are inevitably driven to madness.
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Duncan Keene, Dread Knight

Medium humanoid, lawful neutral

Armor Class 16 (scale armor)
Hit Points 60 (7d10 + 14)

Speed 30ft.
STR DEX CON INT wis CHA
18(+4) 14(+2) 15(+2) 10(+0) 13(+1) 15(+2)

Saving Throws Wis +4, Cha +5

Skills Athletics +7, Insight +4, intimidation +5, Persuasion +5,
Religion +3

Proficiencies Vehicles (Land)

Condition Immunities Diseases

Damage Resistances poison

Senses Passive Perception 11

Languages Common (Ikibrian), Elvish

Proficiency Bonus +3

Great Weapon Fighting. When Duncanrollsa 1 or 2 ona
damage die for an attack he makes with a melee weapon
that he is wielding with two hands, he can reroll the die and
must use the new roll.

Interception. When a creature Duncan can see hits a target
other than himself within 5 feet with an attack, he can use
his reaction to reduce the damage the target takes by 1d10
+ proficiency bonus (to a minimum of O damage).

Magic Weapon. Steelshade is a +2 longsword.

Spellcasting. Duncan’s spellcasting ability is Charisma (spell
save DC 13). He can cast the following spells:

15t level (4 slots): bane*, bless, compel duel, inflict wounds*,
wrathful smite.

2nd |evel (3 slots): darkness*, enhance ability*, warding bond.
*QOath Spells

Actions

Steelshade. Melee Weapon Attack: +9 to hit, reach 5 ft., one
target. Hit: 11 (1d8 + 6) slashing damage.

Muiltiattack. Duncan makes two longsword attacks.

Profane Smite. When Duncan hits with a melee attack, he
can expend one spell slot to inflict 2d8 necrotic damage on a
target, plus 1d8 for each spell level above 1.

Channel Divinity. Once per short rest, Duncan can channel
divinity to activate the following effects:

e  Dreadful Aspect: As an action, each creature that
can see Duncan within 30 ft. must make a WIS
saving throw (DC 13). On failure, the target is
frightened for 1 minute. If it moves more than 30
ft. from Duncan, it can attempt another saving
throw.

* Riven Bane: As a bonus action, Duncan targets a
Riven within 10 feet. He gains advantage on attack
rolls against the creature for 1 minute or until it
drops to O hit points or falls unconscious.

e Harness Divine Power: Duncan can expend a use
of Channel Divinity to fuel his spells. As a bonus
action, he touches his holy symbol, utters a prayer,
and regains one expended spell slot, which can be
no higher than level 1. He regains all expended
uses when he finishes a long rest.

Divine Sense. As an action, Duncan can detect good and
evil. Until the end of his next turn, he can sense anything
affected by the hallow spell or know the location of any

celestial, fiend, or undead within 60 ft. that is not behind
total cover. He can use this feature 3 times per long rest.

Profane Touch. Duncan has a pool of corrupting power that
can inflict 25 HP of damage per long rest. As an action, he
can touch an enemy and inflict damage equal to any number
of HP remaining in the pool. Duncan heals for the same
amount.
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Kithani, Cleric of Aodar

Medium Celestial, Lawful good

Armor Class 14 (natural armor)
Hit Points 45 (6d8 + 12)
Speed 30ft., fly 60ft.

STR DEX CON INT wis CHA
16(+3) 13(+1) 15(+2) 11(+0) 9(-1)  20(+5)

Saving Throws Wis +2, Cha +8

Skills Insight +2, Medicine +2, Persuasion +8, Religion +3
Proficiencies Smith’s tools

Condition Immunities Exhaustion

Damage Resistances Radiant; Bludgeoning, Piercing, and
Slashing from Nonmagical Attacks

Senses darkvision 120 ft., Passive Perception 9
Languages Common (Ikibrian)

Proficiency Bonus +3

Magic Weapon. Kithani’s warmace is a +2 Amarian steel
weapon (included in attacks).

Warding Flare. When Kithani is attacked by a creature (that
can be blinded) within 30 ft. that she can see, she can use
her reaction to impose disadvantage on the attack roll. She
can use this feature 5 times per long rest. She can also use
Warding Flare feature when a creature that she can see
within 30 ft. of her attacks a creature other than her.

Innate Spellcasting. Kithani's spellcasting ability is Charisma
(spell save DC 16). She can cast the following spells,
requiring only verbal components: 11+6

At will: firebolt, guidance, light, mending.

15t level (4 slots): bless, cure wounds*, detect magic, healing
word, identify, searing smite*, shield of faith.

2" level (3 slots): aid, enhance ability, heat metal*, prayer of
healing*, silence, zone of truth.

3 level (3 slots): beacon of hope, daylight*, dispel magic,
elemental weapon*

*Domain spell of Aodar

Actions

Warmace. Melee Weapon Attack: +8 to hit, reach 5 ft., one
target. Hit: 11 (1d10 + 5) bludgeoning damage.

Change Shape. Kithani magically polymorphs into a medium
humanoid creature or back into her true form. Her statistics
remain the same in each form, but she can only fly if she
keeps her wings. She reverts to her true form if she dies.
Any equipment she is wearing or carrying is absorbed or
borne by the new form.

Channel Divinity. Twice per short rest, Kithani can channel
divinity to activate the following effects:

¢ Radiance of the Dawn: As an action, Kithani can
use Channel Divinity to dispel any magical darkness
within 30 ft. Additionally, each hostile creature
within 30 ft. (that doesn't have total cover) must
make a CON saving throw (DC 16) or take 2d10+6
radiant damage (half damage on success).

e Turn Riven: Each riven that can see or hear Kithani
within 30 feet of her must make a Wisdom saving
throw. If the creature fails its saving throw, it is

turned for 1 minute or until it takes any damage. If
it is lower level than Kithani, it is destroyed.





