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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:

www.sarahhawke.com/rivenmire

Thanks for reading!
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Sarah


Dedication



I want to offer a special thanks to all my wonderful supporters on Patreon, especially my super patrons DDouble U, Lamar, Romeo, Royal Leggett, Sean, and VanDerWaalz. Without your support, none of this would be possible! 


Patreon Supporters

Alan, Blaine, Billy A, Billy N, Brian W, Casey, Commissar, Cookieforfox, Daniel, Daniel W, Dovah, Draxas, Direwolf, Gage, Hunter, Kyle, Ludovic, James, Jeremy, Joe Johnson, John L., Jorge, Maserhobbes, Michael M, Michael R, MIke T, Nathaniel, Payton, Prammster, ReaperTriHexa, Rick, Ryan P, Scott, Silas, SPQR, Strangeluck, Steve, Tom W, Tyrannosaurus, Valerian, Wes, Will B, and Will J.


Prologue



Even in darkness, the ancient city of Canith Mir glowed with unholy light.

The haunting smolder came from all directions. The Riven, whose glowing eyes burned violet with corruption; the demons, whose bodies were wreathed in red flame; the Phylactery Tower, whose structure teemed with a sickly swirl of spellfire energy drawn from the depths of the Primordial Chaos. The touch of the Profane was as palpable as it was terrifying.

And Praevost Keiran Laricath, a man who had pledged his soul to destroy evil, was now responsible for spreading it across the world.

His tears had turned to acid on his cheeks, burning the truth and horror of his servitude into his very flesh. Once, not so long ago, he had enjoyed oblivion’s chilly embrace when the Radiant Blade had struck him down at Blackreach, but his soul’s freedom had been short-lived. This accursed tower and its dark magic had reformed his body out of ash, denying him any chance of peace or atonement.

Laricath lived again. Not as a dark warrior with a grim cause, but as a puppet. A slave. A weapon of Maviroth’s demonic power. Even death couldn’t free him from the Dread Lord’s leash.

And he wasn’t alone.

“The Archonites continue to muster their forces at the base of the mountain,” High Arcanist Seboren said as he ascended the winding stairs and joined Laricath at the top of the tower. The mage was holding three heavy books in his spindly arms. “Their giant eagles are highly vulnerable while ferrying cargo. A small group of vrocks could easily knock them out of the sky.”

Laricath nodded soberly as he panned his gaze over the area. He had been here three years ago when this tower had been destroyed. He watched firsthand as Andrel Crohl, paladin of Aodar and Lord Marshal of the White Mantle, had struck down the lichlord Veracus with a single swing of the Radiant Blade.

It had been a pivotal moment in history—the death of the last Spellbinder, the destruction of his Phylactery Tower, and the end of the Great Darkness which had consumed the world after the Invocation. Yet a few short years later, Laricath had returned to this tower and watched as Seboren single-handedly reconstructed its foundation and its phylactery crystal with the dark knowledge granted to him by his own Profane master, Ziskalix.

The Great Darkness wasn’t over. If anything, night had only just fallen.

“Their deva will respond quickly to any such attacks,” Laricath said into the pause. “She could disperse a small group of vrocks on her own.”

“Yes, but then she will be wasting her time escorting their supplies rather than doing something more productive,” Seboren countered. “And any eagles we bring down won’t be able to attack our fortifications later.”

There was a low snarl behind him, and Laricath turned to look upon the huge gryphon perched nearby. Archdruid Kormak, himself recently reborn thanks to the Phylactery Tower’s magic, looked upon the other two men with his bestial yellow eyes. Balphoren had yet to allow his Chosen to revert to his elven form, but the druid still managed to communicate when necessary.

“Does that mean you agree or that you want to help?” Laricath asked. “Because you’re needed here—no one else can control the other Bloodletters, and we still need their strength to prepare our defenses.”

Kormak snarled again, clearly annoyed at being held in check. At times, Laricath wondered if there was anything left of the once proud Tahari elf who had been such a cunning and loyal Dread Knight. While Maviroth forced his knights into bondage and Ziskalix drove his mages into madness, Balphoren inevitably transformed his druids into savage beasts, both in mind and body.

“The vrocks will suffice,” Seboren said, a momentary glint of compassion in his dark eyes when he also looked upon the druid they had once considered a friend. “But we will need to be careful. If we attack hard enough that the Archonites realize we know what they’re planning, they’ll get suspicious when we don’t launch an all-out assault on their encampment. They could realize they’re walking into a trap here and change their plans.”

Praevost Laricath shook his head. “They can’t, and Keene knows it. He’s aware of the Phylactery Tower, just like he’s aware that we summon more demons every day. No, the White Mantle will attack. Soon.”

“You’re probably right.” The High Arcanist surreptitiously set the books he was carrying down on the stone bench at the center of the towertop, then shuffled over to peer over the battlements himself. “You know how Keene thinks better than anyone.”

Laricath drew in a long, slow breath. Down below, near the base of the tower, several of his Dread Knights were ordering a group of slaves to haul another cannon into position. There were eight of the captured villagers in total, seven men and one woman, all haggard and hopeless. The corruption emanating from the old metal in the cannons had seeped into their flesh and bones by now; it was only a matter of time before they succumbed to Riven Rot and became monsters themselves.

The Dread Knights outside knew that, and they were under orders to sacrifice the villagers within the next few hours. The lifeblood of an innocent could summon a demon from the Abyss, whereas the Riven were only useful to further spread their festering corruption.

Laricath felt his stomach twinge in sympathy when he looked upon the doomed villagers, but he forced himself to bury his feelings rather than dwell upon them. He couldn’t afford to raise suspicion, especially not now.

“Dispatch a few vrocks to harass the eagles,” he said eventually. “And while you’re at it, organize another group for a small raid on Belkarth. Nothing significant, just enough to make the local officials question their decision to send so many soldiers to support the war effort in Stormcrest.”

“It will be done,” Seboren replied. “In the meantime, I’ve prepared the report you requested.”

Laricath turned away from the doomed villages and looked at the three books the High Arcanist had set down, especially the one at the bottom. “Everything is in order?”

“Yes. All it needs is your approval.”

The Praevost nodded, but he didn’t allow his gaze to linger too long. He couldn’t risk it, not as long as he could feel Maviroth’s presence watching over him. The Dread Lord’s attention was oppressive and nearly ubiquitous.

Nearly. But if Laricath’s long struggle against the Riven horde had taught him anything, it was the importance of patience. He would get the opportunity he needed soon enough.

“Then give the orders,” he said, waving Seboren away before looking at the gryphon. “As for you, we still need to move some supplies from Tunare. You and the Bloodletters might as well start ferrying them. The vrocks will be busy.”

Archdruid Kormak didn’t speak or even growl; he simply leapt off the battlements and soared out across the city, his huge half-leonine, half-avian frame silhouetted in the city’s unholy light.

Once Laricath was alone again, he shifted his gaze to the western part of the city. Canith Mir was so ancient that it predated the humans who had eventually moved in to claim it, but had been utterly brutalized by Veracus and his dracolich. Most of the defense towers had been destroyed, and the crumbling battlements were precariously fragile. The walls were riddled with so many gaps they couldn’t even keep out scavengers, let alone an attacking army. The once proud capital of Ikibris looked ripe to be conquered for the third time in less than a decade.

But that weakness was an illusion. The soulfire cannons inside the brittle walls could fire at an attacking army while it was still over a mile away, and the reconstructed iron crawler—an immense war machine with its own cannons and armor as thick as the most durable masonry—would soon be able to tread its way over any terrain. No force in Ikibris could stop them. No force in the entire world could stop them. The last stronghold of Aodar’s followers would soon be destroyed, and his divine power, already a fraction of its former glory, would fade into nothingness without their worship.

And then, at long last, the gates of the Abyss would open, and the Profane could save this ruined world from the weak, flawed, and ungrateful mortals who infested it.

A fresh surge of dread swelled inside Laricath, followed by an equally powerful surge of regret. But he grit his teeth and buried them both before they rose to the surface.

Maviroth was still watching, and he couldn’t afford for his dark master to realize that his servants weren’t as broken as he thought. For now, the rebellion had to remain subtle, its battles taking place only in the quiet darkness of his disciplined mind…

The Praevost waited nearly an hour, his focus split between watching his minions below and consulting the battle plans Seboren had given him, before he finally felt the Dread Lord’s attention shift elsewhere. Knowing he didn’t have much time, Laricath quickly set down the battle plans and opened the third book at the bottom of the pile. It was an old military history book about the early Spellfire Wars, but the Praevost had never read it. The contents didn’t interest him—only the small scroll folded neatly between the pages.

If Seboren had left it for him, then it meant that the High Arcanist had successfully completed his research beneath the nose of his own dark master. Just as importantly, it meant that the research had borne fruit. The relic they’d heard about—the relic that might be able to break the bonds of their servitude—might actually exist. They would never be able to search for it or use it themselves, of course, not without alerting the Profane to their plans.

But there was one man in Ikibris who could. Laricath just needed to get a message to him before it was too late.

Taking a deep breath, he reached for his quill on the bench and dipped it in the bottle of ink. He didn’t look at the letter while he penned it, just in case Maviroth’s attention returned, but the message was short enough that it didn’t matter. A few words would have to be enough to pique the interest of its recipient, because they were all the Praevost could afford.

Laricath felt the Dread Lord’s gaze returning even while we rolled the message scroll back up and placed it between the pages of the book. The next time Seboren found himself unobserved by his master, he would come to retrieve the scroll and send it along to Stormcrest. Carrier ravens were a crude means of communication for a wizard of such power, but it was the safest and most subtle option. The High Arcanist couldn’t risk drawing Ziskalix’s attention by using magic.

Turning his attention back to the city, Laricath leaned against the battlements once again. For the first time since his necrotic rebirth, he felt a sliver of hope. But such feelings were as dangerous as the contents of his letter, so he pushed them out of his conscious mind and buried them in the mental vault where he stored the other armaments for his private rebellion.

Laricath harbored no illusions about his odds of success, but that didn’t deter him. He was a Dread Knight—he had spent most of his life fighting a hopeless war against a tireless enemy. But no matter how grim the situation had been, no matter how unbeatable the foe had seemed, he had vowed to sacrifice everything to achieve victory. Body. Mind. Even soul.

And he would do so again. He would strike back against the darkness no matter how long it took to restore the light. Within that hopeless struggle, he prayed he would find atonement.

And then, at long last, peace.


1
The Northern Front


Hundreds of years ago, long before the Invocation had destroyed the world, the great black tower of Saldreth Dur had been home to one of the Spellbinders. His name had been lost to history, though given the Elvish name of the tower, it seemed likely that he, just like the Spellbinder who had created Hithren Dur in the south, had been an Eladrin—a highborn elf like Vess.

The fact that he had built his tower on an island seemed damn suspicious to me, and I wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if he had been a demonologist or a necromancer or something else that dealt with dark magic. Of course, it was also possible that he had simply been annoying, and the other Spellbinders might have given him this island just to get him out of their hair.

Either way, today the ancient black tower looked foreboding as hell, even from the relative safety of the sky. Our gryphon was being careful to keep her distance, and we were in the middle of our second overhead pass of the small island.

“Certainly doesn’t look active,” Vess said over the rushing wind. We were both tightly secured in the gryphon’s saddle, but she still had her arms wrapped firmly around my waist. “I don’t see anyone or anything nearby.”

“Neither do I,” I agreed. “But let’s get close enough to make absolutely sure.”

Had we been flying a true gryphon, I would have needed to use the reins to try and steer the beast closer to the island. But Zaelya could understand me fine while shapeshifted, and she immediately tucked in her wings and dove to pick up speed.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Kithani following closely behind us, her own feathery wings tucking behind her silvery-body in an effort to keep pace. Since Zae’s druidic powers had been restored, we’d quickly learned that she could outrun and outmaneuver the deva if she tried, even while carrying riders. Part of that was her druidic magic, since she could manipulate the winds to be more favorable. But the bigger part was simply that Zae was more powerful than she had ever been before.

Only a few days had passed since her abilities had been restored, and she had spent the vast majority of her time as one animal or another. Flying through the air as a gryphon, racing across the plains as an elk, skulking through our estate as a cat…

It was just like the old days, except better. As a Dread Knight bound by Balphoren’s Profane Covenant, she had felt intense pain any time she had turned into a beast, and she had always been afraid that each transformation would be her last.

But no longer.

“This is incredible,” Vess said, sounding almost giddy. “She is incredible!”

“Yeah,” I said, smiling as wide as I had in a long time. “She is.”

We soared close enough to the island that I could see the tower in much greater detail, and it appeared to be in worse shape than Hithren Dur where we’d first met Vess. The entire structure was tilted to the side like an old tree, and the top had completely broken off. All things considered, it would have looked like a harmless ruin if not for the fact that the soil surrounding it was completely withered and black. Even several hundred feet away, the trees and grass were a sickly shade of grey.

“That’s close enough,” I warned, though Zaelya didn’t need me to tell her that. She had already started banking away to keep us as far away from the corrupted aura of the tower as possible.

For a few moments, I considered having her set us down on one of the far ends of the island where the vegetation seemed healthy enough, but there didn’t seem to be much point. The only reason we’d flown out here was to determine whether or not the Dread Knights were trying to reconstruct this Phylactery Tower, and we had our answer.

“The first good news in a while,” Vess said. “Do you still want to check the Lucent Spire?”

“Yes,” I said. “But we’ll land on the shore and rest a bit first.”

Taking my cue, Zaelya banked hard away from the island and began to head south. The shores of the Wending White were only about twenty minutes away in the air, so it wasn’t long before we could see the snow-tipped hills and mountains. Winter was especially brutal this far north, and if not for Zae’s druidic protection spells, the freezing air would have chilled us to the bone by now. But a rest would give her a chance to refresh the magic before we did a flyover of the Lucent Spire.

We set down in a patch of frozen hills dozens of miles from anything resembling civilization. Vess and I climbed out of the saddle, then helped unfasten the buckles. I smiled as I watched Zae shift back into her elven form, amazed at how much easier it looked for her now. She also didn’t need to worry about clothing—since the restoration of her powers, her simple leather outfit merged into whatever form she took. Balphoren had apparently been so petty that he wanted his druids to destroy their clothing or go naked as a reminder of their fealty to him, so the Dread Knights had needed to craft specialized armor for their Bloodletters. It was yet another annoyance she no longer needed to worry about.

Kithani quickly started a fire with her magic, then began cooking up the supplies she had brought along. We had packed light, since I intended to fly back to the Golden Coast as soon as we finished our scouting run, but my stomach was growling after spending all morning in the air.

As we ate, my thoughts returned to the battles behind us. The people of Stormcrest remained shaken after the death of Duchess Varanis, Grand Cleric Belethar, and Lord Marshall Tynolde, but Jewel and the Mother Confessor had done their best to quell the chaos. The latter’s proclamation that Zaelya and I were the “Hands of the Archons” had helped soothe the masses, especially since we had managed to save the rest of the Grand Dukes.

Officially, I was also the new Lord Marshal of the White Mantle forces. And while I had no interest in the formalities of the title, let alone keeping it for any length of time, it had already allowed me to better organize the soldiers for our planned strike on Canith Mir. In a few more days, we planned to launch our attack on the Dread Knights and their rebuilt Phylactery Tower. It would be the second time that Zaelya and I had marched into that city with the future of Ikibris on the line, and I wasn’t looking forward to the confrontation anymore than I had the first one. But the battle had to be fought, and there was no one else capable of winning it.

The story of our lives, I thought grimly.

“Maybe we’ll get lucky and the Spire will be mostly empty,” Zaelya commented as she finished her soup. “We could take it before they realize what’s happening.”

“Maybe,” I replied, though I didn’t believe it any more than she did. “In a perfect world, I’d like to take a pass over Darkhold as well, but I think that would be pushing our luck too far. I expect the Spire to be well-defended by demons and corrupted Bloodletters. There’s a good chance they’ll try and pursue us when we leave.”

“Then we should turn and destroy them!” Kithani said defiantly. “The rest will cower in fear of Aodar’s light!”

I smiled despite myself. In the past, I had despised naive bluster. I had seen and heard it countless times in the early days of the war against the Riven. In fact, I could easily imagine the exact same phrases coming out of the mouth of a young White Mantle aspirant just before he got torn apart by a ghoul. The difference was that Kithani wasn’t speaking out of pride or arrogance—she genuinely believed every word she said. It wasn’t a surprise, considering what she was.

Or rather, what she had become.

“We still need to pick and choose our battles,” I told her. “When I give the signal to pull back, you need to follow.”

“Of course, Duncan!” she said without the faintest hint of wounded pride. “You are the Hand of Aodar reborn! We eagerly await your commands.”

Vess and Zae were both snickering, but I gave Kithani a warm smile as I pulled her for a soft kiss. From the first moment I’d met her, I had been awed by her silvery skin and celestial grace. Yet as preposterous as it had seemed to watch her wade into battle while wearing little more than black loincloth and matching bandeau, her outfit was even less sensible here in the frozen north. But despite the fact that her bare feet had sunk into the snow, she didn’t seem remotely bothered by the cold.

“Mm,” she purred as our lips parted. A snowflake landed on the tip of her nose as her blue eyes fluttered. “Perhaps we should, um…”

“What?” I asked.

Kithani looked at the other girls. “Perhaps Duncan should make love to us before we approach the tower, just to ensure we have Aodar’s blessing.”

Vess snorted. “We talked about this, kitten. No distractions until we’re back in Stormcrest, okay?”

“Right,” the deva said, swallowing heavily as she fought back against her abyssal libido. But then she got distracted by the snowflake on her nose, and she started desperately trying to catch it with her tongue. I was overwhelmed by the compulsion to kiss her again, but I knew that would only lead to further escalation.

That was the problem of trying to save the world alongside three beautiful women. Back during the war against the Riven, Zae and I had learned to stay focused and keep our hands off each other whenever we were on a mission, but that was proving significantly more difficult now that we had added an alluring Eladrin and a lascivious succubus-turned-deva to the mix. Given the chance, we could have all spent days if not weeks together in bed enjoying one another’s bodies.

But we didn’t live in that world, at least not yet. The Dread Knights were still out there, and it was up to us to figure out what they were planning.

And if possible, to save them.

We were back in the sky not long afterward, Vess and I on Zaelya’s back while Kithani flew alongside us. We flew at a crisp but not pressing pace over the frozen plains, making sure to stay focused on the horizon in case the enemy attempted to ambush us. But everything was clear until we approached our destination.

Despite the anodyne name, the Lucent Spire had never looked like a welcoming place. Situated atop an icy plateau in the center of the Wending White, the imperious black obelisk had always been foreboding in the extreme. The Spellbinder who’d built it must not have trusted the tundra to secure his isolation, so he’d decided to make his home a frozen monument to malevolence as well. Even the twin towers of Saldreth and Hithren Dur seemed cozy in comparison.

And yet somehow, the Spire looked more menacing today than it had the last time I’d been here with Zaelya. The black structure was pulsing with red energy, as if it was struggling to contain a fount of abyssal power. We were still several miles away, but I could feel the demonic presence without trying. Sacrothyr seemed to stir inside its sheath on my back, though that may have been my imagination.

“What a charming place,” Vess shouted over the wind from behind me. “They say you can learn a lot about a man by the way he keeps his home.”

“I never lived here,” I said, though it wasn’t as if the Dread Knight fortress of Darkhold was any more inviting.

“After the last tower, I thought we might get lucky and find this one empty, too.”

I shook my head. “That energy…it seems more like Abyssal taint than a Phylactery Tower. What do you think?”

“There’s no way to know for sure without getting closer,” Vess said. “A lot closer.”

I nodded grimly. I could make out a number of flying creatures circling the tower. They weren’t large enough to be vrocks, but they could have been cambions or imps or any number of other demonic creatures. They also could have been shapeshifted Bloodletters for all we knew, and it was only a matter of time before they spotted us.

“Uh oh,” Vess muttered.

“I see them,” I said. “Just be ready to—”

“I’m talking about kitten,” the wizardess interrupted. “She looks like she’s about to go berzerk.”

I turned to my right. Kithani was a few dozen feet away, her black wings outstretched as she soared next to us just like she had been all day. But then I noticed that she was clutching her warmace in both hands, and her radiant blue eyes were narrowed dangerously.

“Stay with us!” I called out. “Wait for my command to attack!”

The deva’s eyes flicked over to look at us as if remembering we were there. I was glad Vess had noticed, because once Kithani’s battle lust had been triggered, it was virtually impossible to stop.

“Yes, Duncan!” she called back, her crazy expression transforming back into her usual cheery innocence. “We will unleash the wrath of the White Flame together!”

“Good,” I said, hoping that would buy us a little bit of time. Turning forward again, I tugged at the reins of Zae’s saddle. “Keep our distance for now. We need to—”

“Tahleen’s tits,” Vess interrupted behind me. “Look!”

I followed her gaze to the frozen slope on the southeastern side of the Spire. There, taking form through the icy mist, was a massive creature ascending the long incline with chains on its back. It appeared to be hauling dozens and dozens of interlocking crates like a colossal beast of burden.

Zaelya banked to her left to move us closer, and Kithani mimicked her movement. As the creature drew closer, its features began to take shape…and I felt a knot twist in the pit of my stomach. The monster looked something like an enormous minotaur, or perhaps the offspring of a wolverine and a giant bull. Its hunched red body was as tall as a house and bulging with muscle and sinew. Its cloven hooves tore through the ice and snow with ease, and its red eyes burned as brightly as an abyssal forge. Black, bony spikes protruded from its furry mane, and an immense pair of curved horns jutted forward from the sides of its head.

“Merciful Selura,” I breathed. “What is that thing?”

“I think…I think it’s a goristro,” Vess said.

My jaw twitched. I had heard of the immense demons, though only because of the Bloodletters. Goristros were one of the favored pets of Balphoren, creatures of such unrelenting power and ferocity that they could lay waste to an entire town by themselves.

“How many sacrifices would it take to summon something that powerful?” I asked in a rasp Vess could probably only hear because of her keen elven ears.

“Too many,” the wizardess said. “And he seems to be bringing more with him.”

My eyes weren’t as sharp as hers, either, but it didn’t take me long to realize she was right. The crates the demon was hauling were actually crude wooden cells stuffed with people, likely villagers and tribesmen from the eastern part of the White. There were hundreds of them in total, perhaps even more.

I clenched my teeth in disgust, and I swore I could feel Sacrothyr stirring angrily in its sheath again.

“The Spire may not be a Phylactery Tower, but it’s definitely a nexus for demonic summoning rites,” Vess said.

I glanced back over my shoulder to the flying creatures surrounding the Lucent Spire. Some of them were heading toward us now, but they were still far enough away that Zaelya and Kithani should be able to outfly them if we made a run for it. But of course, doing that would doom everyone in those cages…and give the enemy even more demonic fodder to throw against us.

“I don’t suppose you learned any new spells recently you haven’t mentioned,” I said. “Like, say, a banishment spell powerful enough to send that thing hurling back to the Abyss where it belongs?”

“Afraid not,” Vess said. “Even if I did manage to banish it, the spell would only last for a few moments at best. Demons that powerful are highly resistant to magic.”

Gritting my teeth, I scanned the terrain as we swept overhead in search of inspiration, but I couldn’t find any. The four of us had overcome the odds before, but fighting a demon the size of a building without an army backing us up wasn’t in the cards, especially with potentially scores of other demons were nearby to swarm over us.

“Damn,” Vess swore. “Maybe if we drew it away from the Spire we could…uh oh.”

“What?” I asked, though the answer became self-evident a moment later when I spotted Kithani diving toward the goristro with her maul clutched in both hands. Apparently, the presence of such a vile demon had triggered her battle lust despite our warnings.

Before I could decide what to do, Zaelya began to dive and follow the deva in. My stomach lurched at the sudden drop, and I grit my teeth as the wind blasted my face so hard it began freezing the hairs in my short beard. I didn’t know what the druid was planning, but Kithani was already so far ahead there was no way for us to catch up…

The goristro saw her coming. The moment the deva reared back with her mace, it reached up and swatted her away with ease. Vess inhaled sharply, and I winced in sympathetic pain as Kithani’s body crashed into a snow drift several dozen yards away. Had she been human, the blow would have likely shattered every bone in her body, especially with a meager loincloth as her only protection. But Kithani’s celestial bones were significantly more durable than ours, and she popped back up a few moments later covered in snow.

Zae leveled off before we got that close, presumably hoping to spare us the same fate. The trouble was that neither of us could do anything to harm the demon without engaging it directly. Only Vess could inflict any real damage from range.

“Muad Katros!” the wizardess incanted behind me, and a barrage of arcane darts launched from her fingertips and unerringly struck the goristro as we passed overhead. I had seen the shimmering magic projectiles kill Riven ghouls and injure plenty of demons, but they barely scorched the fur on the goristro. They did make it mad, however, and Zae had to pull up and twist us out of its reach before it grabbed and crushed her in its huge hands.

“Don’t you have anything better than that?” I cried out to her as the wind continued whipping in our faces. “Like, I don’t know, a fireball or ten?”

“I told you, it’s highly resistant to magic!” Vess called back as she gripped my waist and hung on for dear life. “Besides, it’s a demon—you really think fire is going to hurt it?”

I grit my teeth as Zae once again steadied her flight and banked hard to her right in order to bring us around for another pass. I wondered if we might have more luck with her also flinging spells instead of flying around, but there was no way her entangling roots could impede such a behemoth. She could potentially blast it with lightning or shards of ice, but I suspected that those wouldn’t have much of an effect, either.

Kithani, for her part, was trying to smash the damn thing, but the goristro once again swatted her aside as little more than an annoyance. So far, all we had accomplished was to make it drop the prisoner crates. And when I looked back at the tower, I spotted the hordes of flying imps and cambions getting closer and closer by the moment.

“If you can’t hurt this thing, you can try to harass those instead!” I shouted and pointed. “I’ll handle the big one.”

Zae craned her head back and squawked in disbelief, and Vess was in complete agreement.

“By yourself?” she asked. “Are you insane?”

“Spells might not be able to scratch it, but I bet Sacrothyr can,” I told her. “Do you still have that feather fall spell prepared?”

“Yes, but what—”

“Then cast it on me now,” I said, reaching to my back and unsheathing the Radiant Blade. “I’m going to try and get its attention.”

I was worried she might argue the point and cause me to miss my chance to jump off before the other demons were upon us. But Vess had come to trust my intuition when it came to combat, so she cast the spell despite her clear reservations.

“Quesse Lanta!” she intoned, and I felt the air rippled with magic. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

“So do I,” I said. “Just try and keep those flyers off me!”

Just like Vess had come to trust my intuition, I had come to trust her magic. If I hadn’t, I never would have unstrapped the buckles holding me to the saddle and jumped off Zaelya while we were several hundred feet in the air. My stomach lurched again as I started to fall, and it took all the strength I could muster to hold onto my sword as I fell toward the frozen plateau.

Fell…but didn’t outright plummet. We had practiced with this spell a few times while we had been planning this excursion, so I was aware that the magic would greatly reduce the speed of my descent, particularly when I got close to the ground. It would allow me to land on my feet as easily as if I had hopped off a short ledge rather than dove off the back of a gryphon.

That had been my working theory, anyway. But the giant demon below me had other ideas.

I was still at least fifty feet from the ground when the hulking beast reached out to try and grab me, and I got my first up-close look at its claws. Each was the length and thickness of a cavalryman's lance, fit to impale several men at once. And it had four of the damn things on each of its colossal hands.

I saw the blow coming, but I didn’t have the ability to control my body as if I were on the ground. Dodging was out of the question, and even turning to face the attack proved difficult. All I could do was cast a spell to fortify myself as much as possible.

“Clypium Fides!” I incanted, conjuring a durable magical barrier around myself at the same instant the claws smashed into me. The force of the impact sent me hurling away just like it had with Kithani, though Vess’s spell prevented me from moving at a high speed.

From above, it must have looked incredibly strange—my body probably seemed as if it were swimming through the water rather than flying. But it was still fast enough that I braced myself before I crashed in front of a large, rocky hill.

Between Vess’s magic, my armor, and my shielding spell, I absorbed the impact without any serious injury. Unfortunately, I was also isolated, disoriented, and staring up at a goristro which was currently charging straight at me.

A decade of combat experience caused me to lift my weapon defensively and brace myself to counter an incoming blow, but this wasn’t a Riven wight with a sword or an ogre with a club—it was more like fighting an angry bull that happened to be a hundred times your size. I had to be quick, not strong.

The gargantuan demon let out a thunderous, earth-rumbling roar as it lowered its head and tried to smash me, and I dove out of the way just before its horns reduced to me a fine, chunky paste. I rolled when I hit the hard permafrost, not wanting to get gored or trampled if I could help it. And when I bounced back up, I watched in a combination of awe and horror as the goristro slammed into the rocky hill and shattered it into dust. Hundreds of tons of rock were displaced in an instant, and the monster’s horns didn’t even look scratched. This thing could level a damn city. Hell, it could level a mountain.

Or a tower…

The thought struck me as I was pulling myself back to my feet, but I didn’t have time to process it before the goristro spun around and tried to crush me rather than gore me. I stumbled in the snow, which cost me a precious half-second as I tried to get out of the way. All I could do was watch in horror as the monster’s huge claws descended…

Only to sweep past me as it reared back in pain when a blinding flash of light burned its eyes. I looked up to see Kithani hovering above me, her hand outstretched as she channeled Aodar’s holy might. I couldn’t hear her over the roaring demon, but I saw her mouth chanting the words of an incantation. She called down a pillar of divine flame while the demon was temporarily blinded, but it didn’t have much more effect than Vess’s arcane barrage. The brilliant yellow-orange flames merely singed the goristro’s fur.

That was all it took to convince the battle-crazed deva to take the fight to the enemy. Flying at it for the third time, she bashed its shoulder with her mace. Its pained howls spurred me into action as well; I rushed forward through the crunching permafrost and slashed Sacrothyr into its huge leg.

As expected, the demon may have been resistant to magic, but the power of the Radiant Blade was another matter entirely. The holy sword effortlessly cut through its flesh, and the divine magic within seared its fur. Brackish green blood sprayed over my armor and sizzled like acid when it struck the metal. I would have been more concerned, but the stench of seared demon flesh filled my nostrils and nearly made me retch.

It would take more than a few pinpricks to bring down such an immense foe, however, and before I could strike in a different spot, it finally smacked me with its hand and sent me flying over the tundra. Vess’s spell must have waned, because nothing slowed my momentum this time. I bounced off the ground and rolled until I crashed into a mound of snow. Without my armor and my magic, the impact surely would have broken bones. Even with them, it hurt like hell. I felt the protective steel plates surrounding me crunch and buckle, and between this and the acidic demon blood, I wondered if I’d end up making the trip home naked.

If there was a trip home. At this rate, the odds of that weren’t looking so great.

Above me, Kithani swept in for another attack, but the cambions and imps from the tower swarmed over her before she could get close. As much as Vess and Zae were trying to help, one with magic and the other with claws, they were badly outnumbered. They might not be able to help her, and they certainly wouldn’t be able to help me.

But the nascent plan I was forming wouldn’t rely on them. The first step required keeping the demon’s attention focused on me.

Dragging myself back to my feet, I raised my blade in a duelist’s salute, then wove a spell. “Takros!”

My incantation instantly drew its attention away from Kithani, who it was trying to grab as she flew past overhead. I smiled in satisfaction as its orange eyes narrowed. The gargantuan demon might have been resistant to magic, but it still didn’t take much to piss it off. It didn’t even seem like it tried to resist my taunting spell.

Against any other foe, I would have stood my ground and waited for it to overextend so I could counteract. But here and now, facing a destructive behemoth of abyssal proportions, I employed a strategy I had almost never used in my entire life:

I ran away.

I had no chance of outrunning the thing, of course—each of its strides could probably cover half a city block in Stormcrest, and the slick terrain certainly wasn’t making me any faster. But the Lucent Spire was only about a half a mile away from us, and I just needed to get close before I had to turn and fight it again.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t that easy. The goristro gained ground more quickly than I thought, but the bigger problem was the two cambions who landed directly in my path. The red-skinned demon spawn were both clad in heavy black armor that looked like it had been forged from Dread Knight steel in Darkhold, while their fiery halberds looked as if they had been forged in the Abyss. Either way, they didn’t wait for me to get close before they struck. Both demon spawn raised their hands and unleashed beams of flame in my direction.

I was moving too quickly over unsteady terrain to dodge, so I once again trusted in the sturdiness of my protective magic and my armor. My faith was mostly rewarded—the defensive shield I’d conjured deflected several of the blasts, and the ones that struck my armor weren’t powerful enough to burn through the heavy plates. Considering how cold it was, the heat actually felt good for a fraction of a second…right up until the plates became so hot they scalded the flesh pressed against them.

But I had endured worse discomfort in pursuit of far less lofty goals, so I didn’t let the pain stop me. I was up in the face of both cambions a heartbeat later, and I showed them the folly of getting in my way. Sacrothyr effortlessly burned through the haft of the first demon’s halberd when he attempted to block with it, and the blade continued downward and split his chest open with a spray of blood and a sizzle of holy fire. The second attacked at the same instant, driving the spike at the top of his polearm into my side. It was a wasted effort—Kithani had forged my suit herself, and she had made sure to fortify every conceivable weak point.

Once the metal deflected the blow, I turned and slashed across the demonspawn’s body, severing his right arm at the elbow. I didn’t bother to finish him off; I just kept running toward the Lucent Spire, and a few seconds later the goristro carelessly crushed the screaming cambion beneath its gargantuan cloven hoof.

I was still farther from the base of the tower than I would have liked by the time the goristro caught up with me, but there was no point in trying to keep running when it was about to crush me as well. I turned once it drew close, then raced back toward it to attack its giant legs. I scored a nasty hit, triggering a roar and another eruption of acidic blood, and when it tried to pound me into the dirt with its fist, I rolled out of the way. Unfortunately, the damn thing was so huge that the shockwave from the punch still sent me flying to the side like I’d been kicked by an ogre.

Landing hurt more than I thought it would, and I lost concentration on my shielding spell while I rolled. That was bad. Really bad. As strong and durable as my armor was, I really didn’t want to test it against this thing’s claws all by itself. Worse, my vision filled with black spots as I scrambled back to my feet, costing me another few precious seconds as I tried to blink away the haze. If it was already trying to crush me again…

But it wasn’t, because the girls had once again caught its attention. I had no idea how, but they had significantly thinned out the number of flying demons trying to kill them. Kithani called down another flame strike on the goristro, while Zae swept by and scratched at its head with her gryphon claws. The attacks didn’t do much besides buy me time…but when Vess abruptly materialized next to me, I realized that had been the whole point.

“Come on, let’s get out of here!” she said as she reached out to grab my arm. “This thing is unkillable! We need to—”

“No!” I interrupted, snatching her wrist before she could touch me. “But I could use your help.”

Vess shook her head and looked at the goristro, which had picked up a huge hunk of stone to throw at Zaelya. The druidess banked to the side at the last moment while several imps continued pursuing her, their tiny demonic hands conjuring and hurling flames at her wings.

“Duncan, it’s too powerful!” she protested.

“I know, which is why we’re going to use that to our advantage,” I said. “We’re going to get it mad—really mad.”

She looked at me like I was insane. “What?”

“Blast it with something annoying,” I told her. “Acid, fire, poison—doesn’t matter, just piss it off.”

Before she could reply, I shouted my magic taunt at the demon again. “Takros!”

The Word of Power once again commanded the goristro’s attention. Its huge head whipped around, and its malevolent orange-red eyes narrowed at me, the mosquito it couldn’t seem to squash.

“Now,” I said.

“Duncan, we—”

“Do it. Get it mad!”

Her face twisted. “Tanti Rotha!”

Vess flicked her wrist, and a glob of magical webbing launched from her hand and struck the giant demon right in its mouth. It reared back as the webs coated its teeth and lips, then let out a frustrated snarl.

“There, happy?” Vess asked. “I told you, we can’t kill it!”

“And I told you we don’t need to,” I said, smiling as the demon clamped its jaws together and flicked its disgusting black tongue as if it had accidentally eaten sap. “Everything’s going according to plan.”

“All this hero worship is clearly going to your head. Can we leave yet?”

The goristro physically tore the glob of webbing out of its mouth, then growled and blew flames out of its nostrils as it leaned down and prepared to charge.

“No, but keep that dimension door spell of yours handy,” I said, squeezing her right hand. “For now, we run.”

“Run? But why—oop!”

The wizardess yelped as I pulled her along with me and resumed my sprint toward the Lucent Spire. We were close enough now that I could feel the abyssal energy radiating from the imperious tower, which made me wonder how many demons had been summoned here…and if any others might still be inside. If the Dread Knights had summoned a goristro, then they could have summoned almost anything. Hezrou, glabrezu, maybe even a nalfeshnee or a marilith. The possibilities were as endless as they were terrifying.

But despite what Vess must have thought, I wasn’t planning on sticking around any longer than we had to. We just needed to get a little closer to the base of the tower before the raging ball of destruction caught up to us…

It was going to be close. The slick terrain continued to slow us down, while the goristro had taken off in another mad bull’s charge toward us. Even if its horns didn’t smash us, we’d end up crushed beneath its cloven hooves a fraction of a second later.

“Okay, now!” I shouted.

“Now what?!” Vess demanded.

“Get us out of here!”

I stopped in my tracks, then grabbed her when her momentum threatened to carry her past me. She looked flustered and frustrated when I picked her up in my arms, not to mention horrified that we were about to be trampled into paste. But just as the goristro’s horns were about to skewer us, she raised a hand and uttered a Word of Power.

“Trahita!”

We disappeared in a flash of magic, only to reappear a moment later several hundred feet away from the tower. The goristro may not have even seen us leave before it rampaged through the space we had been occupying…

And straight into the base of the tower.

The impact didn’t topple the entire spire—it was far too large and sturdy for that. But it did shatter the wall, and a series of huge cracks spread across the tightly-packed stone. From the noise and the rumbles, I had no doubt that several of the floors within had collapsed along with anyone or anything inside them. And as for the goristro itself, the demon ended up buried in so much rubble it didn’t seem to be able to pull its head or upper body free. Several falling chunks of rock collapsed onto its backside, and its entire body convulsed…and then disintegrated into a stream of disgusting acidic ichor as its body died and its twisted soul returned to the Abyss where it belonged.

After seeing their invincible siege monster destroyed, the other demons promptly fled the field of battle. I had no doubt that they would return soon, probably with reinforcements from Darkhold. But we weren’t going to stick around long enough to find out.

“Let’s head back to those villagers,” I said, smiling as I returned Sacrothyr to its sheath. “And see if we can get them home.”
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At first, the captive villagers were terrified to leave their cages after I smashed them open. I didn’t blame them. The hardy people of the Wending White had no particular love for Bloodletters, Dread Knights, or elves in general, so the fact that I was accompanied by a gryphon who transformed into a Tahari elf wasn’t exactly soothing. Neither was the Eladrin arcanist they had all seen cast magic.

But fortunately, the sight of the Radiant Blade helped ease their fears, as did the fact that we were accompanied by a mythical deva who immediately began tending to their wounds. After I uttered a spell to calm their emotions—Sedo Emovias—even the holdouts who had been too petrified to move were finally able to overcome their dread and realize we were saviors, not slaving marauders.

Regrettably, there was no way we could ferry all of them back to the Golden Coast where it would be safe, but I wanted to get them to the nearest settlement. It was far from a perfect solution—the Dread Knights in Darkhold could easily dispatch more demons—but at least the villagers would have a better chance to defend themselves.

Actually finding the nearest settlement proved to be a greater challenge than I’d anticipated, however. The White was a mostly empty tundra, particularly this far inland. And to make matters worse, the villagers weren’t all from the same place. Some had been snagged from Pinnacle, the fortified town on the far northeastern coast, while others were tribesmen who roamed the tundra. Many didn’t speak the same language, and a few were severely battered and bruised.

We had no solution to the first problem—we simply didn’t have the time or the resources to take everyone back to their original homes—but we were able to mitigate the others. Vess knew a spell that helped her translate the languages well enough to communicate, and Kithani and I were able to provide healing to those who needed it. Once everyone was stable enough to move, I convinced the group that finding shelter in an unfamiliar village was better than staying here in the shadow of Darkhold. They all started walking without further complaint.

Before Zaelya took to the air in order to scout ahead, she used her newly-restored druidic magic to provide sustenance for everyone in the form of potent magical berries. It had been a long time since I’d eaten the odorless blue fruit, and I remembered the berries being disturbingly gritty and tasteless during the war. But apparently Balphoren just enjoyed making his druids eat gravel, because the ones Tahleen provided were juicy and sugary sweet. If that wasn’t a reason to worship the Archons over the Profane, nothing was.

I couldn’t tell exactly how far we traveled, but we managed to reach a small settlement near an equally small lake before nightfall. Two of the captives had been taken from here, and they assured us that everyone else would be given food and shelter for as long as they needed it.

We had little choice but to take them at their word. While I would have preferred to spend the next week getting everyone home and ensuring they were safe, especially since there was a decent chance the demons would strike again, that simply wasn’t an option. We needed to get back to Stormcrest as soon as possible. The Grand Dukes and the White Mantle were still organizing their forces so we could take the battle to the Dread Knights. In the long term, the only way we could save these people was by defeating the Hands of the Profane and destroying the Phylactery Tower which made them immortal.

The flight back to Stormcrest was much shorter than the one coming out here. Since we didn’t have to stop and scout anything, Zaelya took us straight south over the mountains. I was strongly tempted to swing past Darkhold to see what our old comrades were up to, but I knew it wasn’t worth the risk. We were simply too exhausted to risk another battle today, especially since the cover of darkness would work to the advantage of any demons.

It was late by the time we approached Stormcrest, which in some ways made the city seem more alive thanks to all the glittering lights. The Ducal Palace, the Temple of the Archons, the Convent of the White Flame—from the air, they were all visible from miles away. I found it astonishing that Stormcrest had only been the third largest city in Ikibris before the Invocation, behind the capital of Canith Mir and the coastal port of Iltharus. The former’s ancient elven architecture made it appear smaller than it was even before Veracus had leveled a good portion of it, and I had never been to the latter. All I knew was the area around Iltharus remained tainted by corruption to this day, and that it had apparently been a “modern marvel” at one point…whatever that meant. I struggled to imagine a world where anyone lived in a place with hundreds of thousands or millions of other people. Stormcrest and its many tall buildings still seemed huge to me.

We were intercepted by one of the White Mantle’s eagle riders before we reached the city walls, but he promptly waved us in once he spotted Kithani. He would probably head straight to the Mother Confessor and the Grand Dukes to inform them that we’d returned, but I had no intention of speaking with anyone before I had a drink and got some sleep. I was supposed to meet them in the Ducal Palace in the morning anyway, so they would just have to wait until then for our report.

Zaelya landed in the courtyard of our once-temporary estate that was starting to seem like it might be a permanent home. The steward, Tindral, spurred the servants to draw us hot baths and whip up a meal. As usual, Kithani offered to help cook; also as usual, he tried to convince her that a deva shouldn’t waste her time slaving away in the kitchen. Kithani was about to insist, but I redirected her by suggesting she could hammer out the new dents in my armor instead. That was all it took to conjure a smile back to her face and send her flying off to the forge with my dented platemail in hand.

While the rest of us enjoyed the food, bath, and wine, I kept expecting a messenger to arrive from the Ducal Palace pleading for a report. But when someone did finally knock at the door, I was pleased to see that it was Roderick rather than one of Grand Duke Trelechor’s minions. Within minutes of our old friend’s arrival, Zaelya and I led him into the sitting room where we could explain everything that had happened.

“Only you could irritate a demon enough to convince it to ram into its own building,” Roderick said with a snort once I’d finished my story. “For some reason, the Knight-Captains never taught us that tactic.”

“Of course not—it’s clever,” Zae muttered as she nursed her third glass of wine. “Not exactly what you paladins are known for.”

He tossed her an exaggeratedly sour look. “You know, one of these days you’re going to have to learn to respect us for our honor, valor, and integrity.”

“Once you demonstrate them, sure.”

She gave him a playful bump with her hip, which he returned by tickling her sides and making her jump. She looked like she might throw her wine in his face, but instead she shot him a withering glare which was betrayed by her impish smirk. Most people would have been stunned to see such a playful, girlish expression on the face of an otherwise grimly fatalistic woman, but not us. There were exactly two people in the world Zae trusted enough to let her guard down, and we were both in the room with her right now.

She made her way back to the couch and sat down next to me, then twisted to put her legs in my lap while bracing her head on the cushion. In general, the two of us looked a lot more comfortable than we had in the old days when we’d spent most nights sleeping on the dirt while still wearing our armor. Zae had slipped into a loose silver nightgown that matched her eyes, while I had thrown on one of the surprisingly comfortable “evening clothes” that Tindral kept laying out on my bed no matter how often I returned them to the closet. Roderick was the one who seemed out of place, since he was still wearing his plate armor with the symbol of Aodar emblazoned on the breastplate.

“Anyway, thank the Archons we don’t have to worry about the north,” Roderick commented. “I was expecting you to return with news that they’d already built two other phylactery towers.”

“Thankfully, no,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean the North is safe. The people there were never fond of the Dread Knights, but at least we were there to protect them when and if they needed it. They have nothing now, particularly the tribes living in the tundra. Who knows how many of them have been captured and sacrificed.”

I finished my glass of wine, though thinking about all those vulnerable people made my throat burn as if I’d been drinking whiskey instead.

“Which is all the more reason we need to get this attack underway as soon as possible,” I added. “Are we still behind in ferrying supplies to the camp?”

“A little,” Roderick admitted, “but if Zae could fly some more cargo for us tomorrow, I think we’ll be caught up. The biggest problem is the army coming from Belkarth.”

“The Knights of the Final Edict,” I said grimly.

“And the aspirants and conscripts who come with them. We need their help, but I’m less and less convinced we’re going to get it.”

I shared a look with Zae. Here in Stormcrest, Grand Duke Trelechor and Mother Confessor Retine had been able to provide the people with personal testimonies about the dark deeds of their former allies. As a result, most people seemed willing to accept that Belethar and Tynolde—once trusted and even beloved figures all across the Golden Coast—had betrayed them.

Outside the city, however, that news was inevitably encountering more resistance. To the citizens of Belkarth and Tearfall and Freeport, it probably seemed like an outsider had instigated a bloody coup to try and seize control. Some likely believed that Duke Trelechor or the Mother Confessor were trying to consolidate power, while others might have placed all the blame on me, a Dread Knight who had infiltrated the White Mantle in order to destroy it.

Zae thought they were idiots, but she thought that about most people. Personally, I understood their skepticism. They didn’t know me, and they hadn’t seen me holding Sacrothyr or fighting with Kithani at my side. From their perspective, the other White Mantle leaders had been surrounded by their own devas ostensibly gifted to them by Aodar himself. They had no idea that Tynolde had used the Libram to create them by transforming demons into angels. All they had to rely on were rumors and half-truths. If anything, they would have been crazy not to be suspicious, especially given how much had happened in such a short period of time.

“Belethar convinced his most loyal followers that destroying Veracus was only the beginning of their new crusade,” Roderick said. “He promised them that they would help spread Aodar’s light across all of Ikibris and then the world. And you know what Tynolde was like—he spent the entire last year using the Dread Knight’s betrayal in Blackreach to help build his powerbase. His knights were fanatically loyal to him and his ‘Final Edict’ nonsense. They haven’t done anything crazy so far, but I’m worried. They stopped marching when they got the news, and they still haven’t left their encampment south of Tearfall.”

“We really don’t have time for this,” Zae muttered. “Maybe we should fly over there and start killing them until they fall in line.”

Roderick raised an eyebrow. “You’re pretty scary sometimes, you know that?”

“One of us has to be. The two of you have gotten soft.”

I snorted, then patted her legs and leaned forward on the couch. “Who is in charge of them now?”

“General Redding,” Roderick said. “He’s a Belkarth native who fought at Canith Mir with us, so he’s seasoned and knows what we’re up against.”

“A general, not a Knight-Commander?” Zae asked. “He isn’t White Mantle?”

“Not explicitly, no. He’s been the leader of the Belkarth militia since the end of the war. The idea was that Tynolde would be leading the Knights of the Final Edict while Redding would be leading the rank-and-file soldiers.”

“So he isn’t a zealot, then?” Zae asked. “He didn’t actually believe in the Final Edict nonsense?”

“Not from what I’ve been told.”

“Good,” I said. “We can use that.”

Roderick shrugged. “It’s good and bad. Good because he won’t be fanatically loyal to Tynolde and Belethar, bad because seeing the Radiant Blade and a druidess of Tahleen won’t inspire him the same way as they would a man of the faith. We’ll have to get him on our side the old fashioned way.”

“Beating him over the head with Kithani’s mace?” Zae asked.

“Convincing him Tynolde really did betray everyone,” Roderick said. “And that it is worth risking his men in this fight.”

I scratched my cheek in thought. “If he’s a seasoned veteran, we should be able to manage that.”

“I hope so, because he arrived in the city earlier today. He’ll be at the Ducal Palace for your meeting tomorrow.”

Zae gave me a mildly sympathetic look. She had no intention of being there, of course. The Mother Confessor may have dubbed her the Hand of Tahleen, but Zae and diplomacy went together as well as ogres and fine literature. Duke Trelechor seemed to like her, but that had more to do with the fact that she’d saved his life than any negotiating skill on her part. She was blunt, pragmatic, and unapologetic.

In other words, a Dread Knight.

For a long time, I had thought about myself in the same way—I was a soldier, not a leader and certainly not a politician. But the truth of the matter was that the most important conflict right now was here in Stormcrest, not Canith Mir. We couldn’t win a war without an army, and we had to keep fighting battles here in order to earn one.

“Redding may not be the biggest obstacle,” Roderick said. “With Tynolde dead, his top lieutenant has taken over the Final Edict. From what I’ve been told, Sister Jolara is the reason they stopped marching. And to be honest, I doubt she’ll listen to the Grand Dukes or the Mother Confessor. She is a zealot and a true believer in the cause.”

“Sister?” Zae asked. “She’s a cleric?”

“Yes, who served under Belethar. I don’t know much about her, only that she’s supposed to be brutal and stubborn. The two of you might get along.”

Zae’s eyes narrowed. “Somehow, I doubt that.”

Roderick smiled faintly, though it only lasted a few seconds. “Assuming you can get Redding on your side tomorrow, the Mother Confessor will want you to go and meet with the Final Edict personally. Showing them Sacrothyr should help.”

“Or convince them to kill him and take it,” Zae muttered.

“They can try,” I replied defiantly. “If these are true Final Edict fanatics, they must not know about the Libram or how they used to create their devas.”

“I’m sure they don’t,” Roderick said. “Which is a little ironic, considering that the other devas Tynolde had in the city have all flown back to Jolara for new orders. Like anyone else, they probably see the angels as a sign from Aodar.”

I nodded in agreement. “Honestly, we’re lucky those devas decided to fly off instead of attacking us. Imagine how bad it would have looked if we’d been forced to fight and destroy them all.”

“True. Though on the other hand, watching you stab the fake angels and turn them back into demons would have gone a long way toward convincing people that Tynolde was up to no good.”

“Might have also caused a panic,” I said. “Or riots.”

My thoughts flashed back to my brief but intense fight with Tynolde’s deva at Crohl’s cabin in the Moors. Merely touching Sacrothyr had set it ablaze. I couldn’t even imagine how the faithful in Stormcrest would react to such a sight.

“In any event, the Final Edict will have to respect anyone who wields that blade,” Roderick said. “It earn you the chance to explain yourself.

“Then we’ll have to make the most of it,” I said, twirling my empty glass in my fingers. “Because even with their help, this won’t be easy.”

“But without them, it will be impossible. We’ll never be able to reach the Phylactery Tower, let alone destroy it.”

“Maybe the Dread Knights have summoned another goristro you can bait into smashing it for us,” Zae added dryly.

I smiled tightly. We had been constructing a camp at the base of the mountains to the west for about a week now, and we had several thousand soldiers ready for our attack on Canith Mir. It was nowhere near enough to liberate the city, especially with the soulfire cannons the enemy had at their disposal. But if we were able to get those men from Belkarth and the Knights of the Final Edict who were marching with them…

Well, then at least we’d have a chance to destroy the Phylactery Tower. Once it was gone, the Hands of the Profane would be mortal again, and we could cut off the head of the proverbial snake in the hopes that the body would die without it.

It wasn’t a perfect plan. It wasn’t even a particularly good plan. But it was all we had at the moment, so it would have to be enough.

“Does anyone remember when we were just soldiers?” Roderick asked wistfully as he finished his own glass. “When all we had to do was follow orders and go where we were sent? Gods, I miss those days.”

“Yeah,” I whispered. “So do I.”

[image: ]

“Another triumph for the Hands of the Archons,” Mother Confessor Ellana Retine declared. “Another portent of our impending victory over the Profane.”

Her firm, confident voice filled the Tempest Chamber at the heart of the Ducal Palace, and Grand Duke Trelechor immediately nodded his agreement.

“There can be no doubt,” he said. “Aodar’s light shines upon us once again.”

“And the Treemother’s as well,” the Mother Confessor added. “May her return usher in an era of prosperity and rebirth.”

It took all my self-control to not to sigh or roll my eyes. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe the Archons were helping us—I could feel Aodar’s might coursing through me every time I invoked a Word of Power, and Tahleen was clearly lending her divine strength and protection to Zaelya. But for some reason, hearing aristocrats and politicians interpret the will of the gods still made me uncomfortable…as did their increasingly fervent belief that our victory over the corrupted Dread Knights and their Profane masters was preordained. I had suffered too many defeats in my life to make the mistake of believing that a battle could be won before it had been fought.

It was also bright and early in the morning, which wasn’t doing my mood any favors. I had spent most of the night staring up at the ceiling trying to figure out what I was going to say at this meeting…and how I was going to convince General Redding and the Knights of the Final Edict to join my cause mere days after we had killed their leaders.

“Where is the druidess?” Duke Trelechor asked. “I was hoping to see her again.”

“Zaelya is helping ferry more supplies from the city to our base camp at the base of the mountain,” I told her. “Our logistics keep falling further and further behind, and she can carry significantly more weight than the eagle riders.”

Retine’s grey eyebrow lifted ever-so-slightly, and I wondered if she saw through my lie of omission. Zae really was out there helping ferry supplies, and our efforts to move men and equipment to the base of the mountain really were falling behind. But the truth was that even if things had been ahead of schedule, Zae never would have agreed to come to the Ducal Palace and address the city’s leaders with me. She wanted nothing to do with the Grand Dukes or the White Mantle.

Which, quite frankly, was a good thing for all concerned. Zae always said exactly what was on her mind, and truth and honestly had no place in the halls of power.

“We’re doing everything we can to accelerate matters,” Duke Trelechor said, a hint of apology in his deep voice. “But your victory should buy us more time. As you said, both old Spellbinder towers in the Wending White are no longer functional.”

“No, but we still aren’t sure what the Dread Knights are up to in Darkhold,” I reminded him. “And every day that passes means more sacrifices and more demonic summons. With all due respect, Your Grace, we can’t afford any more delays.”

Trelechor nodded. He wasn’t a fool—on the contrary, I had found him to be eminently reasonable in our encounters so far. We were lucky that Zae and Roderick had managed to save him during Tynolde’s attempted power grab. Stormcrest was Trelechor’s city, after all, and I didn’t want to think about the chaos his death could have wrought. Because even with him, the situation on the Golden Coast was unstable enough.

Just a few days ago, four Grand Dukes had been sitting here in the Ducal Palace ruling over the eastern part of Ikibris, but that number had been cut in half. Duchess Varanis was dead, and Duke Belethar had been cast down after his son had been revealed to be a traitor along with Tynolde. That left only Trelechor and Carlaste, the latter of which had headed home to Freeport to try and organize more of his own soldiers to join our cause.

The Mother Confessor was sitting in Duchess Varanis’s old seat, her white-gold confessor robes as pristine as ever. On her right, Duke Belethar’s seat was occupied by a much younger woman wearing an elegant purple dress. Her long blond hair normally spilled over her shoulders, but today she had pinned it up. Her blue eyes took in the whole room, and she had the calm, regal posture of a monarch despite her age.

She was also trying very hard not to smile sheepishly every time she looked at me.

“Can anything be done to help speed things along?” Jewel Mirabilis asked.

“I wouldn’t complain about having a few hundred more men to help move supplies,” I said to her, though I tried not to let my eyes linger suspiciously. No one else in the room knew that we’d spent the night together after the masquerade, and I intended to keep it that way until she decided otherwise. “Right now we’re just waiting for soldiers. The men from Belkarth are apparently still a week out.”

“Mobilization has been more difficult without Duke Belethar’s direct supervision,” the fourth person in the room, General Redding, said from the chair to Trelechor’s left. “The officers were fiercely loyal to the Grand Cleric and to former Lord Marshal Tynolde. Many of them are reluctant to accept what has happened.”

“They had better start soon,” Jewel said. “Because Lord Marshal Keene—the Hand of Aodar—needs their help.”

Redding didn’t quite roll his eyes, but I could see the frustration in his face beneath his thick, scraggly red beard. “With all due respect, Lady Confessor, it isn’t that easy. House Belethar didn’t build an army of haggard farmers with spears and sickles. They have been carefully building a holy legion of the faithful for many years.”

“A legion Tynolde planned to use to conquer the coast,” Duke Trelechor said bitterly. “But you assured us that most of his commanders knew nothing of his true plans.”

“They didn’t, and they don’t,” Redding replied. “But as I said, they were fiercely loyal to Belethar and Tynolde. Some are convinced that this is nothing more than play for power by the other Grand Dukes. And they are deeply suspicious of a former Dread Knight being proclaimed the new Hand of Aodar.”

Well, I agree with them on that, I thought but didn’t say. I had been hesitant to play along with the Mother Confessor’s proclamation from the moment we entered the city, but I fully recognized that there was no stopping it after what had happened with Tynolde. Even the doubters here in the Ducal Palace looked at me differently after I’d saved the Mother Confessor. The fact that Zaelya appeared to be the first druid of Tahleen in centuries only added to the mythos that we were saviors sent by the Archons to deliver the world from evil.

“You’re going to have to visit Tynolde’s knights personally,” Mother Confessor Retine said, looking me squarely in the eye. “You and the druidess.”

“I understand,” I replied. Given the choice, I would have preferred to fly back to the Wending White and take on another Goristro or two than fly around the coast playing diplomat. But deep down, I knew that we couldn’t storm Canith Mir and destroy the Phylactery Tower without more men. I had spent my entire life doing whatever was necessary to win, and that wasn’t going to change now.

Regardless, I noted that the Mother Confessor hadn’t mentioned Kithani at all. I had been debating whether or not she should accompany us ever since Roderick had brought it up. On the one hand, the rank-and-file soldiers from Belkarth would probably appreciate seeing a deva at my side; on the other, the fact that the Final Edict devas all had white hair and wings might make Kithani seem like a corrupted angel in the same way that many of them would already view me as a corrupted paladin. They wouldn’t be able to use that same logic with Sacrothyr or with Zaelya.

Taking a deep breath, I cast my gaze about the cavernous chamber. This was only my third time being summoned in here, and the arched, hundred-foot-tall ceiling remained as awe-inspiring as ever. The sun was particularly intense in the cloudless sky today, so the symbol of Aodar projected on the floor by the stained window was brighter than ever.

“My men have a variety of other concerns as well, Your Grace,” General Redding added. “They will also need to be addressed.”

“Such as?” the Mother Confessor asked.

The General paused for a heartbeat as he eyed the long blade strapped to my back. I imagined he hadn’t seen Sacrothyr since it had been wielded by Lord Marshal Crohl.

“Our soldiers have been trained to battle men and Riven, not demons and cannons and reconstructed war machines,” Redding said. “And to be perfectly blunt, I have yet to see a satisfying plan of attack. It took the combined forces of the Dread Knights and the White Mantle to defeat Spellbinder Veracus three years ago, and he didn’t possess rebuilt spellfire weaponry.”

“I never claimed that this would be easy,” I said before anyone else could pipe in. “As for our exact plan of attack, some of the details will need to wait until our scouts have given us more information. But I’m not planning on sending them out until most of our other forces are in position—it will be dangerous, and we want their assessment to be as recent as possible. It won’t do us much good to have a plan if the enemy decides to move their cannons around at the last moment.”

I waved a dismissive hand. “But if you want to discuss battle specifics, I’m more than happy to do that in the command tent. Right now, I just need that holy legion of yours.”

“And you’ll get it,” Duke Trelechor said, putting a touch of ice in his voice.

General Redding continued looking at me, and he clearly wasn’t convinced. Neither the Mother Confessor nor the Grand Dukes had any real authority over him, and he knew it. We wouldn’t be able to get his aid by royal decree or brute force. We would have to win him and the Final Edict over the old-fashioned way.

The conversation continued for perhaps another ten minutes, and while I answered their various questions, I kept thinking about how strange it was to be standing here in front of them at all. There was a time when I didn’t think I’d live long enough to become a mere Tribune in the Dread Knights. Yet here I was, the Hand of Aodar and the Lord Marshal of the White Mantle. It defied belief.

A carriage and driver were waiting for me outside the Ducal Palace after the meeting. I planned to ride back to our estate alone, but just as one of the palace guards opened the door, I noticed Jewel coming up behind me in her calm, regal stride.

“May I ride with you, Lord Marshal?” she asked. “I would like to have a few words in private.”

“Erm, of course,” I said, gesturing to the carriage. I helped her climb aboard, then joined her inside.

The instant I closed the door, she swung her leg over my lap and straddled me. I didn’t even have a chance to speak before her mouth pressed against mine.

The horses started moving while we kissed, and I quickly pulled off my gauntlets so I could embrace her more comfortably. My hands started on her back, enjoying the warmth of her young body through her dress, though the slits on the legs were long enough that I ended up resting them on her thighs instead. Her smooth, silky flesh reminded me of how good it had felt to have these legs wrapped around me a few nights earlier. I could still hear her soft voice begging me to claim her precious virtue…

Jewel continued kissing me for several minutes before she finally pulled back and smiled. “I’m glad you’re safe,” she whispered, fingers kneading my neck inside my heavy breastplate. “I was worried about you. I feared that we…that I…might never see you again.”

I brushed a strand of golden hair out of her eyes. “The Mother Confessor seems to believe I was sent by Aodar himself. Do you really believe the White Flame would let me die in the tundra hundreds of miles away?”

“No,” she said, smiling. “I suppose not.”

She kissed me again, even more passionately this time. My fingers slid beneath her dress until they reached her panties, and I found myself wishing that our estate were further away just so the trip would take longer…

“You know,” Jewel breathed as she pulled away again, “I really wish you had worn a doublet instead of armor.”

I snorted into a laugh. At any other moment in my life, I would have vehemently disagreed with her. My skin still itched whenever I thought about the fancy outfit I’d worn to the masquerade, whereas this plate armor Kithani had made for me was quite comfortable. Wearing it felt right.

Or had, until now. Codpieces were great when a horde of Riven were trying to rip off your balls, but they were a serious inconvenience when you were being straddled by a beautiful woman who wanted you inside her as quickly as possible.

“We could always try to find somewhere more private,” I suggested, my fingers squeezing her legs. “And you’re welcome at the estate.”

“I don’t think there is such a thing as privacy when you’re a religious icon,” Jewel told me. “The Hand of Aodar can’t go anywhere without attracting a crowd. And a Mirian princess can’t walk into his house without everyone talking about it the next day.”

I eyed her up and down. The purple dress looked good on her—not as good as the one she had worn for the masquerade the other night, but this one was designed for regality rather than elegance.

“Speaking of Mirian princesses,” I said, “you seem to be settling into that persona quite well.”

Jewel laughed. “It hasn’t been that difficult. The politics of the city and the coast haven’t been shaken this badly in a very long time. The Mother Confessor believes we have a rare opportunity here, and I think she’s right.”

I nodded in understanding. It wasn’t as if Jewel had been overtly concealing her royal heritage before Tynolde’s betrayal, but his death had changed the situation quite drastically. Unbeknownst to me, the Mother Confessor had spent years protecting her from his advances—he had wanted to take her as a wife in order to produce children who would have a legitimate claim to the throne of Canith Mir and eventually Stormcrest, once he had eliminated the Grand Dukes.

But with him out of the way and the political landscape shifting so rapidly, Jewel had decided that it was time to openly present herself as a princess-in-exile rather than a Lady Confessor. I didn’t know precisely what that would mean in the long term, but she seemed to have a plan.

“I know the battle won’t be easy, and I know it’s foolish to spend too much time worrying about the future when the present is so uncertain,” Jewel said, “but if we are able to liberate the city, the Mother Confessor believes there’s a real chance we could reunite Ikibris for the first time since before the Invocation.”

“A lofty goal,” I replied.

“But a worthy one, don’t you think?”

I pursed my lips, debating if I should answer. I liked seeing her smile, so I didn’t want to do anything to dampen her mood. But at the same time, I had been trained as a Dread Knight, and we never shied away from facing reality, no matter how grim.

“We don’t know how many unstable spellfire cores or corrupted war machines were brought into Canith Mir, but I doubt it will be safe for anyone to return to Canith Mir for decades,” I said soberly. “Possibly centuries.”

“Not if Vess dispels the corruption with that primordial cleansing spell of hers,” Jewel said. “I asked her about it a few days ago—she said it might be possible.”

I stifled a groan. There was no denying that the spell we’d learned from Crohl’s Libram was immensely powerful; Vess never would have been able to undo the mass petrification spell Tynolde had used on Jewel and the Mother Confessor without it. But I still didn’t enjoy using primordial magic—or spellfire magic, as our ancestors had apparently called it—unless we absolutely had to. Its power had never been in question, but its safety certainly was.

“Yeah, well, Vess has a habit of overestimating her abilities,” I said. “There’s still a lot we don’t understand about the spells in that book, and that’s on top of the fact that primordial magic almost always seems to come with unintended consequences.”

“Maybe,” Jewel said, sounding undeterred. “Or maybe the Archons really did give you that book for a reason. You saved Zaelya, you saved me…what’s to stop you from saving Canith Mir?

Both my eyebrows lifted. I considered reminding her that Kithani and I were both products of unstable primordial magic, not actual gifts from the Archons. But Jewel obviously knew that.

“We’ve come a long way,” I said instead.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Just that it wasn’t long ago that you were reciting me the Prayer for the Condemned and thinking I was a treacherous monster. Now you think I’ve been sent by Aodar to restore Ikibris.” I shrugged, then smiled. “Hell of a transition, that’s all.”

“Confessors seek truth,” Jewel said, running her fingers through my hair. “Sometimes that means admitting we made hasty judgments.”

She kissed me again, though more slowly and romantically this time. That didn’t stop me from wishing we were somewhere more private where I could slip out of my armor and back inside her.

Jewel pulled back and smiled when the cart hit a memorable bump in the road. It meant that we had crossed the Canter Hill Bridge and were nearly back at the estate.

“General Redding was right that fighting demons is a lot different than fighting Riven,” I said once I finally pulled away. “And Canith Mir is going to be filled with plenty of both.”

“He should defer to your judgement,” Jewel said. “You’re the new Lord Marshal—everyone agrees you’re the best man to take over.”

“I don’t know about everyone. It’s only been a few days, and I can’t fault his men for being confused about what’s going on. They started marching from Belkarth before I even arrived in Stormcrest, yet the plan has already changed on them twice. The reports they get in camp each night must be incredibly confusing, and now someone’s telling them that the Grand Cleric and Lord Marshal were traitors who are now dead. Frankly, it’s a miracle they haven’t turned around.”

She traced her fingertips along my beard. “They’ll pledge their loyalty to you once you visit them in person. The Mother Confessor is right—their doubts will be quashed the moment they look upon the Radiant Blade and the man who wields it. And having a deva at your side will make it impossible to deny that you speak for the White Flame.”

“I suppose we’ll find out soon enough,” I said. “But Redding also isn’t wrong to be skeptical about the overall battleplan. Canith Mir’s fortifications may be old and brittle, but if they’ve repaired a few dozen cannons and put them on the walls, our soldiers won’t be able to get anywhere close without being obliterated.”

“You mentioned splitting the men up,” Jewel reminded me. “Just enough to divide the Dread Knights and allow you to slip inside and destroy the Phylactery Tower.”

“That is the general idea.” I shrugged. “It’s too bad we only had that one teleportation scroll. Being able to warp into the palace again would sure make things easier.”

“The last time I spoke with her, Vess was trying to learn how to cast the spell herself. We can both manage short-range teleports pretty easily, but long range ones are a completely different problem.” Jewel pursed her lips in thought. “So much knowledge was lost when Veracus attacked. My family’s library used to be filled with arcane knowledge. Thousands of books, hundreds and hundreds of spells…”

She sighed softly, then continued. “Everyone became scared to use them after the Invocation, but Vess could have learned so much. There was a tremendous collection of military knowledge as well—tactics developed during the Spellfire Wars that might have been able to help us deal with those cannons. My father’s advisors were convinced that knowledge would never be useful again, but here we are.”

“Here we are,” I echoed.

In another lifetime, I could see myself getting lost in history books about warfare the same way that Vess did with spellbooks, but I’d never had the luxury. And right now, I would trade all those books for a few functional war machines of our own. I had seen the wreckage of several iron crawlers in my time, and hiding our soldiers inside them would be one way to reach the city despite being bombarded by cannonfire. The armor on the huge metal vehicles was so thick that they had probably been able to endure tremendous punishment.

“We’ll figure something out,” I assured her. “One problem at a time.”

Jewel pecked my lips again. “I wish you could come visit me in the palace tonight. Or the convent.”

“I could, if you were willing to use that dimension door spell to send us straight from the courtyard into your room again.”

“I wish it were that easy,” she whispered. “But I’m still not sure it’s a good idea for anyone to know that we’re…well, that we’re so close.”

I brushed my hand against her cheek. “You think the Mother Confessor would be upset?”

“I think that things are complicated enough right now. But maybe that will change soon.”

When the carriage began to slow down, Jewel sighed and slowly pulled her leg off me. She straightened her dress as she sat back in the seat beside me.

“There is a park outside the city. It’s quite beautiful, especially when the moon is out. Perhaps we could meet there one night.”

“I wouldn’t mind getting some fresh air,” I told her as I put on my gauntlets. The carriage had come to a full stop, and I could hear the driver outside.

“Just make sure not to wear your armor,” Jewel said, her smile turning coquettish. “I don’t think you’ll need it.”

Her expression went flat again when the driver opened the door, though I could still see a flicker of amusement—and anticipation—in her blue eyes.

“Thank you for speaking with me, Your Highness,” I said once I had stepped out of the carriage. “I hope I’ll see you again soon.”

“You will, Lord Marshal,” Jewel replied. “Perhaps sooner than you think.”


3
Vigorous Repose


My armor’s codpiece proved even less comfortable while walking up the path to the estate, so I took a moment to watch Jewel ride away so that my excitement would fade before I continued into the mansion. I wished that the other girls were inside waiting for me, because any one of them—and if I was lucky, all of them together—would be eager to help me with my problem. But as far as I knew, Vess was off with Zae at her family’s old bookstore while Kithani was supposed to be in the temple of Aodar presiding over some kind of holy ceremony with the acolytes. I would be spending the next few hours alone.

Though honestly, that didn’t sound so bad. I hadn’t been able to find much time to myself recently, especially now with all the annoying hero worship I encountered everywhere. If not for the fact that I could still feel Jewel’s body pressed against me, I would have been looking forward to a drink and a bit of quiet time to think.

I had just reached out to unlock the front door when it abruptly opened for me. And to my surprise, Zaelya was standing there waiting for me.

“You’re back,” she said, her voice oddly flat.

“You sound surprised,” I replied. “I do live here now, you know.”

Her cheek twitched almost imperceptibly. She was wearing the loose silver nightgown she’d grown fond of since coming here. It was sleeveless, and the skirt was well short of her knees.

“I assumed your meeting with the noble twits would last longer, that’s all,” she said.

“Mercifully, no. It went about like I expected—we’ll need to fly to Tearfall tomorrow.” I paused. “I thought you and Vess were going to be at the bookshop.”

“We were there for a while.”

My brow furrowed when she didn’t elaborate. She didn’t move out of the way, either, which was also strange. She just stood there in the doorway looking up at me, her face and silver eyes neutral.

Suspiciously neutral.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Nothing,” Zae insisted. “We didn’t think you’d be back for a while yet. Kithani wanted to bake you something special for your birthday, but she needs a bit more time.”

I blinked. “My birthday?”

“It is the start of Frostfall. I don’t recall the exact day, but it must be close.”

“It is,” I said, my frown deepening. I hadn’t celebrated my birthday in a long time. The Dread Knights didn’t bother with such trivialities, nor did the Condemned. Nor did Zaelya, for that matter.

“What brought this on?” I asked.

Zae shrugged. “I casually mentioned it to Kithani, and she decided it was the most important thing in the world. But like I said, she needs a little more time.”

“I’m surprised Tindral allowed her in the kitchen,” I said, sniffing at the air. The aroma of freshly baked goods had started wafting toward the door.

“We sent them home for the day. Kithani and Vess didn’t want them to get in the way. It’s important to them that this meal be…special.”

“I see,” I replied even though I didn’t at all. I was surprised that they had kept this from me, though it sounded as if it hadn’t been planned for very long. Given that we were talking about Kithani, that wasn’t all that surprising. It wasn’t exactly difficult to plant an idea in her head, especially if it sounded the least bit exciting. The acolytes at the temple would be disappointed that she had postponed her sermon, though I figured there were decent odds she had completely forgotten about her prior engagements the moment someone had mentioned the word “baking.”

Zae still hadn’t moved, and I leaned my head forward to see if I could spot anyone else inside. She appeared to be alone, though I was pretty sure I heard Vess giggling from through the kitchen door.

“So,” I said, “were you planning to let me come inside, or…?”

“We’ve been over this,” she said. “Now that you can siphon corruption out of me, you can cum anywhere you want.”

I groaned. “Zae, what is going on?”

A rare impish smile tugged at her lips. “I’m supposed to be stalling you, but it isn’t going particularly well.”

I shook my head in disbelief. Stall me? What could they possibly be making in there?

“Forget it,” she said, taking my hand. “Just go upstairs and change out of your armor. Then we’ll go in and get something to eat whether they’re ready or not.”

I continued eying her suspiciously even as she turned to the side and allowed me to pass. The girls were definitely up to something, and I wasn’t sure if I should be frightened or titillated. Or maybe both.

Zae shooed me up the stairs. I found it surprisingly difficult to focus on unstrapping and removing my armor with a bunch of conspiracies chasing each other around my head, but I did the best I could. Perhaps ten minutes later, I was back downstairs wearing a comfortable white tunic and black trousers. Zae was waiting by the door to the large kitchen, her arms crossed and a faint smirk on her lips.

“So, do I get to know what’s going on yet?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said, pushing open the door for me.

My brow stayed furrowed with suspicion as I moved past her, wondering if I was about to get a pie thrown in my face by one of Vess’s invisible servants. There had to be some kind of prank waiting for me, otherwise they wouldn’t have sent the servants home. Then again, maybe Kithani had gotten it into her head to bake a giant cake, or perhaps Vess wanted to test a new spell where she conjured a whole meal with magic. I braced myself for anything as I stepped inside…

And then my jaw dropped to the floor.

“Duncan!” Kithani gasped. “Lunch isn’t ready yet!”

“I kept him busy as long as I could,” Zae said. “Sorry.”

I barely heard her. My eyes were locked on the deva, who was standing near the long, rectangular preparation table with a wooden spoon in hand. She was completely nude—her bra, loincloth, and wristwraps were lying in a pile near the blazing hearth. Her normally pristine silver skin was dusted with white flour and spackled with globs of pastry batter.

Yet somehow, the naked angel wasn’t the most surprising thing in the room. That honor belonged to the naked elf lying on top of the preparation table with a freshly-made tartlet resting atop each of her tits and a large glob of white frosting covering her quim.

“That’s all right,” Vess said, smiling impishly as she dragged a fingertip up the length of her body. “It’s Duncan’s birthday—he can have his dessert early.”

Kithani nibbled at her lip as if she were genuinely really thinking it over, but I was already on my way to the table. I stopped beside Vess, my eyes taking in every inch of her tall, slender elven body and the sprawl of auburn hair behind her. Thank the Archons that Zae had told me to take off my armor, because otherwise my codpiece would have been giving me trouble again…

“Tart or sweet,” Vess whispered huskily. “Where does the birthday boy want to start?”

It was an excellent question with no wrong answer, especially because I fully intended to enjoy both as soon as possible.

I leaned over her chest first, kissing the base of her right breast and working my way up to the tartlet precariously balanced on her nipple. Kithani’s baking never disappointed, but this one proved even more delicious than normal. She had attached it with a small glob of frosting which gave me all the more reason to run my tongue over Vess’s nipples to make sure I didn’t miss anything.

The wizardess moaned contentedly as I cleaned her up, her fingers combing through my hair. Zae watched from beside me, helpfully pointing out whenever I missed a spot. I eventually continued my journey down her stomach and between her thighs, and I was pleased to learn that the sweet taste of the frosting was a perfect balance to the savoriness of Vess’s quim.

She gasped and arched her back as I licked my way down her slit, then gripped the edges of the table when I began teasing her clit.

“Gods, she’s soaked,” Zae said, snickering. “Filthy Eladrin slut…”

Vess was breathing so hard now that I doubted she heard anything. And when I slipped a finger inside her, her body seized up so hard she almost lifted off the table. I hadn’t even licked off the last bits of frosting by the time she cried out in release.

Zae shook her head. “Some birthday present. Duncan was supposed to finish first!”

Vess definitely couldn’t hear her now. She continued bucking on the table while I nibbled at her clit, lost in the throes of a cascading climax.

“Never trust a wizardess to do her chores,” Zae tutted. “I guess I’ll have to do everything myself.”

The druidess was on her knees in a heartbeat, and she had my belt unbuckled and my trousers down at my ankles in record time. My cock, teased but unsatisfied thanks to the carriage ride with Jewel, was waiting for her at full attention.

“Oooh!” Kithani cooed at the side of me, her blue eyes gaping wide. “May I…can I…”

“Wait your turn,” Zae said, spitting on the shaft then meeting my eyes as she stroked me. “He’s mine.”

My entire length disappeared inside her small Tahari mouth a moment later, a feat that would have been impossible if not for her years of practice. Between the moist heat and the gripping suction, I could never last long while buried inside her eager throat.

Today was no different. As Vess came down from her climax, I leaned up and put my hand on the back of Zae’s head. Her wet, moaning gurgles were one of my absolute favorite sounds, and I could already feel the dam beginning to crack. It wouldn’t be long before my load was sliding down her throat and frothing over her lips…

“Ngn!” Kithani squealed, bouncing on her bare feet beside us with her wooden spoon still in hand. Her silvery brow was creased in frustration.

Zae abruptly pulled back, her lips making an audible smack as they left my cock. She looked up at the deva while still pumping my shaft with her fingers. “Something wrong?”

“Yes…no…yes!” Kithani managed, her lips trembling. “I’m sorry, Mistress Zaelya, it’s just that Duncan hasn’t made love to me in days! I was really hoping that I could go first.”

“I don’t know,” Zae said, licking at her lips then kissing the tip of my cock. “I thought I might keep him to myself for a while. You still have plenty of baking to do.”

Kithani looked at the hearth, then back at the kneeling druidess. “But…but…”

“Work before play, kitten,” Vess said as she leaned up, her face still flushed. “You know the rules.”

“That’s rich, coming from you,” Zae said. “You know what, kitten? Go ahead. Just push her out of the way and get yourself ready for him.”

Kithani didn’t need to be told twice. She beamed as she hopped up on the edge of the table and scooted back to push Vess away. The wizardess protested, but Kithani wasn’t listening. She spread her legs to offer me her glistening immortal quim.

Zae rose to a crouch and pulled my cock toward its new target. She even helped me ease the swollen tip inside.

“Go ahead,” the druidess said, putting a hand on my back to help ease me inside. “Feed the kitten.”

I obeyed without hesitation, rolling my hips and pushing into Kithani’s eager depths. She threw back her head and squealed in delight as her celestial canal stretched open for me, which made me glad that they’d sent the servants home. Kithani was easily the loudest woman I had ever been with, and it was too late for her to cast a silence spell. This way, we wouldn’t give the poor, pious servants a heart attack when their deva screamed like a succubus while I rutted her senseless.

I paused once I was fully hilted inside her; I always needed a moment to acclimate to her moist, gripping heat. I didn’t know if it was because she’d originally been created as a demon or because Aodar forged all his devas this way, but Kithani’s cunt was a testament to divine craftsmanship either way. It was the perfect sheath for my excited member, and I needed all the endurance I could muster to enjoy exploring it as long as possible before I filled it to the brim with my mortal gratitude.

“What are you waiting for?” Zae said, rising all the way to her feet and standing at my side.“Fuck her!”

I pulled back before slamming into the deva again, which drew another startled gasp and delighted scream from Kithani’s lips. I could see her blue eyes starting to turn black as lust overcame her, and I had a feeling they wouldn’t be going back to normal for quite a while. She must have worked up quite the appetite over the past few days, and I would need to whip up more than one steaming batch to sate it.

I got a firm hold on her right calf while I mounted her left on my shoulder, freeing up a hand to smack her silvery thighs and ass while I pounded away. Zae used the opportunity to pop open the buttons on the front of my tunic and drag her nails over my chest. Meanwhile, Vess leaned over Kithani’s body and licked some of the batter off her tits.

“Angelic whore,” Zae said, joining me in playfully slapping the deva’s ass. “Can’t get enough of him, can you?”

Kithani’s only response was to whimper and pull Vess’s head closer to her bosom.

Zae snickered. “See how badly she needs it? Don’t give it to her. Not until she begs.”

“You hear that, slut?” Vess added as her tongue flicked over a hard grey nipple. “You’d better start pleading for it.”

“Duncan, please!” Kithani cried out between breathless squeals. “Help me! Feed me!”

“That’s better,” Zae said. “Now do it again.”

The deva moaned uncontrollably as I slammed into her even harder. “Please! I need it!”

“Need what?”

“Your cum! I need your cum, Duncan, please!”

“Mm,” Zae cooed as she pivoted behind me and pressed her own nipples into my back. “Don’t worry, the first batch is just about ready to come out of the oven…”

She wasn’t wrong. Every wet, slapping thrust sent me careening closer to the edge, and with both a cleric and a druidess filled with restoration spells at my side, I saw no reason to hold back. I pounded into Kithani again and again and again…

“Almost there!” I warned.

“No!” Vess practically shouted. “She cut in line! It’s not her turn!”

I groaned in protest. “I can’t…I can’t stop it.”

“You don’t need to,” Vess said. “Exos!”

She flicked her wrist, and the gasping deva disappeared. I gasped in surprise. I was suddenly thrusting uselessly in the air, my cock glistening with Kithani’s celestial juices. It throbbed in frustration at being denied release.

“What are you doing?” I blurted out.

“Making her wait,” Vess said, diving back onto the table and taking Kithani’s place. She spread her own legs, then took hold of my cock and steered me into her quim instead. “You should know by now that the needs of the group’s wizardess always come first.”

“But I…oh!” I groaned as I slipped inside her tight, velvety warmth. My mind told me not to reward such behavior, but my cock, desperate for release, compelled me to start thrusting away despite the change of scenery. It only took a few moments before I spiraled over the edge and exploded inside Vess’s elven depths, filling her to the brim and beyond. She cried out in delight, pinching at her frosting-spackled nipples as she enjoyed her own release. I panted for breath once I’d finished, but it took at least half a minute before my mind recovered enough to warn me that Kithani could return from her banishment at any moment.

“Hmm,” Vess cooed, her fingers sliding down my biceps. “Happy birthday.”

She leaned up enough to bring our lips together. While our tongues danced, Zae just scoffed.

“Unbelievable,” she breathed, sounding annoyed but also playful at the same time. “I can’t believe you let this Eladrin slut get away with that!”

“It’s only fair,” Vess replied, her green eyes looking deep into mine while she spoke. “I am the one who came up with the idea.”

“And Kithani’s the one who did all the baking.”

“She’ll get her taste, don’t worry. Though you should probably pick me up now.”

With a lethargic grunt, I hoisted her off the table and into my arms. We had only just taken a step back when the deva reappeared right where she’d been, quim glistening and legs open wide.

“Hey!” she blurted out, her eyes still black as they focused on Vess. “That’s not fair!”

“I’m sorry, kitten, I couldn’t help it,” Vess said, though she didn’t sound the least bit apologetic. “It’s been a few days since he’s made love to me, too.”

Kithani leaned up. Her wings unfurled, and she gave Vess a look filled with such crushing disappointment that it made my heart ache. I wasn’t even the one who had banished her, but now I felt like a monster for finishing inside Vess instead.

“I’ll make it up to you, all right?” the wizardess promised, wriggling out of my grip and putting her feet on the floor. I let out an unwitting sigh when my cock slipped out of her.

“But…?” Kithani whimpered pitifully as she eyed my wilting manhood.

“It’s okay,” Vess soothed. “I’ll make it up to you.”

She hopped back up on the edge of the table, then spread her legs and slid her fingers along her glistening slit. I had injected her with such a thick load that some of my white seed was starting to drizzle out of her.

“You see?” she asked huskily. “We can still share.”

Kithani’s blue eyes lit up, and she lunged in for a taste. Vess grinned when the deva’s tongue hungrily flicked over her slit. With a delighted moan, she put her hands in the other woman’s hair and pulled her close.

“Eat your fill, kitten,” Vess said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Figures,” Zae said, moving back to my side while watching Kithani feast. “My tribe always said that the Eladrin were depraved. Looks like they were right.”

I chuckled into a moan as her fingers returned to my wilted stem. She began stroking me gently, and her fingers began to glow green with druidic magic. After she breathed a Word of Power, I felt a surge of restorative energy ripple through me.

“Wasn’t able to do this before,” Zae said. “Balphoren must not have wanted you to keep going.”

“Even if you could have, I doubt you’d have wanted to waste precious spells we might need if we got ambushed in the middle of the night.”

“It wouldn’t have been a waste. There were plenty of times I would have rather been eaten by monsters than go a whole evening without you fucking me in the ass.”

My cock throbbed in her hands. At this point, I had a feeling it would have been as hard as a lance whether she used restorative magic on me or not.

“Looks like they’re going to be busy for a while,” Zae added. “Why don’t you have me down on all fours yet?”

“Is that what you want?” I asked.

“It shouldn’t matter what I want.” Her eyes turned feral, and she gave my cock a hard squeeze. “It’s about what you can take.”

I could have grabbed onto her and carried her upstairs to a bed where she would have been more comfortable. Hell, I could have just taken her into the next room where there was at least a rug. But when Zae got that particular glint in her eyes, she didn’t care about being comfortable. On the contrary, pain was the point.

Grabbing hold of her arms, I pulled her slender Tahari body in front of me and ripped open her gown. She hadn’t bothered wearing underwear, so all I had to do was flip her around and shove her to the floor. She landed on her hands and knees where she belonged, and I mounted her like the bitch she was.

My cock was still damp from the two cunts it had already ravaged, but it definitely could have used a dip inside Zae for some extra slickness. But she had invited me into her back door, not her front, and she wasn’t the type of girl who tolerated trespassers. Getting a firm grip on her long white mane with one hand, I used the other to steer my swollen head right up to her nether entrance.

“You asked for it, bitch,” I growled into her ear as I gave it a possessive nibble. “Now take it!”

She cried out through clenched teeth as I forced myself into her, but I didn’t stop. Her ass had been one of my cock’s favorite sheaths during the war, second only to her throat, and I wasn’t about to pause until she gave me the sign. Something she had never actually done before.

I did give her a moment to acclimate once I was inside, and after several grimaces and a spree of rapid breaths, she was finally able to speak again.

“That’s better,” Zae cooed. “You made me a promise, remember?”

“That I’d never stop fucking you in the ass?”

“Exactly. So do it! Now!”

I made it a point to never argue with a woman while I was sodomizing her, and the fact that Zae was now the Hand of Tahleen gave a divine imperative to her request. If Tahleen wanted me to ream her first druid in centuries, who was I to argue?

I pulled back then slammed into her again, triggering another pained yet delighted cry from her lips. If I weren’t so hard, I never would have been able to push back into her impossibly tight canal. But it gradually widened for me as it always did, inviting me to probe harder and deeper.

“Amin merna ilya lle ered,” she cooed. “Nae saian luume…”

Her Elvish purr added more fuel to my fire. Tightening my grip on her hair, I pushed her face hard against the stone floor while I smacked her thighs and pounded her ass into submission. Her cries became so loud they drowned out Vess’s moans and the roar of the hearth. There was a time not so long ago when she had been forced to hold back, since the two of us had always been in a barracks or camp, but no longer. Zae completely let herself go, her body thrashing and her hands clawing at the floor.

“Take it!” I shouted, slapping her thigh again when I was about to burst. “I’m going to shoot it right up your ass.”

“No!” Zae whimpered. “Flip me over! I want it on me!”

I was so surprised I nearly waited too long and exploded inside her bowels, but I managed to pull out and flip her over the instant I lost control. I fired a first shot across her whole body as if my cock were a spellfire cannon, leaving a thick strand on her lips, nose, and between her silver eyes. But her hand adjusted my aim before the second burst, directing the rest of my viscous salvos all over the leaf tattoo branded on her stomach. I had deposited countless loads over Balphoren’s wolf paw’s tattoo, but I had yet to see Tahleen’s symbol so wet and sticky.

“Damn,” I breathed once I was finally spent. “You know, Tahleen might not appreciate that.”

“That’s her problem,” Zae said. “She needs to understand the pecking order here. I may be her druid, but I’m your bitch.”

I laughed as I smiled down at her. “I love you, you know that?”

“You’ve dropped a few clues now and then,” she teased, licking a glob of seed from her lips. “Now stop getting sappy and flip me over again. The next batch is going inside me.”


4
The Message


We didn’t stop after lunch. Kithani had prepared plenty of restoration spells, and none of the girls wanted to rest until they were satisfied.

It took a lot longer to achieve that goal than I would have thought.

Kithani and her demonic libido weren’t even the catalyst. The return of Zae’s powers seemed to have simultaneously increased her sex drive and her desire for me to finish all over her. Vess didn’t have any excuse—she was just horny. My last bout with her before dinner ended with her demanding I pull out and “rinse off” the frosting and flour. The massive globs of seed I left on her tits and stomach only made the mess stickier, of course, but Kithani was perfectly happy to clean up the mess.

As for the deva herself, I made sure that she got her fill, too. I pumped a load inside her without Vess banishing her first, and that was after I’d fucked her silver tits and made a mess of her giddy angelic face.

The rest of the night involved less grunting and fewer fluids, but we still spent most of it together. While Vess continued studying Crohl’s Arcane Libram as well as conventional spellbooks, Zae and I went over old battle maps and war plans to try and plan out our eventual attack as best we could. Kithani, for her part, spent most of her time in the kitchen baking enough pastries to feed an entire army.

I slept like a dead man that night, and not just because the girls had worn me out so thoroughly. I always rested more peacefully when I had a clear objective ahead of me, even if I knew that accomplishing it wouldn’t be easy. Once again, we would be riding into Canith Mir to destroy a phylactery tower. And once again, the fate of all Ikibris—and perhaps the world—would be in our hands.

The clarity had faded slightly by morning, mostly because I knew that the next week of preparation was going to be a slog. The hard work of setting up the war camp didn’t bother me, but I wasn’t looking forward to meeting with the Final Edict in Tearfall this afternoon. Maybe the real reason I had slept so well the previous night was because the girls and their birthday present had helped completely expunge the task from my mind. If so, there was no greater gift they could have given me than the ability to forget about politics.

Kithani met me in the bath before breakfast, apparently eager for me to enjoy a sample of her newest muffin recipe before I bent her over the tub. She quite literally flew out the window after I’d finished, recharged and eager to give a sermon to the acolytes at the Temple of Aodar. While I finished bathing, I amused myself by imagining how they would react if they knew how loudly she squealed when I was fucking her…or how good she had looked topless with my morning mess all over her silver tits and chin.

I was half-dressed and about to head out to the staging grounds when the steward informed me that Roderick was at the front door. It wasn’t entirely unexpected—he often came by early to have breakfast with Zae and I before we all went about our business. But he’d apparently come bearing an important message today, so I didn’t bother strapping on my entire suit of armor before I headed downstairs.

He was waiting for me in the sitting room, the grave look on his face a stark contrast to the bright silver sheen of his polished armor.

“Is something wrong?” he asked before I could shut the door behind me.

“Funny, I was about to ask you the same question,” I said.

“There’s just something in your face. You look…I don’t know, rested for once. I figured you’d still look irritated after your meeting in the Ducal Palace yesterday.”

“What can I say, I got a good night’s sleep,” I said, glad that I’d taken that bath and made sure to scrub off all the flour and frosting. He might have been my best friend, but he didn’t need to know everything that happened in this mansion.

“Well, the Mother Confessor was hoping you’d be able to make the trip to Tearfall later today,” Roderick said. “The sooner we get the Final Edict on our side, the better.”

“Is that why you’re here? To make sure I actually go?”

“No,” Roderick said, reaching into his belt and producing a small, rolled-up scroll. “Though I might be adding another leg to your journey.”

I frowned. “Grand Duke Carlaste better not be expecting us to make an appearance in Freeport, too. I’m a soldier, not a—”

“Nothing like that,” Roderick interrupted with a wave of his gauntlet. “A carrier raven showed up with this earlier this morning. The damn thing was overflowing with corruption—they had to put it down and burn the carcass right away.”

My frown deepened. Messenger birds were rarely infected with Riven Rot, since they typically flew high enough over dangerous areas to avoid exposure. It did happen from time to time, though, usually as a result of them eating tainted carrion. Fortunately, they rarely passed it along to humans.

“The men almost burned the scroll along with the bird,” Roderick went on, sounding annoyed. “Thankfully someone reminded them that parchment can’t hold corruption, because the message is interesting, to say the least.”

He handed it to me. The parchment looked like it was in pretty bad shape, so I was extra careful as I unrolled it. The writing inside was so messy it was practically chicken scrawl, as if it had been penned by a young child. The message was also short:

Iltharus. Aodar’s Crown. Do not let them find it.

“Judging from the look on your face,” Roderick said, “it doesn’t make any more sense to you than it does to me.”

“No,” I murmured, the tiny hairs on the back of my neck suddenly standing upright. “Who sent this?”

“We don’t know—there’s no signature or seal. But the scouts believe it came from Canith Mir.”

My head snapped back up to meet his eyes. “They’re sure?”

“Nobody saw it fly the whole way, but that’s the direction it came from,” Roderick said. “It’s not a homing bird, either—pretty sure it was magically compelled to make the trip.”

A knot had begun forming in the pit of my stomach. “The Dread Knights sent this?”

“Seems so. It would also explain why the raven was corrupted.” He paused and shook his head. “But that still doesn’t tell us who sent it. Or why. Or what ‘Aodar’s Crown’ actually is.”

“I was about to ask you that. It sounds like some kind of holy relic.”

“If it is, I’ve never heard of it,” Roderick said. “I could ask the temple monks, but I wanted to talk to you about it first just to be sure. If nothing else, I figured that Vess might know.”

“If she doesn’t I’m sure she can find out,” I said, glancing down at the chicken scrawl on the letter again. It really did look like it had been penned by a child.

Or, I thought darkly to myself, by someone writing under duress.

“She’s still upstairs getting dressed,” I said. “Let me go and fetch her.”
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“Aha!” Vess exclaimed as she tapped her fingertip against the thick book she’d opened at the center of the sitting room table. “I knew I’d heard that name before.”

“Aodar’s Crown?” I asked, standing. Vess hadn’t known what the words meant any more than we did, but she’d immediately rushed off to her family’s bookshop and returned with this tome. Zaelya, Roderick, and I had all been discussing the possibilities while waiting for her.

“It’s been used a few times throughout history: the name of a canyon, the name of a ship, and so on,” the wizardess said. “But the name originates from a mythical holy relic constructed during the Cleaving of Creation. Just like that fancy sword of yours, though apparently not nearly as well known.”

I moved over to look at her book. An illustration of an elaborate golden crown dominated the center of the page. The huge jewel in the front had been engraved with the flaming angelic wings and a holy sword.

“Didn’t realize the first Hand of Aodar fancied himself a king,” Zae commented from beside me.

“There’s no mention of him wearing it or wielding it as a weapon,” Vess said, the finely manicured nail of her index finger moving back and forth across the text on the page. “But the book does mention the crown being a ‘purifying force capable of burning away the corruption of the Profane and their minions.’”

“Sounds like something the White Mantle would love to have on their…uh, mantel,” Zae said. “Let me guess: the crown has been lost to history?”

“Probably, since none of us had ever heard about it,” Vess replied. “This book isn’t about the Crown specifically—it’s a recounting of Archonite relics written by a priestess of Selura a couple hundred years ago. I remembered seeing the picture when I was flipping through this book a few days ago.”

“Well, that answers the ‘what’ question,” I said. “Now we’re left with the ‘who sent the scroll and why?’”

Roderick tugged at his ever-expanding moustache. “Doesn’t seem like there are many options. The Dread Knights must have discovered this thing, and someone wanted to warn us about it.”

“But who?” Zae asked. “Everyone in Canith Mir is either a Riven, a thrall of the Profane, or a slave whose soul is about to get harvested.”

I scratched at my beard, remembering the thought I’d had earlier. “Or the Profane’s control over the Dread Knights isn’t as absolute as we thought.”

They all gave me the same confused look.

“This looks like it was written by a child,” I said, holding up the scroll. “Or by someone who scribbled it down quickly, as if they were being watched.”

“Do you really think that’s possible?” Roderick asked. “The way you described your battle against Archdruid Kormak, there didn’t seem to be any part of him left.”

I turned to Zae. “You would know best.”

She grimaced. I felt terrible bringing up old memories, but she was the only one of us who had actually been under the thrall of the Profane.

“There were occasional flashes, but nothing like true awareness,” Zae said quietly. “I suppose it could be different for the others, though, since the Bloodletters became actual beasts. Maybe they have moments of clarity from time to time, I can’t say.”

“Mm,” I mumbled as I chewed it over. “Just before I defeated the Praevost at Blackreach, he bade me to save the rest of the Dread Knights before Maviroth claimed them as well. It would be nice to believe there’s a part of them still left in there.”

“Perhaps too nice,” Roderick said. “It could be a trap. Think about it: here we are on the verge of making another desperate attack on Canith Mir, and lo and behold our enemies tell us about a holy relic we could use against them. That doesn’t strike you as suspicious?”

Zae looked at him, then turned back to me and smiled. “Our boy really has grown up, hasn’t he?”

“Finally as cynical and distrusting as we are,” I agreed. “Brings a tear to my eye.”

Roderick groaned. “I hate you. Both of you.”

Zae and I chuckled, but my irreverent mirth faded when I looked at the illustration in Vess’s book again.

“You aren’t wrong,” I admitted. “The timing is suspicious, though I’m not sure why they’d bother with such an elaborate scheme given that they hold all the cards.”

“It’s obvious, isn’t it?” Roderick asked. “Iltharus is surrounded by corrupted wasteland. The only person who could survive out there is you. What better way to isolate the wielder of the Radiant Blade? It’s like inviting you to attend a one-on-one parley, just not quite as obvious. They could get you alone, then swarm you with demons.”

I mulled it over. While it didn’t sound completely implausible, I wasn’t convinced. If the Profane were that worried about our attack, there were dozens of other ways they could disrupt us more effectively. They had enough demonic flyers at their disposal to launch aerial sorties against settlements all over the Coast if they wanted to, and they could have used those attacks to draw me out just as easily. And considering that the Praevost and the other chosen were effectively immortal now, the cost of such attacks were low.

But they hadn’t done that, presumably because they didn’t feel the need. If I were playing their hand, I would have been eager for us to throw ourselves at their demons and soulfire cannons. Though in fairness, I probably would have felt the same if I’d been playing Veracus’s hand three years ago, and we all knew how that had turned out.

“What if it isn’t a trap?” Vess asked quietly, her fingertips still playing over the illustration. “What if the Crown is real and the Profane sent their minions to find it? The demons won’t be affected by corruption.”

“Could they even touch it if they found it?” Roderick asked. “You told me what happened when that corrupted deva laid a hand on Sacrothyr.”

“They could destroy it. Or worse, maybe taint it with Profane energy somehow, who knows?”

Roderick sighed. “Well, it doesn’t really matter anyway. Duncan obviously can’t go out there by himself, so we’ll have to—”

“He wouldn’t have to,” Zae put in. “Not anymore.”

We all turned to look at her.

“I might be able to go there, too,” she added. “If Tahleen is protecting me.”

“We still aren’t sure about that,” I reminded her. “Just because you have your powers back doesn’t mean—”

“That shrine was flooded with corruption when I got Roderick and Duke Trelechor out of there,” Zae interrupted. “And you couldn’t sense any lingering taint once I was out.”

“No, but we need more proof than that.”

“Shouldn’t be difficult to test. We can go back to the shrine now, it’s still flooded with corruption thanks to the Grand Cleric. You could come along in case you need to siphon it out of me.” She shrugged, then pointed at the symbol of Tahleen on her belly. “But I think I’ll be safe.”

Roderick glanced back and forth between us. “You aren’t seriously considering this, are you?”

“I don’t know,” Zae admitted. “Even if it isn’t a trap, this isn’t a lot to go on. Wasn’t Iltharus a massive city? How would we even know where to look for this crown?”

“Well, you could always start with the throne room,” Vess suggested with a wry smirk. “Though if the Profane really are looking for it, you might be able to follow them.”

“Let’s slow down for a minute,” I suggested, raising a hand. “We need more to go on than one reference in an obscure book on Archonite artifacts.”

Roderick sighed, then took a seat on the couch. “Like I said, I could ask the monks at the temple. The Mantle must have records on this crown if it was used by the Hand of Aodar.”

“There’s probably more in the bookshop, too,” Vess added. “I could go over and look around this afternoon.”

“That’s a start,” I said. “What about Iltharus? To be honest, I know almost nothing about it.”

“No one does,” Roderick pointed out. “The land around it is so badly corrupted that no one alive has ever been there.”

“Has anyone ever confirmed that?”

“The last White Mantle expedition was over a decade ago. A small group of volunteers set out from Rivenwatch to see how close they could get to the city’s ruins.”

Zae snorted and shook her head. “How long did it take them to turn?”

“I don’t know, but they stopped using spells to communicate with the outpost after two days. No one was willing to go after them.”

“Iltharus was supposed to be a great hub of magical research, so it stands to reason that there would be plenty of corrupted spellfire artifacts in the city,” Vess said. “Getting near a single ruined war machine is dangerous enough. It’s difficult to imagine how intense the corruption could be inside a city filled with them.”

She shrugged, then added: “But it does sound like a place where a powerful relic would have been kept, especially if they were trying to study it…or reproduce it.”

I glanced over at my sword, which I had propped up near the door. Sacrothyr, the Radiant Blade, ostensibly predated most human civilization. I couldn’t even imagine how many people must have tried to create copies over the years. If Aodar’s Crown had comparable power, it stood to reason that someone would have tried to study and copy it as well.

“Some of the history books in my family’s shop talk about Iltharus as if it was the most important city in Ikibris,” Vess said. “Maybe even all the Commonwealth.”

“More important than Canith Mir?” Roderick asked. “That seems unlikely.”

“Very unlikely,” I agreed. “For all we know, those books were written by people who lived in the city and wanted to boost the tourism industry.”

Vess shrugged. “I’m just telling you what I’ve read. And the point is that Iltharus was once the home of several arcane academies and research institutes. Canith Mir is an ancient elven city that humans moved into—Iltharus was expanded and rebuilt during the last few decades of the Spellfire Wars. Supposedly, it looks very different. Here, I’ll show you…”

She strode out of the sitting room and into the library. A minute later, she returned with a thick book whose binding was on the verge of falling apart. She gently set it out on the table in front of us, then flipped through the pages until she reached an illustration of a city skyline filled with tall buildings and pockmarked with dozens of ovoid airships.

I had seen similar drawings before, though to me they had always seemed as mythical as the murals depicting devas battling demons during the Cleaving of Creation. Despite the fact that I had physically seen ruined vehicles and war machines from the Spellfire Wars, I sometimes found it difficult to accept that they were real. The idea of people riding inside giant, interconnected metal crates or flying around on huge balloon-like airships seemed like pure fantasy.

But maybe a part of me just didn’t want to accept it, because the idea that people—that humans—had created and lived in a world of such magic and wonder meant that we had also carelessly thrown it all away.

“The city started as a normal port until tens of thousands of people migrated there over the course of a few decades,” Vess said. “Supposedly, it had a population of several million when it was destroyed. This book calls it the ‘New Mincalis,’ the Commonwealth’s attempt to recreate the City of the Spellbinders for itself.”

“Sounds like they succeeded,” Zae muttered. “They’re both smoldering craters now, after all.”

“You may be more right than you know,” Vess admitted. “Several of the books written after the Invocation mention Iltharus as one of the first targets during the last of the Spellfire Wars. None of the other settlements—Agronel, Canith Mir, Stormcrest—suffered anywhere near the same level of devastation.”

I reached out and picked up the scroll again, then stared long and hard at the words.

Iltharus. Aodar’s Crown. Do not let them find it.

Was it really a plot to convince me to leave the protection of the city walls where I could be swarmed by demons? Or was it a last-ditch cry for help from whatever remained of our former Dread Knight comrades?

“Zae and I are supposed to head out to Tearfall in a few hours to meet with the Final Edict,” I said. “Even if things go well, it will still take their forces the better part of a week to reach Stormcrest. We have time to take a trip into the Moors if we want to…assuming you really can endure the corruption.”

“We should test that regardless,” Zae said. “We need to know before making any specific battle plans for Canith Mir anyway.”

I nodded in agreement. Given how thoroughly the city was likely tainted by now, corruption tolerance was going to be a significant problem for our army. Many of the Dread Knight and White Mantle forces had succumbed to Riven Rot both during and after the battle, and I fully expected the same to be true here. I couldn’t protect everyone, no matter how much I wanted to. But if Zae could join me in the heart of the city without fear of exposure, it would open up a considerable number of tactical options.

And so would having another holy relic.

“What about Kithani?” Roderick asked. “You could take her too, right?”

“I’m less sure about that,” I said. “She’s tolerated corruption better than anyone else so far, and in theory you’d think that an immortal would be immune. Demons are, as far as we know. But given her unusual nature and the primordial magic involved…I don’t know. It might not be worth the risk. Besides, having Zae means the two of us will be able to fly out of there if we encounter trouble. That’s worth a lot by itself.”

“You could always take me along, too,” Vess said. “I’ve almost perfected a real teleport spell if we got into trouble.”

I shook my head, remembering how close she had come to turning the last time we’d been in Canith Mir. I had been knocked away from her near that unstable spellfire core, and she’d probably been seconds away from becoming a banshee.

“If it’s as corrupted as we think, I’d have to drain it out of you constantly. We’d have to be in physical contact at all times.”

“I can think of worse things than being in your arms all day,” she said playfully. “But I know, it’s a terrible idea. It’s just…well, to be blunt, I’d love to see all that wondrous artifice up close. And no matter what happens, you have to promise to bring me back every book you find.”

“We’ll do the best we can,” I said, looking at Zae. “Assuming you’re up to it.”

“Can we go there before we meet these Final Edict idiots?” the druidess asked. “That way if we get killed, we’ll get to skip that meeting altogether.”

Roderick laughed, and I smiled as I turned back to Vess. “We’ll be heading out in a few hours. If you think you can find anything useful for us…”

“I’ll head back to the shop right now,” the wizardess said. “Don’t worry, by the time you get there, you’ll know exactly what to look for.”


Interlude

Jewel


All the bedrooms in the Ducal Palace were large and luxurious, and this one was no exception. The plush red carpet, the fine silk sheets, the expertly crafted furniture…Jewel’s new chambers had far more in common with the one she’d grown up in than her room in the convent. With Tynolde gone and the city’s political alliances in tumult, Duke Trelechor had wanted Canith Mir’s last princess to feel welcome in a way that hadn’t been possible before.

And Jewel did feel welcome. But she also still felt like an outsider, because Stormcrest could never truly be home.

She sighed softly as she touched the polished wooden finial on the frame of her huge four poster bed. She missed her family and the palace and the history in the walls. Canith Mir had been the home of the Mirabilis family for many centuries, and even the chaos and destruction of the Invocation hadn’t kept them out for long. Her few ancestors that hadn’t been sorcerers—and therefore hadn’t instantly been transformed into Riven—had found a way to reclaim their home.

Jewel wanted to go back, too. She wanted to prove that Spellbinder Veracus and his dracolich hadn’t destroyed her home forever. Duncan wasn’t sure that anyone would be able to move back in for decades, perhaps longer, but she was confident that he would find some way to cleanse it. He was the Hand of Aodar, not solely by declaration but by miraculous deed. He would find a way.

She smiled thinly as she looked at the fine sheets on her bed. She couldn’t think about Duncan without remembering the magical night they’d spent together. She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about it, in fact, and kissing him in the carriage today had only made those memories stronger and more vivid. He was right about how far their relationship had come. It wasn’t that long ago that she had considered him an unrepentant traitor. Now…

Now she wanted to be with him again. She needed to be with him again, as soon as possible. There was no doubt in her mind that he truly was Aodar’s chosen, the one incorruptible man who could defeat the Riven and restore what they had destroyed. He wasn’t just a warrior, but the bringer of new life. Not only to the elves…but perhaps also to her family.

Her smile widened, and she placed her hands on her flat belly. But as she started to imagine what it would feel like to have new life growing inside her, she caught a flicker of movement from her open door.

“The Lord Marshall did well.”

Jewel turned. Mother Confessor Retine was standing outside, looking as imperious and stern as ever in her pristine white-gold robe.

“I thought so, too,” Jewel agreed, turning to face her mentor…and savior. “General Redding seemed to respect him.”

“Redding won’t be the challenge,” the Mother Confessor said. “But I’m confident that he will eventually persuade Sister Jolara and her clergy to join us.”

“It’s just a question of whether or not the Final Edict is more loyal to Aodar than they were to Tynolde. But if anyone can get through to her, it’s the Hand of Aodar reborn.”

The Mother Confessor remained quiet for a moment, her steely gaze taking in everything as usual. She remained one of the only people Jewel had ever met who could look imposing and powerful without armor or weapons.

“It is important to remember that he is a religious icon,” she said eventually. “And for that reason, he can never be king.”

Jewel blinked. “King? Why would you mention that?”

Visibly, the older woman’s expression didn’t change, but Jewel swore she could see a flash of disappointment cross it anyway. “Hope can lead us through dark times, child,” Mother Confessor Retine said. “But imagination can be dangerous if it causes us to stray too far from our duties. Patience and wisdom are important virtues for a confessor, but even more for a Mirian princess.”

Jewel didn’t reply. She didn’t know how to reply. She hadn’t expected her mentor to steer the conversation in this direction.

“I brought you into the convent to protect you,” the Mother Confessor added. “From Tynolde, from the Grand Dukes, from scheming families across the Coast…”

She stepped into the room and lowered her voice. Retine’s tone wasn’t quite warm, but it was the closest the old woman ever got.

“Things are different now,” she went on. “All this chaos and confusion demands a princess, not a confessor. And that means it’s time for you to start planning for the future. Your next battle will be fought here at home. The future of Canith Mir—of all Ikibris—will depend on you and Duke Trelechor and the other powerful families. Duncan can never be a part of that. The Hand of Aodar must remain beyond politics.”

Jewel swallowed. She hadn’t spoken to the Mother Confessor about Duncan at all. In fact, they had gone to great lengths to conceal the fact that they had lain together after the masquerade…

“Do not take me for a fool, child,” Retine said, as if reading her thoughts. “And don’t become one yourself. I brought you into the convent to prevent you from being forced into anyone’s harem. You and your bloodline are far too important not to be a man’s sole focus.”

Jewel felt an intense heat warming her cheeks. Part of it was embarrassment that the Mother Confessor knew the truth about her dalliance with Duncan…but most of it, perhaps the majority of it, was anger at the older woman for trying to warn her away.

“Duncan isn’t an old, tired patriarch with five other wives,” Jewel said.

“No, he is the Hand of Aodar,” the Mother Confessor said. “And he is clearly already bonded to the Hand of Tahleen as well as the first uncorrupted deva and an Eladrin wizardess. He cannot serve as your king, nor could he ever give you the attention you deserve.”

“Ikibris is going to need strong leaders to become whole again. Duncan can be a unifying force in a way no one else can. He is blessed by Aodar—he is immune to Riven corruption! He can give healthy children to elves and maybe even devas. Why shouldn’t he breathe life into my family as well?”

“You don’t need me to tell you the answer to that question.”

Retine held her gaze for several long seconds, then sighed and placed a hand on Jewel’s shoulder.

“You will have many important decisions to make in the days ahead, Your Highness,” she said. “Consider them all carefully. But I suggest that you allow the Lord Marshal to fight his battles while you focus on yours.”

The Mother Confessor smiled so thinly it might have been imperceptible on anyone else’s lips, but the expression graced her weathered face so rarely that it seemed warm and bright. Retine departed a few moments later, leaving Jewel alone with her thoughts once again.

My battles, she mused. Despite what the Grand Dukes thought—despite what the Mother Confessor evidently thought—Jewel had no interest in fighting for power here in Stormcrest. All she cared about was restoring her home. The first step was defeating the Profane and their minions, and the next was figuring out how to cleanse the city of their lingering corruption.

But there was more to a home than buildings and possessions. Restoring her bloodline was more important to her than anything. She hadn’t realized it until recently…but then, she’d had no reason to consider the possibility until recently. But the truth was that she was a sorceress, perhaps the first in an age who hadn’t Blighted during childbirth. Her brother was smart and capable, but he couldn’t weave magic. She was the only one who could restore that power to her family.

And Duncan could be the man who helped her…assuming he was willing. It was something else they would have to talk about when he returned.

In the meantime, there may have been something she could do to help him “fight his battles” like the Mother Confessor said. Jewel had no army to give him, of course, but she had another plan in mind to help him. A plan that, if it worked, would also give him an excuse to spend more time here together with her before the battle…

Grinning at the thought, Jewel left her room and headed straight for the palace library.
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Zaelya

“Still nothing?” Zaelya asked as she and Duncan continued moving through the ruined shrine of Tahleen.

“Nothing I can sense,” he said, squeezing her arm. He had been holding onto her from the moment they had entered the shrine just in case he needed to siphon any corruption out of her. But while she could feel the Riven’s lingering taint all around them, she didn’t feel weakened or nauseous at all. Tahleen’s protection remained strong.

To test the theory, Zaelya stepped over to the Blessed Bough in the center of the Arborheart. The rotting tree looked as sickly as all the other overgrowth—it had been her first clue that Belethar had been leading them all into a trap when he had invited them here several days ago. The memories were still fresh in Zaelya’s mind, including Duchess Varanis’s gruesome death. She had self-immolated to prevent herself from transforming into a Riven.

Her body, as well as those of her fallen guards, had since been buried in the lead mausoleum nearby, and the shrine had been barricaded from the outside…not that there was much to see. The walls were cracked and broken, the statues of Tahleen and her loyal treants had been reduced to rubble, and the furniture and shelves scattered were rotting away. Even the glass ceiling above them remained so covered in dark moss and withering vines that it was practically opaque.

Duncan gasped when Zaelya touched the tree, and she couldn’t help but smile despite the macabre surroundings. Before, making physical contact with an object teeming with this level of corruption would have been a death sentence.

“How about now?” she asked.

“Still nothing,” Duncan said, casting a wary eye at the Blessed Bough. “But I still don’t think it’s a good idea to touch that.”

“If Iltharus is half as bad as they say it is, then this rotting tree is the best test we have. You wouldn’t want me turning into a banshee while I’m still flying you there.

“I don’t want you to turn into a banshee period. If you’re having second thoughts about this, we don’t have to go.”

“I didn’t say that.” Zaelya scoffed and turned back to look at him. “Since when did you become so cautious?”

“Since I realized how much I have to lose.”

She scoffed reflexively even though she smiled. “You know, you didn’t used to be this sappy.”

“I’m not a Dread Knight anymore. I’m a bright and cheerful paladin.”

“Don’t remind me,” she muttered. “I preferred you the old way. Stoic, fatalistic, uncompromising…”

“Maybe that was always an act,” Duncan said, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his mouth as he slid his arms around her waist. “Maybe I’ve always been worried about losing you.”

Zaelya put a hand on his forearms and squeezed. He was playing it off with humor, but she knew that he was actually speaking the truth. Despite the grim veneer he had worn into battle against the Riven, he had never truly been as fatalistic as he’d seemed. Like most people, Duncan had endured the nightmare and horror of war by clinging to hope, no matter how distant.

Then there was her, a woman who had pretended so hard not to care that she’d occasionally convinced herself she didn’t. Right up until her eyes began to sting from the tears.

“I think there’s a decent chance that Iltharus isn’t as corrupted as people fear,” Duncan said. “And either way, we should be able to sense any lingering pockets of corruption easily enough.”

Zaelya nodded as she pulled away from the rotting tree. “True.”

“Honestly, I also wouldn’t be surprised if nature has reclaimed most of the city by now.”

Zaelya cast a glance upward to the twisted, wicked-looking moss and vines covering the ceiling. From the way Vess had described the Iltharus of legend, the city could be littered with old war machines and their deadly spellfire cores. The question might not be whether nature had returned or not, but in what form. The plants in here may have technically been alive, but so were Riven.

“This place must have been very different once,” Duncan commented. “Peaceful.”

“I’m sure it was,” Zaelya agreed. “You might be right about nature reclaiming Iltharus, but all I can think of is how long it takes for corruption to fade. I doubt anyone will be able to worship here for decades.”

“Probably not,” Duncan agreed, his voice soft and grave. “I spoke to Jewel yesterday. She still wants to return to Canith Mir soon and try to rebuild. I don’t think she understands how bad it is. That unstable spellfire core we destroyed tainted the palace for generations. Even if we destroy the tower and wipe out all the demons and Riven, I doubt anyone else will set foot in that city in our lifetimes.”

“Oh, I’m sure she’s convinced herself that the Hand of Aodar can solve all those problems for her.”

He groaned into a sigh. “Don’t even joke about that.”

“I’m not—that girl is quite smitten with you. Probably thinks you can cleanse the whole city with that primordial spell.”

“She did bring that up,” Duncan murmured. “I tried to explain that it’s not realistic, but I don’t think it’s sunk in yet.”

“Well, maybe we’ll get lucky and this wondrous crown will do it for us. That is, assuming it’s real.”

“And that we can find it,” Duncan added. “And that it still works if we do. Lots of unknowns. If not for Sacrothyr and Crohl’s book, I doubt I’d have given it a second thought.”

Zaelya nodded in agreement. Both Roderick and Vess had consulted their sources, and they seemed convinced that the relic was real and could legitimately have made its way to Iltharus before the Invocation. Zaelya herself was far from convinced.

“My tribe often told stories about druidic relics of the past age,” she whispered, shifting her eyes from the rotting branches of the Blessed Bough to the crumbled statue above the stairwell leading into the shrine’s crypt. “There was the Sabrudal, a staff carved from the wood of an ancient oak in Fel Amaral. Supposedly, it could control the weather for dozens of miles in any direction. And then there’s the Eruvaris, a seed blessed with divine magic that could sprout new life anywhere, even in the middle of a wasteland. Who knows if either of them ever existed.”

“You never know,” Duncan said. “The Tahlem’Val druids were supposed to be so powerful they could reshape the land.”

“They were supposed to be able to do a lot of things,” Zaelya replied skeptically. “But I suppose it was an era when everyone could learn to channel primordial magic without fear of being consumed by Riven Rot. Nothing like that is possible anymore.”

He placed his hand on her again and closed his eyes. “You don’t know that. I still don’t sense any corruption inside you. If Tahleen really is protecting you, then maybe there is a way you could reach into the Chaos and perform druidic miracles again. We just need to find a Tahlem’Val Libram lying around.”

“Right,” she muttered, looking at the stairs again. “Well, if I’m not corrupted yet, then I think I’m safe. But there’s something I wanted to check on in the crypt while we’re here. This way.”

There was still plenty of rubble in the way, but enough of it had been cleared that they could at least crawl through and reach the steps. The corruption was weaker down here than above, though not by much. If Tahleen hadn’t restored her druidic powers and given her the ability to transform into a giant mole and burrow a path out, she, Roderick, Vess, and Duke Trelechor would have succumbed to the Rot in short order.

“My people built this crypt long before humans began using it as a sanctuary,” Zaelya said when they reached the bottom. She pointed to the Tahlem’Val iconography inscribed on the walls and funerary recesses scattered about the area. “It was never plundered since it was concealed by that broken statue.”

Duncan drew his sword. The blade cast enough golden light for his weak human eyes to see.

“Seems like as decent a place as any to hide a nature magic grimoire,” he commented dryly.

“Nothing that interesting—we looked, trust me.” She pointed to the room on the left and the piles of loose dirt all over the floor. “Once my powers came back, I tunneled us out through there. But that’s not what I came down here to see.”

She turned to her right. When they had been trapped down here, the entrance to this adjoining chamber had been buried so extensively that she had been the only one small and nimble enough to slip through the gaps. But once she had been able to shapeshift again, she had smashed it open. She and Duncan had no trouble moving through the opening now.

The chamber was mostly identical to the others. There were dozens of funerary alcoves in the wall, and the floor was littered with cracked urns and broken stones. The only remarkable thing was the statue of Tahleen pressed against the far wall. The smooth white stone remained unblemished, and the Treemother was especially beautiful when bathed in the golden light of Duncan’s sword. This particular visage of the goddess was nude aside from her quiver and bow. The only other adornments were the moon in the statue’s hand and the tiny leaf pierced through its belly.

But Zaelya’s eyes were focused on what wasn’t there, namely the body of the werewolf assassin she had killed. Balphoren’s assassin must have melted away into nothingness. She didn’t even see any lingering blood stains on the stone.

“How is this statue still in such remarkable condition?” Duncan asked, his eyes wide in amazement. “I don’t sense any magic.”

“I’m not sure,” Zaelya admitted. “But Tahleen hasn’t struck me down yet, so she must not be upset that I let you cum all over her holy symbol.”

Duncan snorted. “That’s your first thought when you look upon your goddess?”

“She and I have a complicated history.” Zaelya looked at the pinned leaf on the statue’s stomach. “Though I’m sure she’d be a lot happier if you finished inside me more often. You know, new life and all that.”

“All you have to do is ask,” Duncan said, resting his hands on the sides of her waist.

“I know, but I’m a patient girl.”

“You say that now, but imagine how upset you’ll be if Vess gets pregnant first.”

“That’s a good point. I can’t let her start repopulating the world with uppity Eladrin.”

He laughed and kissed the back of her head. Zaelya’s eyes were still fixated on the statue, and she reached out and placed a hand on it. The stone felt as smooth as it looked, and it was oddly warm. If she closed her eyes, it was almost as if she were touching the bare skin of another person.

Not so long ago, Zaelya had only been willing to utter Tahleen’s name with contempt. But now…well, now she still had countless questions for the Treemother. Why had she abandoned her people after the Invocation? Why had she only decided to return now?

And why had she chosen to protect Zaelya of all people? Most Tahari had remained loyal despite their suffering. Surely they were more worthy than a woman who had abandoned her faith and imbibed the blood of a demon lord.

“Something wrong?” Duncan asked.

“No,” she whispered. “Just thinking about my tribe…and people like Archdruid Kormak. He saved my life when he brought me to Darkhold, and now he’s Balphoren’s slave and I’m free. It’s…well, it’s not right. And it’s certainly not fair.”

Considering how fond she had been of telling people that life wasn’t fair, particularly White Mantle sycophants during the war, Duncan could have easily thrown that back in her face now. But he didn’t. He never did.

“The best thing we can do for them now is grant them peace,” he said instead. “And we will.”

Zaelya nodded. Unlike Aodar’s Edicts, most of which revolved around purging evil, Tahleen’s tenets focused on renewal and rebirth. It wasn’t enough to merely cut out an infestation; one needed to plant something new in its place to ensure that the soil would heal.

Maybe the same was true here. Maybe defeating the Hands of the Profane wasn’t enough. Maybe they needed to figure out a way to grow something new in place of the old.

“I’ve seen all I needed to,” Zaelya said, stepping away from the statue. “Let’s get out of here. It’s time for you to go and play diplomat.”


5
Symbol


Zaelya and I had two more stops to make before we left Stormcrest. We swung by the mansion first, just to see if Vess had come up with any additional information about Iltharus or Aodar’s Crown that might help us. She hadn’t discovered a great deal, only a bunch of seemingly contradictory writings about what the relic could and couldn’t do. In some, it was a mantle of magical authority; in others, it was a weapon of liberation from the shackles of Profane Covenants. The truth, as was so often the case, seemed lost to history.

The wizardess had dug up an old, faded illustration of Iltharus inside one of her books, however. The perspective was distant enough that it showed off numerous airships in the sky as well as a rail system—what Vess had called a “train”—racing through the streets below. It seemed so fantastical that I had a difficult time believing a place like this had ever existed.

Before we departed, Vess also provided us with a scroll. She assured me that it would allow us to open any lock, even one sealed by magic, and that she had scribed it in such a way that even a non-wizard could use it as long as they spoke the proper Words of Power. It seemed like it would prove immensely useful—a holy relic as valuable as this crown was probably locked inside something. The only downside was that the scroll would crumble to dust after a single use, so we would have to be sure not to waste it.

Zae and I flew to the Ducal Palace next. Grand Duke Trelechor and Mother Confessor Retine were both there to give us encouragement for our meeting with the Knights of the First Edict. Encouragement…and “advice.”

So much advice.

I understood the stakes as well as they did, so I couldn’t blame them too much for taking this seriously, but it was abundantly clear that they both wished they could negotiate in my stead. I would have happily let them do so, if such a thing were possible. But given that Tynolde’s former loyalists were already likely to believe that their leader had been killed in a power-grab orchestrated by these two, their presence would only make the situation worse. The only chance of the Final Edict coming around was to greet them with the Hands of the Archons, so this was a battle that Zae and I would have to fight on our own.

Fortunately, Jewel was there too, and she helped me navigate the conversation before giving me the cover we needed to leave altogether. Zae transformed into a gryphon right in the courtyard, prompting startled gasps from the various courtiers and squeals of delight from the nearby children. She took off with a bounding leap, carrying us out over the city and into the plains beyond.

Just like our trip to the Lucent Spire a few days earlier, riding on Zae again unearthed a trove of old memories going all the way back to the day she had first chosen me as her rider. The White Mantle may have had their clerics and confessors and paladins, but none of them had a relationship like Bloodletters and Dread Knights. Zae’s choice had sealed our fate as partners.

And so much more.

As difficult as it was to be nostalgic about a period of time when we had been fighting Riven every day, there was a part of me that missed the simplicity. Our lives had been blissfully free of confusion and doubt, not to mention politics. During the day, we would fight Riven. At night, I would make love to her until we passed out in each other’s arms. We never had the luxury of worrying about a future that would likely never come.

But now, as we soared east over the plains toward Tearfall, I allowed myself to indulge in a bit of wistful reverie. Our lives were so much bigger than they’d ever been before. We weren’t soldiers fighting a hopeless battle—we were leaders. Religious icons, even. Just thinking about it made my head hurt.

I tried to remind myself that it wasn’t all bad. After joining the Dread Knights, I’d never imagined that I might have children some day, let alone with several different women. The prospect was humbling but also frightening. Bringing new life into a world steeped in blood and corruption seemed like a crime…

Except if we defeat the Dread Knights and the Profane armies they command, the land might finally begin to heal, I told myself. Perhaps my children—our children—will grow up in a world better than the one we lived in. Isn’t that the dream of every parent?

I held that question in my mind for quite a while as we traveled, mostly because it was more pleasant than thinking about a potential confrontation with the Knights of the Final Edict. Considering how little I wanted to attend this meeting, I almost wished that we had to walk instead of fly. As a gryphon, Zae could get us to Tearfall in just a few short hours. On foot or on horseback, we would have had to go all the way south to Rivenwatch before heading north again. That could have taken a week.

The aerial view did allow me to once again appreciate the raw, unspoiled beauty of the Golden Coast, however. It was one thing to walk through a few healthy fields of grain—there were still some of those in the Wild Marches and the Western Fold—but it was quite another to see them stretching for miles and miles in every direction without a single blighted patch of corrupted land. It was as if the Invocation had never reached this part of Ikibris. I imagined it was going to be quite the contrast to Iltharus…

Frankly, it was already an immense contrast to everywhere else I’d lived. It wasn’t as if I wished that the people here had suffered the same hardships as in the Western Fold or Agronel, but there was something so egregiously unfair about who and what the Invocation destroyed that made my stomach turn. A child born in the Marches might succumb to the Rot before he was old enough to walk, yet if he had been born here on the Coast, he may have lived to become an old man. Injustice born of randomness was difficult to grapple with, because it didn’t have a name you could curse or a body you could kill. There was no atonement, no revenge, no recompense whatsoever. It was a primal force of nature, capricious and cruel, unbowed by the will of gods and mortals alike.

And I hated it.

The old bitterness streamed through my blood like poison, and I stopped paying attention to my surroundings as my thoughts flooded with images of empty villages and burned bodies and all the other horrors that had been a nearly daily part of life during the war. It was difficult to imagine why seeing verdant fields and rolling meadows had opened my mental vault of horrors, but I fought hard to close it back up before we reached our destination.

The Final Edict encampment was visible for several miles before we arrived. Situated in the fertile plains between the two rivers which streamed down from Tearfall, the sprawl of tents and fires was completely unobstructed. Personally, I wouldn’t have camped in such a place with the threat of aerial demon attacks from the Marches, but it wasn’t as if they had left themselves completely exposed. Several giant eagle riders were patrolling the area, and I noticed mobile ballistae mounted on wheeled wooden frames at all four corners of the makeshift palisade.

Since General Redding had informed his soldiers that we were coming, the eagle riders escorted us toward the center of the sprawling camp between several massive red tents, all emblazoned with the winged, flaming sword symbol of Aodar. Pennons with the same heraldry—and all the subtle variants used by the White Mantle—were everywhere.

Dozens of heavily-armored knights and hundreds of lightly-armored infantry were there waiting for us, as was the general himself. They were also accompanied by all six of the devas who had been with Tynolde when we had first rode into Stormcrest.

To the vast majority of people on the Coast—and probably everywhere else—the sight of half a dozen silver-skinned beings with white, feathery wings would have inspired hope. Their chiseled, hairless bodies certainly seemed as if they had been sculpted by the hand of a god, and their spears and maces had clearly been forged by the Mantle’s best smiths. They looked ready to smite demons and deliver the world from darkness.

But appearances weren’t everything. I knew the dark truth behind their creation, and Aodar had nothing to do with it. When I had been forced to fight one of them in Crohl’s cabin when it had attempted to seize the hidden Libram, merely touching Sacrothyr had been enough to burn away its celestial guise. The magic Crohl had used on Kithani seemed far more stable, but all of these “angels” were precariously close to becoming demons again.

The big question was whether anyone in the Final Edict actually knew any of this. Was Sister Jolara a true confidant of Tynolde who knew all his secrets? Or was she merely a puppet like so many others in the White Mantle? The answer might very well be the difference between success and calamity in our coming battle with the Dread Knights.

Zaelya circled overhead once, then brought us down in the grass with practiced ease. The devas hovered nearby, three on either side of the camp.

“Make sure you’re ready to get out of here in a hurry,” I muttered, shielding my mouth with my gauntlet and speaking low enough that only Zae would be able to hear. “Just in case.”

Her feathers ruffled as I dismounted, and the deliberate movements of her beak seemed like the gryphon equivalent of saying “no shit.” While I found it difficult to believe that Redding or Jolara would be willing to attack the Hands of the Archons in front of so many followers, there was no way to know for sure. If they were all Tynolde loyalists rather than pious Archonites, anything was possible. Zae had prepared a few spells to help us escape if it proved necessary.

General Redding stepped forward to greet us, though his scraggly red beard had already made him stand out in the crowd. Standing next to him was the woman I’d never met…and the one who would ultimately decide if I was a hero who had come to save the Golden Coast or an ambitious murderer who had killed her leaders.

Whatever her personality, Sister Jolara wasn’t imposing in appearance. She was average height and build, and we seemed to be of roughly similar age. She was also surprisingly comely despite making no visible efforts to appear as such.

Unlike the White Mantle paladins in gleaming silver platemail surrounding her, Jolara was wearing a much lighter breastplate and a padded gambeson beneath her bright red-gold robe. She didn’t look particularly comfortable in the armor, which suggested to me that she had spent most of her time in the temple, not on the front lines.

It wasn’t surprising. While I’d known and fought alongside several Mantle clerics during the war, they had all been men. Women were a rarity among the coastal armies for a variety of reasons, not the least of which was the simple but undeniable fact that bearing children was of critical importance after the Invocation. Human females may not have Blighted at anywhere near the rate of elves, and such tragedies were even rarer here on the uncorrupted coast, but most women in Ikibris still tried to bear at least five or six children in the hopes that three or four would survive into adulthood. And clerics, unlike the female-only confessors, weren’t bound to any vows of chastity that I was aware of.

As Jolara and Redding approached, I raised my gauntlet in a universal gesture of peace, then set to unfastening the straps of Zae’s saddle. She waited for me to unclasp a few buckles, then reverted to her elven form. The moment she did so, a chorus of gasps rippled through the camp, and every eye fastened upon her. Some of the younger men had likely never seen an elf before, since most had been driven out of the Coast as carriers of corruption. Even the older, more experienced soldiers had probably never seen a Bloodletter shapeshift during the war, so the spectacle of a beast becoming a woman was completely new to them as well. The leaf on Zae’s belly was also an oddity, since no one had seen a Tahlem’Val druid for hundreds of years.

For a brief moment—and for the first time since I’d arrived at Rivenwatch weeks ago—I felt almost invisible. I caught a few stray gazes at my sword, mostly from men who appeared too young to have ever seen it wielded in battle by Andrel Crohl, but even Sacrothyr couldn’t compete with the sight of the first Archonite druid in centuries.

I considered it a good thing. The more I could focus on business instead of this religious icon nonsense, the better.

“Welcome, Lord Marshal Keene,” General Redding said, offering me his hand and a pleasant smile. “Once again, I appreciate your willingness to meet with us.”

“The pleasure is mine,” I told him, shaking his hand and trying my best to remember Jewel’s lessons on diplomacy. Mostly, the process seemed to involve a lot of polite lies and fraudulent smiles. I had never been particularly good at either.

“Allow me to introduce Flame-Sister Rosette Jolara,” he added. “She is—”

“Eager to meet the Dread Knight who now calls himself the Hand of Aodar,” Jolara interrupted. “And the man who murdered the Lord Marshal and the Grand Cleric.”

In a different context, I could easily imagine her lilting, feminine voice sounding sweet. But right now, it sounded colder than the winds of the Wending White. Her brown eyes blazed with barely-restrained contempt, and suddenly my fraudulent smile no longer seemed sufficient.

Evidently this meeting was going to be every bit as awkward as I’d feared.

“As I’ve already explained to you, Your Reverence,” Redding said with an air of strained patience, “the Lord Marshal insists that—”

“I heard every word you said,” Jolara interrupted. “The problem is that I don’t believe them.”

A tense silence strangled the air, made worse by the fact we had an audience. I had hoped that if there were going to be arguments, we would be able to have them in the privacy of a war tent, not directly in front of her whole damn army.

But a lifetime of war had taught me to plan for the worst, and I recalled how Mother Confessor Retine had handled Tynolde’s public ambush when we had entered Stormcrest for the first time. She had used the stage to her advantage with clever words and a dramatic proclamation. There was no reason I couldn’t employ the same tactic here.

“I understand how this must look from your perspective, and it’s why I wanted to meet with you in person,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm while also projecting it enough for everyone nearby to hear. “You don’t need to trust rumors. I’ve come here with the first Tahlem’Val druidess since the Invocation. Both Aodar and Tahleen stand ready to aid us in our battle against the Profane.”

Jolara looked at Zae with the same cold contempt that she had shown me. But before she could speak her mind, General Redding cut in.

“Archdruidess Zaelya,” he said, giving her a half bow. “It is a great pleasure to make your acquaintance as well.”

“The Tahlem’Val have been extinct for a long time,” Zae said. “I’m not an Archdruidess of anything.”

My jaw tightened. I had repeatedly reminded her to try and be as accommodating as possible here, but one might as well have encouraged a tigress not to hunt.

“I…see,” Redding managed eventually. “Then how shall we address you?”

“Zaelya is fine. Though we all know you’re here to talk to Duncan, not me. You might as well get started.”

I suppressed a smile. At least she wasn’t going for the throat right away…

“What she means is that we’re eager to discuss plans for our attack on Canith Mir,” I said. “You have an impressive force here. I hope they’re ready to spill some demon blood.”

“The Final Edict is always ready to take the battle to the enemies of the White Flame,” Sister Jolara said. “The question is whether those enemies lurk within our midst.”

She continued staring at Zae, though she spared a glare for me every once in a while, too. She didn’t seem the least bit impressed that a gryphon had transformed into a woman, or that said woman proudly bore the Treemother’s Symbol on her flesh. Her devas didn’t seem impressed, either, and I swore they had hovered in a bit closer, as if waiting for the order to descend and smash the skulls of the heathens who had dared enter their camp.

I had known this wouldn’t be easy, but I hadn’t expected it to come to blows after less than a minute…

“Lord Marshal Keene carries the Radiant Blade,” Redding put in, keeping his voice measured as he pointed to the sword on my back. “And the druidess is marked by Tahleen. There is no reason to doubt their intentions.”

“Of course there is,” Jolara said. “They were both Dread Knights, willing servants of the Profane who sold their souls for power.”

“That’s right,” Zae said, crossing her arms. “And we used those powers to help the White Mantle defeat the last Spellbinder at Canith Mir—you’re welcome.”

The cleric’s lip twisted as if she had taken a bite of rotten fruit. “You call yourself the Hand of Tahleen, yet you don’t even feign remorse for your sins?”

“I’ve never called myself that, and I don’t intend to start. But no, I’m not remorseful. Why would I be? We won.”

“Yes, but at what cost?”

“Whatever was necessary,” Zaelya replied matter-of-factly. “War is sacrifice. Some of us are just willing to give more of ourselves than others. So again, you’re welcome.”

The two women continued glaring at one another like a pair of elks about to lock horns. I probably should have been annoyed that Zae wasn’t making an effort to be polite, but I couldn’t bring myself to muster any anger or disappointment. How could I? Her intolerance for bullshit was one of the many reasons I had fallen in love with her.

“Look, Duncan and I didn’t come here seeking your approval or your absolution,” Zae said. “We came to get your help killing Riven and demons. If you’d rather sit here pretending to be righteous while we save the world again, that’s fine with me. Just don’t get in our way.”

Jolara scoffed and turned to Redding. “You still expect us to believe that these two heathens struck down the Grand Cleric and the Lord Marshal in order to protect us?”

“The Mother Confessor and Grand Duke Trelechor gave clear, convincing testimonies,” the general reminded her.

“Both of whom consider themselves political enemies of the Grand Cleric and the Lord Marshal.”

“Perhaps,” Redding admitted. “But I do not believe that Aodar would allow a murderer to wield his blade, nor do I believe that the Treemother would grant her power to someone unworthy. At the very least, we owe them the chance to explain themselves.”

“That’s all we ask,” I said. “While we wait, the Dread Knights continue their soul harvest in the Wild Marches. Every day, they sacrifice more innocents, summon more demons, and rebuild more spellfire war machines from the past age. If we don’t attack soon, we will lose our only chance to stop them.”

Jolara eyed me in silence for a while, as if still trying to size me up. “The Knights of the Final Edict have no intention of allowing the Profane to conquer the Golden Coast, but you need to understand the situation we find ourselves in. The moment we heard the news about the battle against the Riven in Blackreach, Lord Marshal Tynolde told us that the Mother Confessor would make an attempt to seize more power within the White Mantle. Now here we are, barely a month later, and everything he warned us about has come to pass. He’s dead, slain by the Mother Confessor’s new champion who has now laid claim to the title of Lord Marshal.”

“If you want the title, you’re welcome to have it,” I told her. “I’ll give it up the moment the Phylactery Tower is destroyed. I’m not doing this for the prestige or power or land. If I’d had my way, we never would have returned to the Coast at all, and I don’t intend to stay once this is over.”

I took a deep breath, tossed a glance at Zae, then shrugged and continued. “All I care about—all I’ve ever cared about—is winning this war. We thought it was over, but now it’s back. And I refuse to let all the lives that were lost defeating Veracus and the Riven be in vain. This time, we’re going to win for good.”

“Even if that means destroying your former Dread Knight allies in the process?” Jolara asked.

“I still hope there’s a way to free them from Maviroth’s influence, but if there isn’t…” I shrugged. “If they have to die for us to destroy that tower and defeat the Profane, then so be it.”

She continued studying me, her face unreadable. I got the distinct impression that we were about to learn whether this “good paladin, bad druid” strategy of ours was going to pay off.

“I’ll give you this, Keene, you certainly sound sincere enough,” she said eventually. “I have also met a great many people who spoke well of you after the war, including ones whose judgment I trust. They said you were honest. Professional. And that you fought as hard as they did to destroy the Spellbinder and his minions.”

“So what’s the problem?” Zae asked.

“The problem,” Jolara said, giving the druidess another cold look, “is that you are both Dread Knights who sold your souls to evil. Quite frankly, I’m not comfortable with the idea of you escaping punishment for your crimes.”

Zae snorted. “And here I thought Aodar was supposed to encourage redemption. That’s what the First Edict is all about, isn’t it? ‘In the cleansing light of the White Flame, even the blackest heart can be redeemed.’”

“Yet the Fourth Edict tells us that every crime must be punished, no matter how small,” the cleric countered. “And yours, I’m afraid, are quite great.”

“Then maybe we need to delay that punishment until after the war,” I said, trying not to sound as frustrated as I felt. “Who knows, maybe you’ll get lucky the enemy will kill us for you.”

Another silence settled between us, broken only by the wind and the occasional cough of someone in camp. But eventually, Redding cut in.

“Perhaps we should continue this conversation in private, Your Reverence,” he told Jolara. “There is a great deal to discuss.”

I waited, fingers twitching in my gauntlets, wondering if this woman was fanatical enough to call for bloodshed. If so, we wouldn’t have much time to put Zae’s escape plan into action with six devas and hundreds of soldiers nearby. And even if we did escape, the battle for Canith Mir would almost certainly be impossible without this army. The mythical crown hidden in Iltharus would become that much more important.

But fortunately, Sister Jolara wasn’t that foolish.

“Then let us speak,” she said, turning and gesturing down the narrow path toward the command tent. “And we shall see if you are worthy of the White Flame’s clemency.”
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Among the Dread Knights, the White Mantle leadership had been as well-known for their decadence as their fanaticism. Tynolde had been a perfect avatar of that vice, from the golden adornments on his armor to his alleged elitism with horse breeds to his supposedly ostentatious estate outside of Belkarth. Some of his habits had probably been exaggerated, of course, and I was only willing to believe them because I despised him beforehand.

Nevertheless, I fully assumed the command tent of his second-in-command would be lavishly appointed. But I couldn’t have been more wrong.

The tent seemed to belong to a monk, not a cleric serving as a military officer. There was no elaborate war table or luxurious bed, nor were there any decorations to signify wealth and importance. Jolara’s bedroll may have had more cushions than the average soldier’s, and there was a small writing desk as well as a simple wardrobe, but that was all. Despite her importance, she had apparently held onto the sensibilities of the clergy.

The first point in her favor, I thought dryly to myself. Let’s see if there are any others.

“You have a great deal of explaining to do, Lord Marshal,” Jolara said, turning to face us once we were all inside the tent. “Because frankly, the version of events I’ve heard is impossible to believe.”

I offered her a thin but earnest smile. “I can understand how it might seem that way. These are confusing times for everyone, even those of us who were there.”

Her expression remained neutral. Thus far, she didn’t seem particularly motivated by platitudes, even mostly genuine ones. I considered that another point in her favor.

“The Mother Confessor claims that Lord Tynolde took her hostage, and Trelechor insists that Belethar did the same with several of the Grand Dukes,” she said. “But the two of you came along to save them, and you were forced to kill our leaders during your alleged rescue.”

“That’s a very…abbreviated version of events,” I said as tactfully as I could manage. “The truth is considerably more complicated.”

“Then explain it to me.”

I shared a quick look with Zae. Her arms were crossed, but she seemed content to leave the second part of the negotiation to me. During my preparations this morning, I had come up with a reasonably abridged version of the past two months that I could recount if necessary.

“I’d be happy to,” I said. “But first, I want to reiterate that our only goal here is to organize an attack on Canith Mir as quickly as possible. Time is not on our side. The Dread Knights are—”

“I’m fully aware of the threat beyond the Coast,” Jolara interrupted. “It’s the threat standing in front of me now that remains a mystery. Explain to me what has happened, ‘Lord Marshal.’ Tell me why revered and pious men like Brother Belethar and Lord Tynolde would commit the crimes that you have accused them of.”

I held back several bitter retorts, and amazingly Zae did the same. General Redding gave me a slightly apologetic look from the commander’s side.

“We have heard stories from many different sources,” he said. “It’s difficult to know which are true.”

“You spoke with Captain Roderick Donolath in Stormcrest, right?” Zae asked him. “You can trust whatever he told you.”

Jolara crossed her arms. “There are those who consider Captain Donolath a Dread Knight sympathizer. They say that he spent far more time in your camps than ours during the war.”

“Just means we had better wine. And offered better company.”

I winced. Zae was nothing if not loyal—if anyone but her or me dared to insult Roderick, she would defend him out of principle. It was yet another trait I loved about her. But here and now, I needed to keep control of this conversation, so I started recounting events before anyone could escalate further.

“After Veracus was killed, Crohl and Tynolde and Praevost Laricath found a book,” I said. “Specifically, a grimoire written by one of the Spellbinders and filled with all sorts of powerful spells. I’m assuming that neither of you know anything about this?”

“There were rumors about relics the armies captured during the siege that then seemed to disappear,” Redding said, eyeing Jolara for a moment before focusing on me. “But never anything more.”

“Well, in this case the rumors were true. Tynolde intended to learn all the spells in the grimoire, and he believed they’d give him the power to seize control of the Golden Coast and eventually all of Ikibris. You and the others—the ‘Final Edict’ he’d created—would become his holy army.”

I figured that Jolara would reflexively argue the point—it was what people did when they refused to accept the conclusion you were drawing them toward. But instead of looking defiant, she seemed contemplative…perhaps even pensive.

“Lord Tynolde wanted to unify Ikibris,” she said. “He believed that the White Mantle leadership made a grievous error by choosing to keep our influence contained here on the coast even after the Riven were defeated. He and the Grand Cleric both said that it was a mistake to view Aodar merely as a passive force of light and hope. In the past, the White Flame was also worshiped as a god of civilization, but order and justice can’t exist without a righteous blade to enforce them. To purify this world and restore the glory of the Archons, we must ultimately take the battle to the enemy.”

“The enemy being anyone who disagreed with you, I’m sure,” Zae grumbled, not bothering to mask her contempt for the sentiment.

Jolara shrugged. “Before the Invocation, the Knights of the Final Edict fought to bring civilization and peace to the savage and barbaric regions of Faratha. They opposed the Spellbinders and their attempts to unify the world with magic rather than faith. Had they prevailed, the world would not have been shrouded in the Great Darkness.”

“Or maybe they would have destroyed the world in a different way.”

The two women glared at each other again. Apparently Zae just couldn’t help herself. I was about to say something—anything—to disrupt the tension before Redding beat me to it.

“Lord Tynolde claimed that the arrival of the devas was proof that Aodar supported the plan,” he said. “Many found it to be a convincing argument.”

“It is a nice story,” I admitted, “but I’m afraid there’s little truth behind it. The devas who arrived—the ones floating outside this tent—weren’t sent by Aodar. They were created by the magic inside the Spellbinder’s grimoire.”

Redding frowned. “What?”

“This is the discovery that caused Crohl to leave the White Mantle and flee the Coast a year ago,” I said. “He realized that Tynolde and Belethar were summoning demons and using the spells they’d learned to transform them into devas.”

Both Redding and Jolara looked like I had just told them that the sky was green. I couldn’t fault them for being suspicious—it really did sound ludicrous. I never would have believed it myself if I hadn’t met Kithani.

“Crohl eventually stole the grimoire and fled into the Moors, hoping to prevent them from repeating the process and building an army of false devas,” I added. “But it appears that they had already learned most of what they needed. In Stormcrest, Tynolde used the Spellbinders’ magic to capture the Mother Confessor. He planned to kill me and accuse her and the Grand Dukes of plotting a coup. With all of us out of the way, the Final Edict—you and your knights—would be free to seize control.”

“It’s a very…creative story,” Jolara said. “But you forget that the Lord Marshal was a paladin. Aodar would never grant his power to someone so misguided.”

“Probably why the White Flame abandoned him,” Zae put in. “I doubt the plan met with divine approval.”

The cleric’s face hardened, and I braced myself for an intense backlash. This part of the story would undoubtedly be the most difficult for her to accept…

“The White Flame abandoned Belethar and Tynolde,” I told her. “I don’t know how long ago, exactly, but months at a minimum, possibly much longer.”

Jolara opened her mouth to respond, but nothing came out. I couldn’t tell if she was confused or simply stunned into silence. Either way, I had expected an immediate and reflexive pushback to what must have seemed like completely outlandish claims.

“How is that possible?” Redding asked. “Surely someone would have noticed.”

“How often did either man invoke their magic in public? It’s not as if they were unleashing their holy magic upon Riven every day. I didn’t learn the truth until we confronted Tynolde in Stormcrest. He admitted everything.”

He snorted and shook his head, the movement tousling his red hair. “With no one else around to hear this confession, of course.”

“I understand that this isn’t easy to accept. Frankly, I don’t know if I could myself, were our situations reversed.” I paused and took a deep breath. “But fundamentally, I’m just repeating the same story that’s been told time and time again throughout history. I’m afraid that faith is rarely a match for the power of ambition.”

“As Sister Jolara pointed out, the ambition of the Mother Confessor and the Grand Dukes is also well known,” Redding said. “And you are the one who stands to gain the most from all of this.”

“Except I told you that I don’t care about the ‘Lord Marshal’ title or anything else,” I reminded him, my patience starting to fray. “The two of you can have it all when the war is over. The only thing that matters to me is destroying that Phylactery Tower and putting an end to this madness once and for all.”

I shifted my gaze to Jolara. I expected to find cold, seething fury in her eyes, but if anything she looked…haunted. So haunted, in fact, that she hadn’t said anything for quite a while now.

“Reverence?” Redding prompted.

Jolara’s eyes lifted to meet his, but she still seemed as if she were struggling to speak. I was starting to wonder if there was something wrong with her.

“She knew,” Zae breathed. “She already knew.”

Redding frowned. “What?”

“Or at the very least, she had her suspicions,” Zae added, her silver eyes locked on the other woman. “What was it that tipped you off? The book? The devas? Something else?”

Jolara swallowed heavily, then closed her eyes. Her lips moved almost imperceptibly, as if she were whispering a mostly silent prayer.

“There were…inconsistencies,” she managed eventually. “Some of which grew more profound over time.”

“Such as?” Zae asked. Her voice had softened; even she had apparently realized that pushing someone too hard when they were having a crisis of faith was a bad idea.

“The first rumors started about a year ago when Marshal Crohl disappeared,” Jolara said. “Some suggested that he had grown frustrated with the Mantle leadership. Others were convinced he believed that the church and its leaders had betrayed the people and become corrupt. A handful of important people tried to sully his reputation, but it didn’t work. Crohl was the hero of Canith Mir, the man who had personally slain the last Spellbinder. The worst anyone would accept was that he’d simply gotten old and yearned for a peaceful retirement.”

She let out a heavy sigh, then continued. “The situation changed after we heard the news that Crohl had been found, and again after we heard about his death at Blackreach. Tynolde told us not to believe the lies—he insisted that you, a former Dread Knight and one of the Condemned, had obviously stabbed Crohl in the back. I believed him…until I spoke with some of the survivors from the battle a week later. They told me stories of a deva inspiring the men, and of a man who picked up the Radiant Blade and destroyed the Riven.”

I nodded. Half the reason Roderick and Jewel had headed back to Rivenwatch after Blackreach was to ensure that the conscripts were able to spread tales of the battle across the Coast. Apparently, the plan had worked.

“What did Tynolde say when you brought that to his attention?” I asked.

“That our aspirants and conscripts had overly active imaginations. That in their desperation, they saw what they wanted to see. To him, it was far more likely that Crohl destroyed the Riven himself and died valiantly in the fight. It was a more palatable story to many, and one I was willing to entertain…until we learned that you were bound for Rivenwatch.”

“Let me guess,” Zae said, gesturing behind us. “That’s when his own devas showed up.”

Jolara nodded. “He and the Grand Cleric came to our garrison in Belkarth and declared a miracle—they said that Aodar had sent us six more devas to lead us into battle against the Dread Knight traitors. When I first looked upon them, I was stricken with awe. After all these years, all this suffering and chaos, the White Flame had finally answered our prayers.”

“Then you started wondering why they showed up at that specific moment,” I reasoned. “You thought the timing was too convenient."

“Yes. A week earlier, the Lord Marshal insisted that the deva at Blackreach had been a trick—a deception wrought by magic and confused, desperate soldiers. But then he brought them before us as if he had always believed they had returned.” The cleric paused. “If he had asked me to follow him to Stormcrest, I may not have thought much about it. But sitting in Belkarth waiting for his next order, we all had a great deal of time to think.”

Fanatics and introspection, I thought dryly. Always a dangerous combination.

I could see the same thought on Zae’s face, but for once she had enough tact not to vocalize it.

“There was probably a time when Tynolde’s intentions were good,” I said instead, doing my best to sound sympathetic despite the fact that I’d hated the bastard back when he had just been a regular White Mantle asshole rather than an overt traitor. “For all we know, that was true of some of the Spellbinders as well. But power changes people, and the magic in that grimoire is capable of many wondrous feats. I only understand a fraction of it, but they had the book for much longer. To be honest, we don’t know everything they learned or the full extent of their plans. The Mother Confessor plans to launch a full investigation. Tynolde and Belethar had a great deal of support inside the Mantle, and she wants to find out who knew what and when.”

I waved my hand. “But those questions can wait. To be blunt, we have far bigger problems than White Mantle cover-ups and conspiracies right now. I know it’s a lot to take in, and I know you have good reasons to remain suspicious, but I still hope that you’ll be willing to set aside your doubts long enough to help us. None of this is going to matter if an army of demons armed with spellfire weapons and war machines comes marching this way.”

Redding and Jolara shared another long look, and I did the same with Zae. We knew each other so well that I could see her thoughts in her eyes as clearly as if she had spoken them aloud.

We had come here knowing that there were two possible versions of the Final Edict. In the first, Jolara had known exactly what Tynolde had been doing and had gone along with it, even the part where he had been using religion to cover for his own ambitions. She, like him, could have been pretending to be White Mantle in order to gain resources and an alibi while they unlocked the magic of the Spellbinders.

The second version—the one that seemed far more likely now that we had actually spoken with her—was that she had been a true believer, and that Tynolde had betrayed her trust as well. And while Zae and I both found the entire ‘Final Edict’ ideology both dangerous and stupid, I would still rather work with a loyal Archonite who believed she was doing the right thing than a cynical con artist who was willing to exploit people’s faith for her own power.

A part of me was tempted to simply hand Jolara Sacrothyr and see if she burst into flames like her leader. But hopefully that wouldn’t be necessary.

“It seems as if there’s even more we need to know,” the cleric said eventually. “About Lord Tynolde, about his plans, and about this magic he was using. If our devas are not the creatures we believe them to be…if we have merely summoned demons into our midst…

“They’re not exactly demons,” I said. “But they aren’t angels sent by the Archons, either. Our deva, Kithani, has proven herself beyond all doubt, and she wields Aodar’s power as a cleric. But there is much we don’t know about the magic or how it works. What we do know is that we can’t afford to bring them to Canith Mir with us.”

“Why not?” Redding asked with a furrowed brow. “They’re incredibly powerful.”

“I know. But during the last battle at Blackreach, the Dread Knight Praevost demonstrated an ability to subdue Kithani with his Profane powers. Defeating the enemy will be difficult enough without them turning our best weapons against us.”

“But it might be impossible without them,” Jolara said. “The general showed us the latest scouting reports. There are hundreds of demons in Canith Mir now, some powerful enough to destroy an entire infantry unit. Without the devas—”

“It will be an enormous challenge,” I finished for her, raising my gauntlet. “If you’re willing to aid us, then I’d be more than happy to discuss logistics and tactics with you. But first, there is one more thing you should know.”

I swallowed and braced myself, curious how they would react to the news of another potential holy relic. I hadn’t been planning on mentioning the crown if the Final Edict had seemed reluctant or outright hostile, but after seeing Jolara’s reaction so far, my gut was telling me that this might make her even more sympathetic to our cause.

“We recently received news that the Dread Knights are searching for yet another lost weapon from before the Invocation,” I said. “If we find it first, it might—might—give us the ability to destroy the Phylactery Tower without a full-scale assault on Canith Mir.”

“What kind of weapon?” the cleric asked skeptically. “Another lost grimoire?”

“No, another holy relic,” I corrected. “Aodar’s Crown.”

Redding frowned. “I’ve heard of it. What—”

“They’ve found it?” Jolara interjected. “After all this time?”

“We believe so,” I told her, repressing a smile. She knew what it was, all right, and this might very well be the bait we needed to lure her all the way to our side. “Zaelya and I were planning to try and recover it before they do.”

The cleric’s brown eyes flicked back and forth in thought. Redding simply shook his head.

“What is this relic?” he asked. “What does it do?”

“The Crown was an artifact forged by the Hand of Aodar during the Cleaving of Creation, just like the Radiant Blade,” Jolara said. “The Hand infused it with all the divine authority of the White Flame, then gave it to the first human kings so that they might rule their people with wisdom and integrity.”

“There seem to be considerable discrepancies between the various legends about the relic and its supposed power,” I said. “From our admittedly limited research, it was either a mantle of sovereign power, a weapon that could cleanse impurity, or any of a dozen other things from obliterating demons to subjugating the unworthy. The truth seems lost to history. Apparently scholars across the world were searching for the Crown even before the Invocation.”

“It has been lost for an age,” Jolara agreed. “Where is it?”

“That’s the difficult part,” I said. “The Dread Knights seem to be looking for it in the ruins of Iltharus.”

The same look of shock appeared on both their faces.

“The wasteland around Iltharus is horribly corrupted,” the cleric said. “Anyone who ventures in that part of the Moors would turn into a Riven long before they reached the city.”

“Not anyone.” I looked at Zae. “The two of us seem immune or nearly immune to the effects of Riven Rot.”

Jolara’s eyes narrowed. “How is that possible?”

“The Mother Confessor believes that we’re both protected by the might of the Archons. But whether that’s true or not, we’re the only ones with a chance of entering Iltharus and coming out alive. At the very least, we intend to explore the city and see if these rumors are true. With luck, the Dread Knights and their demons might lead us right to the crown.”

Redding and Jolara’s expressions shifted from disbelief to wonder and back again. I didn’t know if they’d end up believing me or not, but at least this particular claim of ours didn’t require the same leap of faith on their part. Because if we were lying about our immunity, it just meant that we were about to fly off and get ourselves transformed into Riven.

“If the relic has even a fraction of the power it’s supposed to—especially the part about purifying corruption and liberating people from the influence of the Profane—then it seems worth the risk and time to make an attempt anyway,” I added. “And even if it isn’t there, it’s possible we could find something else that could prove useful in the fight. Considering the odds we’re facing, I’ll take any advantage we can get.”

“It would be a miraculous discovery,” Jolara said. “But Iltharus was a blasphemous place ruled by wizards, not men of faith. I cannot fathom why a holy relic would have been kept there.”

“For all we know, the Spellbinders could have stolen it and brought it to Iltharus in order to study it,” Zae said. “Personally, I’m not convinced it really exists. But if the Dread Knights are looking for it, we can’t take that chance.”

Jolara pondered for another moment. “You have given us a great deal to think about, Sir Keene. I will need to pray for guidance, and you’ll forgive us if the general and I wish to speak in private.”

“Of course,” I replied with a respectful nod.

“In the meantime, you are welcome in the camp,” Redding said. “And if you’re willing, we could discuss this further over dinner.”

“Absolutely.”

Jolara looked between us, and her eyes seemed to soften slightly. “I do appreciate your candor—both of you. I only wish we had more time to properly understand your motivations.”

“You’re worried about our motivations, and we’re worried about your motivations.” Zae shrugged. “That’s exactly the way it should be. Skepticism keeps everyone vigilant. I didn’t trust the White Mantle when we were trying to liberate Canith Mir the first time, and they sure as Selura didn’t trust me. But when the dust settled, we got the job done. Together.”

“Believe me, I wish we could take the whole winter to amass an army and plan this attack,” I added. “But if we wait that long, the enemy will take the battle to us instead. The walls of Rivenwatch won’t hold against their cannons, and the monsters will pour into the Golden Coast and destroy everything the people here have built since the Invocation. I’m not willing to let that happen. And I hope that you aren’t, either.”

The cleric smiled. It was thin and unsure, but it was still a hell of a lot better than the judgemental glares she’d been firing off after we landed.

“Until then, Lord Marshal,” she said. “Walk in Aodar’s light.”


6
City of Wonder


The remainder of our time in the Final Edict camp was productive, awkward, and disturbing all at once. Productive, because my conversation with the other military officers went as well as I could have possibly hoped; awkward, because some of them clearly still believed that we were harbingers of the Profane sent to destroy their leaders and sabotage the White Mantle from within.

Disturbing, because our every movement was being scrutinized by six devas who looked ready to smite us the moment we stepped out of line.

But every time I felt one of them hovering over my shoulder, I reminded myself that Zaelya had spells ready to get us out of here in a pinch if necessary. She couldn’t teleport like a wizard, but a cloud of fog combined with an enchantment that concealed our tracks would likely be enough for us to slip away and fly off before we were mobbed by angry zealots.

For the most part, though, I sensed tension draining away rather than accumulating. Many of the Final Edict officers were also veterans of the last war, and a few had even fought in the final battle in Canith Mir. I didn’t personally recognize any of them, but they seemed to know both of us by reputation. And while they may not have been convinced that we were divine emissaries sent by the Archons to save them, they were definitely more inclined to accept that we all shared the same goal.

Afterward, I thought it would be a good idea to take a lap around the entire camp to ensure that each and every one of the aspirants, paladins, and soldiers saw Sacrothyr strapped across my back. Zae shapeshifted into a gryphon so I could ride her around like a steed, ostensibly to let them see her powers in action as well. In reality, I suspected she was just sick of talking, so transforming into a beast let her off the hook.

Thanks to the ever-shortening days of winter, dinner wasn’t served until after dark. We ate with Sister Jolara, General Redding, and a few of the other officers at a table, all of whom peppered me with questions about everything from the war to Andrel Crohl to our incursion into Canith Mir a month ago. While I didn’t consider myself a master storyteller by any means, a lifetime of war had taught me how to banter with other soldiers, and part of that skillset was knowing when and how to spin tales of past triumphs and defeats. I manage to hold their attention, if nothing else, and telling them about the demonic sacrifices and soulfire cannons did seem to help them understand what was at stake…and what we were up against.

After dinner, I made it a point to speak with Jolara when the cleric was alone…or as alone as she could get when surrounded by thousands of soldiers and six ever-vigilant devas.

“You speak with conviction, Sir Keene, and you represent your comrades well,” she told me once the two of us were standing by one of the many campfires with the last of the night’s wine in our goblets. “I was almost hoping that you would be an obvious fraud. A charlatan with a compelling story is far more dangerous.”

I chuckled softly as I finished my drink. It was a decidedly worse vintage than I’d gotten used to in Stormcrest, barely above drinking vinegar. But it was getting colder by the moment, and I was going to need something to warm the blood when we flew out of here.

“I understand your hesitation,” I told her. “And I really do wish we had more time to sort everything out. Unfortunately, we don’t. Every day we delay makes our task that much more challenging.”

Jolara nodded fractionally. Her brown hair and red-gold cloak billowing in the chilly breeze. She still looked uncomfortable in her armor, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she even knew how to wield the short blade on her hip.

“My officers harbor many doubts about your plan of attack,” she said.

“I’d be more than happy to include them in further discussions,” I replied. “If they fly ahead to Stormcrest, we can have a proper strategy ready by the time the rest of your army catches up.”

“You are persistent, Dread Knight, I’ll give you that.”

“From what I understand, the Final Edict stands for confronting evil and chaos wherever they can be found,” I replied, ignoring the slight. “This is your chance to prove it.”

Jolara smiled faintly. “Perhaps I will take you up on that. I have looked into your eyes, but I wish to look into the eyes of the others. The Mother Confessor, the Grand Dukes…all those who claim that our leaders betrayed the White Mantle.”

“If you do decide to go, speak to Roderick—Sir Donolath. He’s in charge of all military affairs until I get back.”

“How long do you expect to search for Aodar’s Crown?” she asked.

“Not long. I hope to be back in Stormcrest by tomorrow night.” I shrugged. “But we don’t know what we’re dealing with yet, so it’s difficult to say for certain.”

“For what it’s worth, I hope you find it. The more holy relics we recover, the better the chance we can start to rebuild what’s been lost.” Jolara smiled again. “After all, the last Hand of Aodar sacrificed himself to banish the Profane and give us this world. It would be a shame for us to let it fall further into ruin.”

“On that, we are in total agreement,” I said. “Your Reverence.”

I left her by the campfire and went to find Zaelya. While Jolara and Redding had offered to accommodate us in camp for the night, I had gotten the distinct impression that they were both hoping we would refuse and fly back to Stormcrest instead. Not necessarily because they planned to turn around and march their men back to Belkarth, but because they really did seem to want more time to contemplate everything we’d told them. That was fine with me, since I had no interest in sleeping in a camp filled with fanatics who thought I was still a follower of the Profane.

Zaelya and I flew off shortly thereafter, but we didn’t head west to Stormcrest. Instead, we flew south to Rivenwatch, since it would greatly reduce the length of our journey to Iltharus in the morning.

It took her a few hours to cover the hundred or so miles between the central and southern regions of the Coast, and the blanket of darkness kept me from appreciating the sight of the fertile plains and lush forests beneath us. The air had also grown cold as hell, and I was tempted to ask Zae to land several times. Setting camp in a strange wilderness wasn’t usually a good idea, but having a powerful druid with you changed the rules. With her magic, she could empower the trees to be night watchmen if necessary, and we’d never had trouble figuring out ways to keep each other warm overnight.

But the Mother Confessor had sent a missive to Rivenwatch informing the local clergy that the Hands of the Archons might be visiting, so the acolytes were prepared when we arrived at the temple door close to midnight. They promised us a hearty meal fit for the White Flame himself in the morning, then provided each of us with a clean, comfortable room.

Not that we had any intention of sleeping separately. Zae joined me the moment the acolytes were gone, and her clothes were on the floor mere moments after that. She had never been the type of girl to waste words when actions would do.

She kissed me just long enough to hold my attention while her fingers unfastened my belt, and she was down on her knees with my cock in her mouth by the time my trousers were around my ankles. She worked me long and hard, as if she were trying to suck the day’s frustrations right out of me. If so, it worked—I stopped worrying about the Final Edict and the Dread Knights and everything else. All I could think about was how lucky I was to have her.

After she’d swallowed her hot, sticky reward, I picked her up and hauled her onto the bed. I didn’t need magic to prepare myself for a second round; I was more than happy to lick her sodden slit and fondle her pert breasts while I recovered. Once I was ready again, I stretched her tight cunt with long, loving, and leisurely thrusts while she melted into the pillows and gasped softly into my ear.

I enjoyed being rough with her, especially when I was taking her ass, but tonight I was content to make love to her in a way that had been denied to us for so long. We were both breathless and covered in a sheen of sweat by the time I finished again, this time deep inside her quim and the womb beyond. I kissed her deeply as we both came down, sharing her breath and body and being.

I gently pushed our foreheads together once our lips finally parted. “There,” I breathed. “That’s better.”

“You seemed pretty worked up,” Zae teased. “Speaking to that pretty cleric all day must have made you horny.”

“Hardly,” I snorted. “I mean it’s better finishing inside you.”

Her thighs squeezed against my waist. “I think you’re just worried about Tahleen smiting you if you finish on my stomach again.”

“More worried that she’ll steal my ride. I’d rather not have to walk home.”

“Home?” Zae asked, raising both of her white eyebrows. “Did you seriously just call Stormcrest home?”

I grimaced. It had only been a slip of the tongue…hadn’t it?

“You know what I mean,” I said. “Home isn’t a place. It’s—”

“Where the harem is?”

I laughed. “I can live with that. Today it’s Stormcrest. Tomorrow it might be somewhere else.” I paused and slid my hands down her sides until they reached her belly. “Maybe eventually it will be a place for a whole family.”

I had assumed she might chuckle or at least smile, but her expression had turned grave. “A lot can happen between then and now,” she whispered. “We might not survive tomorrow.”

“We’ll survive,” I told her. “We always do.”

“What about Canith Mir? It took a miracle for us to survive the last battle there. But this one will be—”

“We’ll survive that, too. I promise.”

Zae looked up at me again, but she still didn’t smile. “You didn’t used to try and coddle me. What happened to the grim, fatalistic Duncan who told the truth, no matter how bleak and unpleasant?”

“He’s still here inside you,” I said, sliding my fingers across her smooth thighs. “And I am telling you the truth: we’re going to survive, and you’re going to have many healthy, beautiful children.

Zae didn’t smile. If anything, she looked uncharacteristically melancholic.

“Do you ever wish we could go back?” she asked, her voice small and weak.

“Back to what?”

“To never needing to worry about the future. To enjoying every moment because there might not be another.”

“Sometimes,” I admitted. “But never for long. I don’t want to go back—I want to go forward. With you.”

Zae still wasn’t smiling. “But I was a good warrior. A good soldier.” She swallowed heavily. “What if I’m a terrible mother?”

I brought my hands to her face and looked deep into her eyes. She rarely allowed herself to be vulnerable; it wasn’t in her nature. But there were times—only when we were alone—that the mask would slip long enough for me to see the truth. She had clearly been thinking about this for a while now…

“That will never happen,” I assured her.

“You’re sure?” she asked, her voice weak.

“Absolutely. You’ve never been bad at anything.”

“I’m a terrible diplomat.”

“Only because you prefer it that way.” I leaned down and gave her a soft kiss. “But you’ll want to be a good mother, and that means you’ll figure it out in no time.”

Zae’s eyes fluttered shut, and she swore softly under her breath. “I suppose I’ll have to. Vess will definitely be bad at it, so I bet I’ll end up raising her children, too.”

I laughed, and I saw the faint hint of a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. The moment of vulnerability was fading; she was already rebuilding her defenses.

“She’ll figure it out, too,” I said. “I’ll bet she has a dozen books on it in that shop of hers.”

Zae grunted. “Probably. Gods, I hate wizards.”

“But you work so well together. You can help each other.”

“Mm,” she murmured noncommittally. “And what about that pretty princess of yours?”

“I…I’m not sure yet,” I admitted. “We haven’t had much time.”

“I bet she would make a great mother,” Zae said. “Sweet and kind.”

“Not normally the traits people associate with White Mantle confessors.”

“No, but that’s not where she belongs. Even she must have figured that out by now.”

I nodded, recalling my conversation with Jewel in the carriage. “I think she’s starting to.”

“She belongs on that ruined throne in Canith Mir,” Zae said. “And beneath you, like the rest of us.”

I chuckled, and she leaned up to kiss me on the tip of my nose.

“But you promised that you’d let me see her cute face when she finishes,” Zae said. “I’m still waiting.”

“Maybe when we get back to Stormcrest.”

“In that case, I hope we find this crown fast.” Her thighs tightened around my waist. “But first, I think you owe me one more batch before we sleep.”

I grinned. “Where do you want it? On your stomach?”

“No,” Zae said, her arms curling around my neck and pulling me in close. “Inside me, where it belongs.”
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The temple acolytes kept their promise. They provided us with a large breakfast of eggs, sausage, and some of the last fresh fruit of the season. Even better, they mostly left us alone rather than trying to engage us in conversation. I wasn’t entirely comfortable with the reverent tone in their voices and look in their eyes, but that was a small price to pay for privacy.

After eating our fill and enjoying a warm bath, we went up to the roof of the temple where Zae could transform without everyone in Rivenwatch gawking at the first Archonite druid in generations. Getting the saddle up to her there proved to be a hassle, but once again it was a small price to pay for a little privacy.

She took off the moment I was secure, and it wasn’t long before we were soaring over the Obsidian Peaks, the foreboding and otherwise impassable barrier between the Golden Coast and the eastern wastelands of the Moors.

At first, we passed over some sparse vegetation and trees between the mountains, but we didn’t have to travel far before it all disappeared. The peaks and plateaus became a mottled grey, as if they had been dusted by ash rather than snow. I reached out with my paladin senses as we moved, and despite the fact that they had a limited range, I could still sense Riven corruption clinging to the air. The land was definitely still tainted. The only question was how much worse it would get as we approached Iltharus.

We spotted the first outlying villages just below the foothills at the base of the Obsidian Peaks. At first, I thought there was nothing left of them besides a few isolated windmills and farmhouses, but as we soared closer I also spotted the remnants of the occasional house and barn. None of this destruction had come from spellfire weapons or hordes of rampaging Riven; the structures had simply rotted away thanks to centuries of abandonment.

Nature had also reclaimed some of its territory. While much of the vegetation remained sickly, the fact it was growing at all meant that the corruption had waned somewhat over time. Roderick had mentioned that the White Mantle expedition hadn’t gotten very far into these deadlands, though, so it clearly wasn’t safe for resettlement. This part of the Moors would likely remain abandoned for a long time yet, possibly decades or even a century.

We had been flying for perhaps an hour—more than halfway to our destination, if I had to guess—when Zae looked back and gave me a questioning squawk. I interpreted the noise as her asking if I wanted to land and explore any of the dead villages, but I shook my head and pointed south. The message from the Dread Knights had said that Aodar’s Crown was in Iltharus, so I saw little point in searching anywhere else. Finding a single relic in a huge city was already going to be a monumental task, and I fully intended to be out of here and back in Stormcrest by tonight. We couldn’t afford to waste any time.

As she continued, my thoughts shifted away from the ruined landscape to the actual city itself. Before recently, I had known almost nothing about it or its history. I had been born hundreds of miles away in the Western Fold, and the name “Iltharus” had only ever come up as part of a warning to stay away from the Grey Moors. Most people believed that the entire region remained infested by Riven and tainted by their corruption. If the fate of the White Mantle expedition ten years ago was any indication, they weren’t wrong.

Still, after Vess had told us more about the city and its ostensible splendor, I was genuinely curious to see it in person. Would it be as dead and empty as all the other settlements? Would the whole thing be a giant crater? Would there still be buildings left standing as haunting monuments to the triumphs of the past age?

Half an hour later, I discovered to my amazement that the answer to all three of those questions was “yes.”

The city skyline was visible from over a dozen miles away, and it was instantly apparent that Zae and I had never visited anywhere like this before. While Canith Mir was a huge city with half a dozen distinct districts encircling the palace, much of it had also been rebuilt after the Invocation. The vast majority of the buildings were relatively short and small, and the narrow alleys and streets spoke to a sensible, timeless, “old world” architecture.

Iltharus was something else entirely. The city wasn’t a rough walled circle like Stormcrest, nor was it a sprawling chain of farmlands and villages with larger buildings at the center like Agronel. Iltharus looked more like dozens of towns connected together in a vaguely serpentine sprawl as if no one had been able to figure out which way the city was supposed to grow. The closer we got, the more Iltharus’s outline appeared like the fossil of a giant monster that had crawled out of the ocean and died on the shore. The mental image was further reinforced by the fact that most of the structures appeared to be the same shade of bone grey.

The impression didn’t fade until we were flying over the ruins rather than merely seeing their silhouette from a distance. Up close, the city didn’t look monstrous at all. In fact, it was easily the most wondrous place I had ever seen. If anything, Vess’s implausibly fantastic illustrations didn’t come close to doing the view justice.

I whistled softly as I took it all in. What I had mistaken for a series of interconnected towns were actually dozens of neighborhoods, each so massive that they must have housed tens of thousands of people apiece. Even the city outskirts were filled with hundreds of buildings that were so smooth and round that they must have been sculpted by magic rather than masonry. It was a far cry from the farmhouses and wooden cabins in the Wild Marches.

Meanwhile, the heart of the city was so vast it defied belief. Some of the buildings were so tall and sharp they may as well have been giant needles trying to pierce the sky, and as difficult as it was to believe, they appeared to be made entirely out of metal. Some had fallen over, but many that were still standing had to be a thousand feet tall, putting the few intact elven spires in Canith Mir to shame.

And that was only the beginning. I spotted numerous platforms attached to the tall buildings which I initially assumed were aviaries for flying mounts, but I eventually came to realize that they must have been docks for the mythical airship fleet which had once connected the various nations of the Ikibrian Commonwealth. That epiphany called my attention to the many other transportation structures, like the strange shell-like buildings spread throughout the city. Vess’s illustrations had labeled them as “terminals,” places where individuals could board one of the lightning rails that had ostensibly allowed people to travel back and forth between the cities of Ikibris in mere hours rather than days.

It was all beyond incredible…but then, amidst my breathless awe, a haunting realization set in. While nature had started to reclaim the outlying settlements, it had made minimal progress here. I didn’t see a single tree or plant aside from the occasional patch of moss in the streets. The corruption here must still have been incredibly intense to hold everything at bay.

Notably, I also didn’t see any bodies, though that was less surprising. The people who had turned into Riven had surely left the city en masse years ago as part of a rampaging horde, while those who had died would have long since decomposed. At best, we might find some scattered bones here or there.

In a way, it was as if the lingering corruption had frozen everything in time, because almost nothing here on the outskirts of the city looked damaged, certainly not like the villages we had passed on our way here. Whatever magic or materials had been used in the construction of Iltharus had been amazingly durable, but it was more than fine craftsmanship. I saw no signs of an explosion or battle, just emptiness. As if everyone who had lived here had all simply disappeared.

A wave of horror crashed over me as my mind conjured up a vision of millions of people being transformed into Riven in the same instant. But before I could dwell on the thought, I finally started to notice some cracks in the city’s wondrous facade. As Zae descended, the signs of mass destruction in the heart of the city became more numerous. While most of the buildings were intact, many were badly scorched. Some of the giant sky-scraping ones in particular were so horribly burned on one side it was like the sun itself had set them aflame. The streets that had been empty before were now filled with stone and metal debris. And then, I spotted what must have been the center of the great blast which had inflicted all this damage.

Because all that remained was an enormous, chasmic crater.

During the last battle for Canith Mir, I had watched the Spellbinder’s dracolich obliterate numerous buildings and incinerate an entire column of infantry. At the time, I remembered thinking that no force in this world could possibly be more destructive than a Riven dragon. Yet here we were, looking at a gaping hole in the earth half the size of Stormcrest.

“Merciful Selura,” I breathed so quietly the words were stolen by the wind. Countless buildings had been swallowed by the black maw. Even ones on the edges that might have escaped the initial destruction had seemingly toppled into the pit over the many decades since. It was a graveyard of glass, steel, and stone.

What kind of awful weapon could have done this? Who would have chosen to use it here in a city filled with millions of people? The sheer scale of the death and devastation defied belief. Even now, as I drew my power from Aodar and carried his blade on my back, I wondered how a god of justice and righteousness could have ever allowed such a thing to happen.

Zaelya banked away from the crater, likely as mortified by the sight as I was. It took a great deal of effort, but I shifted my attention back to the rest of Iltharus.

“I was really hoping that the demons would lead us to this relic,” I called out as I leaned forward in the saddle. “But it doesn’t look like anyone has set foot in this place for a long time.”

She squawked back at me, then began a slow dive until we were soaring right above the streets. From higher up, the city had seemed huge beyond reason, and from this vantage it may as well have been a maze of debris-strewn streets and empty buildings. Without any clues to follow, trying to find a holy relic here would be as feasible as combing the bottom of a lake for a single golden coin.

The real question is whether the demons have already found it, I thought to myself. The note we’d received hadn’t given us a timeline, and even though we’d made haste and traveled here just a day after reading it, there was no guarantee that the demons hadn’t been searching for a while before that. If so, it was entirely possible that they had found their prize and brought it back to Canith Mir.

Then again, it was also possible that they hadn’t started looking yet. The note could have given us a headstart; it could be days before any demonic search parties arrived. I liked that option better, other than the fact it meant we had no trail to follow. Searching every inch of this city would be utterly impossible.

After a few more minutes of flying, I was well on the way to convincing myself that this whole excursion had been a waste of time. But then Zae abruptly thrust out her wings, and we began to slow down as if she planned to land somewhere. I couldn’t tell what had gotten her attention, but she eventually put down in the middle of one of the city’s seemingly infinite streets.

I looked around once we’d stopped, still searching for whatever had attracted her interest. This particular street was littered with debris, both stone and metal. I also spotted the remnants of what must have been some kind of ancient, enclosed metal carriage. The wheels had rotted away, but the rusted frame was still partially intact. The lack of plants and bodies was more disturbing now that we were so close, and I swore I could feel the ghosts of the dead all around me…

“If this crown is here somewhere, I’d assume it would be inside one of the larger buildings,” I said, shaking away the mental image of a thousand spectral hands reaching out for me. “But that doesn’t exactly narrow it down. For all we know, it was in the center of that crater where—”

Zae squawked again, then gestured at the carriage frame with her beak. I shook my head in confusion.

“What are you…?”

I trailed off when I finally realized what she had noticed with her keen gryphon eyes. The carriage frame wasn’t merely rusted; it looked like part of it had been dissolved by acid. And not hundreds of years ago, either, but recently.

“I’ll be damned,” I breathed.

Unstrapping my legs, I got out of the saddle so I could take a closer look. The sheer volume of acid that had been splashed on the metal was impressive, and now that I knew what I was looking for, I noticed more signs of it on the street as well. A few yards away, I also spotted several smears of black ash.

“So the demons were here,” I said. “But something killed them.”

I heard the thump of the saddle hit the ground as Zae shifted back into her elven form, and I sensed her moving up behind me.

“Took you long enough,” she teased.

“Sorry, we don’t all have eagle vision while flying around,” I muttered. “I was too busy trying to keep the wind and bugs out of my face.”

“We’ll have to tell Kithani to forge you a new helmet.” Zae paused in front of the carriage. “Acid means a bigger demon, something powerful. These ashes must have been something smaller, like bulezau or imps.”

I nodded in agreement. Demons didn’t leave behind corpses when they were slain in our world, they simply melted into acidic ichor or black ash before their wicked souls reformed in the bowels of the Abyss. The goristro we’d slain in the north had been powerful enough to dissolve into acid, which made me wonder what kind of awful monster had made this stain.

Though really, the better question was who—or what—had killed it in the first place.

“I don’t understand,” Zae said, shaking her head as she crouched over one of the ash piles. “There’s nothing alive in this city. So what destroyed them?”

“My thoughts exactly,” I replied, looking around for other clues. My pulse quickened, and all my awe and amazement at our surroundings was promptly forgotten as I pulled Sacrothyr from its sheath. I could bask in the marvels of the past later, after we figured out what in the name of the Abyss was going on here.

Taking a deep breath, I reached out with my paladin senses. I didn’t detect any nearby demons, because I couldn’t detect anything at all—not with the skull-splitting headache I received for my trouble.

“Argh!” I groaned, pulling back and clutching at my head.

“What is it?” Zae asked. “More demons?”

“I don’t know. The corruption is too intense—I can’t sense anything else.”

I took a moment to breathe deeply and steady myself. The latent corruption surrounding us wasn’t as intense as when the unstable spellfire cores had exploded inside the Temple of the Archons in Canith Mir, but it was bad enough. By all rights, Zae and I should have already absorbed enough of the poison to doom us within the next few hours. And that was hundreds of years after whatever weapon had destroyed this place…

Zae gave my arm a comforting squeeze. “You think the corruption was so bad it killed the demons, too?”

“I don’t see how,” I said. “They’re supposed to be immune.”

“A lot of things are supposed to be true but aren’t. Everything is covered in dirt and dust, yet I don’t see any tracks aside from those cloven hoof prints over there. But if they didn’t die from corruption, something must have attacked them.”

I followed her eyes to the bulezau tracks. “Bloodletters can hide their tracks, can’t they?”

“With magic, yes, but why would they turn on their own demons?” Zae shook her head. “But there is some good news, I suppose. If the demons are dead, at least it means they didn’t find this crown and fly off with it.”

“We don’t know that. If the artifact is as powerful as everyone thinks, the Dread Knights would have sent more than a few bulezau. For all we know, there could have been other groups of demons scouring the city who succeeded.”

“It’s possible,” she conceded. “So where does that leave us?”

“Nowhere good.” Once the headache had passed, I swept my eyes around the nearby area again. “The question is why the demons were here on this street. None of these buildings look interesting—they seem like basic houses and shops.”

“Except for that,” Zae said, pointing perhaps fifty yards down the street to one of the huge, shell-like structures I had tentatively identified as a rail terminal from Vess’s maps. Part of the ceiling and one of the walls had crumbled, leaving a gaping hole in the side.

“I believe that’s where people would board the lightning rails,” I said. “Not sure why the demons would be interested in such a place.”

“I don’t know, but there are more black ash stains in that direction. So unless you have a better idea…?”

My right hand squeezed Sacrothyr tighter. When Roderick had first brought the message to our attention, we had all debated whether or not it was a trap designed to lure me out of Stormcrest so the enemy could ambush me more easily. It had seemed implausible to me, and it still did. But something was definitely wrong here—something beyond the desolate, haunting ruins all around us. I was starting to feel as if we were being watched…

“We’ll take a look,” I said. “Just keep your eyes open. I don’t think we’re alone here.”

Zae arched a white eyebrow. “What else could survive inside corruption this intense?”

“I have no idea,” I admitted. “But I get the feeling we’re about to find out.”


7
Ghosts and Shadows


My sense that we were being watched got stronger and stronger as we walked, but nothing jumped out at us. We saw more streaks of black ash once we reached the crumbled hole in the rail terminal, suggesting that demons had indeed been interested in this place. We still had no idea why, but I hoped to find the answers inside.

Before we could climb through the rubble, however, one of the ghosts of Iltharus finally showed herself to us.

“Welcome to Iltharus, traveler. The City of Wonders awaits you.”

I threw myself in front of Zaelya, and I had Sacrothyr clutched in both hands before my mind caught up with what my eyes and ears were showing me. A few yards in front of the terminal, a translucent magical image of a young, attractive human female wearing an unfamiliar buttoned-up uniform and a strange hat had appeared out seemingly nowhere.

“If you are interested in the city’s many attractions, this terminal can fzzt—” The image flickered briefly, cutting out the incorporeal woman’s otherwise pleasant, cheerful voice. “—also provide you with rail schedule information for this terminal, as well as other hubs in the city. Please keep in mind that firearms are not fzzt—”

The voice cut out again, and the image of the woman started flickering so badly it seemed unable to speak. I stayed completely still, my eyes scouring the street. And there, amidst the rubble and dust, was a small circular plate with faintly glowing magical runes around the edges. The center appeared to be made out of some kind of crystal.

“What in the murderous abyss is this?” Zae asked from behind me. Her voice had turned bestially deep, and her nails had begun transforming into claws.

“Illusion magic?” I asked, my muscles relaxing slightly when I realized that the ghostly woman wasn’t even looking at us directly. “Some kind of spell designed to respond to—?”

“Fzzt—further information, please consult fzzt—” the image said as it reappeared, then cut out again. “Welcome again to Iltharus, traveler. The city where impossibility becomes reality.”

The image flickered one last time, then disappeared entirely. The voice never returned; the ghosts of Iltharus were once again silent.

“Hundreds of years, and the spell placed in this device still has power,” I commented, leaning closer to the runed plate. “It’s incredible.”

“It’s something, all right,” Zae muttered. Her voice had gone back to normal, but her fingernails were still elongated into claws. “Should we smash it?”

I snorted. “I’m pretty sure it’s harmless. Besides, imagine how upset Vess will be if she learned we destroyed the relics here.”

“Vess isn’t getting told about rail schedules by a woman who’s been dead for centuries,” Zae replied. “Let’s look around this station and get this over with.”

She turned and started climbing over the rubble to get into the terminal. I looked at the strange ring-shaped device one last time, then followed.

I kept Sacrothyr at the ready, allowing the golden radiance from the blade to illuminate the way forward once we were inside. The interior of the terminal was different than I’d envisioned; it was a man-made cavern, with numerous alcoves on the left side and a wide tunnel on the right. Inside that tunnel was what must have been one of the so-called lightning trains, which consisted of numerous interconnected metal cars almost like one of the mercantile carriage convoys I’d seen outside Stormcrest. But instead of being pulled by horses, this machine had allegedly been powered by lyrithium runes and alchemical fuel.

The metal wasn’t rusted quite as badly as the carriages we had seen in the streets, perhaps because the ceiling was intact enough to offer a modicum of protection against the elements. Though when I moved closer to take a look, my attention was instead drawn to the alcoves across from it. I spotted the remnants of numerous crates, both wooden and metal, as well as a rectangular frame half-buried beneath a crumbling wall. The glass hadn’t shattered, so it had protected the artwork inside reasonably well.

I brushed off the debris with my gauntlet as I gently pulled the frame free. Inside was an illustration of an attractive young woman wearing a blue uniform that was somewhat similar to the ghostly woman’s outside, though she was sitting in a seductive pose with her legs crossed while wearing a short skirt that ended well above her knees. After a few more brushes, I uncovered some text as well.

“What is that?” Zae asked.

“A sign,” I said. “It says ‘ride the rail to financial freedom, apply to become an attendant today.’”

“An attendant?” Zae squinted at the picture. “Is that some kind of fancy word for whore?”

“I don’t know. If so, it would explain why these rails were so popular.”

She scoffed, then looked at the train. “There’s another splash of acid over here.”

Nodding, I stood back up and moved to the train. Only one of the interconnected, rectangular carriages appeared to have a doorway, which made me cringe reflexively. I already found it difficult to believe that anyone had ever willingly traveled through the countryside at high speed while locked inside what was essentially a metal box, and the fact that most of them didn’t have doors was even more horrifying.

I pushed that thought aside when Zae pointed out the intense corrosion splattered over the entryway. Another powerful demon had been killed here, apparently while trying to board the train. It made as much sense as the dead demons outside…which was to say, none at all.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Why were they in here?”

“Did ancient priests keep their holy relics inside trains?” Zae asked.

“I assume they kept them in temples like we do. Unless they were moving it around, I suppose.”

“Well, at least the dead aren’t talking to us here. We might as well have a look.”

Just as she started to climb onto the train, I heard a faint whisper behind us. I immediately spun around, Sacrothyr at the ready, putting myself between the sound and Zae…

But there was nothing there.

“What?” Zae whispered.

I paused for another few heartbeats in case the sound repeated, but nothing happened. “You didn’t hear that?”

“No.”

I figured she would accuse me of jumping at shadows, since there was no way that my human ears had heard something that her elven ones hadn’t, but she didn’t. She just stood there next to me listening.

“Maybe the wind,” I said eventually. “Or that device outside making a noise. But I swear I heard something.”

“You could be right,” Zae said. “You want to leave and forget this whole thing?”

I shook my head. “No. The demons wouldn’t have come here for no reason. Let’s have a look around.”

As a precaution, I cast a warding bond spell upon her. She wasn’t nearly as durable as an elf as she was as a gryphon, and there was no room for her to shapeshift into a large beast here. The magic would help me protect her in the event we did get ambushed.

She stepped into the train first with me close behind her. I didn’t know exactly what I’d been expecting, since I had only seen illustrations of the lightning rails from outside, but the interior was surprisingly spacious. It was shaped roughly like a tube, and there were benches on either side with a path in the middle, like pews in a temple only larger. They all appeared to be made of metal and covered by cushions, though the fabric had largely disintegrated over time.

There were no bodies or clothes or any other visible sign that humans had once piled into these things. Grimly, I wondered if it might have been less creepy if there had still been a few skeletons here and there. Not because I wanted to see bones, obviously, but because I knew the chilling reason that none had been left behind.

Namely, that all of the people who’d been in this train had turned into Riven. For all I knew, they had become part of the first hordes which had attacked the Moors and the Coast. They might even be the reason that Rivenwatch had been constructed in the first place.

“Looks like doors in both directions,” Zae said, pointing to the front and back of the metal car. “We could split up and—”

“Fzzt—welcome passengers,” another female voice said, this one seemingly coming from all around us. “Fzzt—your safety, please do not—fzzt.”

Zae looked around the walls, seeming almost panicked. “Where is it coming from?”

“I’m not sure,” I said, placing a hand on her shoulder to try and soothe her. “But don’t worry, it’s just a—”

“Fzzt—remain in your seats during tunnel acceleration,” the voice continued without warning. It had the same forced cheerfulness as the one outside, but it was definitely a different person. “In the compartment in front of you, you will find—fzzt—still available for first-class passengers. Remember, our attendants are here to make your journey as pleasant as possible. Traveling alone? Companionship is available on our elite line that runs through—”

The voice cut out again, though this time not because of the failing spell. Zae had located a much smaller plate-like device in the front of the carriage, and she pulled away from me to smash it with a rusted metal bar she had pulled off one of the seats.

“Vess can complain all she wants,” Zae said. “I’m not listening to this.”

My brow creased in concern. The voices were definitely a little disturbing, but they were bothering her much more than me and I wasn’t entirely sure why. She had never been this visibility unsettled when we’d discovered empty villages during the war, at least not until hours later when she’d allowed herself to cry.

But then, her people had never trusted arcane magic—it was what had driven the Tahari out of the Immortal Court, according to the legends—so perhaps she just had an innate aversion to this place. Either way, I could ask her about it later.

“Well, let’s keep looking,” I suggested, gripping my blade tighter. “Come on.”

She nodded, and I led us through the door on the front side of the car we were in. It was stuck three-quarters closed, but a little magically-assisted brute force did the trick. There were four other cars connected to this one, all roughly identical in design and all empty besides debris. We found another door that led ahead even further, the tunnel had collapsed on top of it. In theory, Zae could have turned into a rodent and tried to squeeze through and look around, but we both decided it wasn’t worth the time or the risk.

The first two carriages in the rear of the train proved just as barren, and the door to the third wasn’t merely jammed, but sealed as tight as a vault. Even my magically-enhanced strength wasn’t sufficient to rip it open, and I was briefly tempted to use the scroll Vess had given us to see if it could accomplish what I couldn’t. But before I wasted it on a jammed door that might not lead anywhere, Zae used her druidic magic to replicate the heat metal spell I had seen Kithani use numerous times in her forge. Zae had to maintain it for a whole minute, but it sufficiently melted the lock that I was finally able to open it once it cooled off.

The moment we moved through, however, I almost regretted not turning around and giving up the search. Because against all odds, this particular section of the train wasn’t completely empty.

“Saviel,” Zae gasped as she came in behind me.

There was a single skeleton lying in the narrow walkspace between the benches, its bones preserved thanks to the enclosed car protecting it. I wasn’t an apothecary or a coroner, but I had seen enough death to recognize the remains of a female elf. While I couldn’t discern her specific ethnicity from bones alone—she could have easily been Eladrin, Nareeshi, or Tahari—the tiny metal projectile lodged in the front of her skull seemed like a pretty obvious cause of death.

“Looks like a bullet,” I said. “Fired from a powder pistol.”

I took a step closer so I could crouch over the bones. I only had a passing familiarity with the weapons used in the Spellfire Wars, mostly thanks to the antiquities shop in Agronel that I’d visited a few times as a child. I remembered the owner saying that the dwarves of Angar Thuul still used powder weapons, but they didn’t trade them with outsiders. Nonetheless, the ammunition they used—metal pellets rather than arrows or quarrels—was unmistakable.

“She was going to kill everyone in this car,” Zae said. “Until someone killed her first.”

“What?” I asked, frowning back at her. “How do you know that?”

“She turned into a banshee and started screaming, but someone shot her in the head. Afterward, he tried to run from the others that had already turned, but he didn’t make it.”

I looked around the empty seats and debris-strewn floor. Other than the bullet in the empty skull, I saw no evidence to support Zae’s speculative chain of events. Nevertheless, I didn’t argue the point. All Dread Knights invariably developed a grim fatalism to get through the horrors we faced, and Zae was no exception. For her, imagining the worst left space for the truth to be a welcome relief.

“I wonder if it still works,” she said.

I didn’t know what she was talking about until I followed her gaze to one of the benches near the door I had smashed open. There, tucked beneath some shattered glass and metal debris, was a powder pistol.

“I don’t see how,” I said, kneeling down to retrieve the weapon. The steel barrel and wooden grip were in pretty good condition, but the runes inscribed on the firing chamber had faded to the point that they were nearly invisible. “Just like war machines, these relied on lyrithium runes. They can’t shoot anything without the magical reaction.”

“Too bad,” Zae said. “You know how much those things fascinated Roderick.”

“He’s not the only one,” I said. Many people would have loved to get their hands on such a relic—that antiquities shop in Agronel would have paid a small fortune for such a find. For my part, I was reminded of a story Roderick had once told me about ancient paladins of the far west—dragoons, he’d called them—riding into battle with pistols, swords, and holy magic. The concept seemed ridiculous, but Zae was right that he would have loved to have one of these.

“If it weren’t steeped in corruption, I’d consider bringing it to him,” I said. “Though I might be able to use the Libram’s cleansing spell on it. It’s not a magic crown, but at least then this trip will have been worth something.”

Zae didn’t reply. I could tell from her silence that she didn’t approve—not because she thought the device was a serious risk, but because she wanted nothing to do with the relics and weapons from the past age. It was easy to understand why, given that they had destroyed her people. And this weapon might have literally killed one.

“We’ll leave it here in the past where it belongs,” I said, setting the weapon back down. “Come on, let’s see if there’s anything else interesting in here.”

Unfortunately, the pistol proved to be the only notable thing on the entire train. Zae and I were back in the terminal a few minutes later, as confused as ever.

“Why were the demons here?” I asked, looking at the smears of ash and splatters of acid again. “This doesn’t make any damn sense.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Zae said, looking past the train to the partially collapsed tunnel surrounding it. “These machines traveled underground, right?”

“In some places, yes. We flew over the remains of some tracks in the countryside, but I didn’t see any here. The rail probably went underground between the other terminals here in the city.”

“Then what if the demons were here because of the tunnel, not the train?”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “I don’t follow.”

“Maybe there’s something underground,” she said. “A laboratory or a vault or a hideout. Maybe the demons were here looking for an entrance.”

I scratched my beard. The theory seemed a little far-fetched…but not entirely implausible. “If we add lightning rail tunnels to the list of things we need to search, we could be here for the next century.”

“I know, but unless you want to fly around the city for another few hours looking for more piles of demonic ash, we don’t have any other good leads,” Zae said. “We know they were here, and presumably there’s a reason why.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “What is your plan?”

“If I turn into a mole, I could burrow around for a while and see what I find.”

“I don’t love the idea of splitting up, but if you think it’s worth a try…”

“I’d be happy to leave and fly back to Stormcrest instead,” Zae said. “But since we’re here, we might as well be thorough. Who knows, maybe the priests of Aodar built a secret temple underground to store all their goodies.”

“Maybe,” I said, giving her a thin smile. “All right, go ahead. I’ll poke around here some more.”

Her eyes flicked over to the gap in the wall of the terminal where a few thin rays of afternoon sunlight were slipping through. “Do you still feel like we’re being watched?”

“No, not really,” I admitted. “Maybe I was being paranoid.”

“Well, something killed these demons. The only question is whether it is still here.”

She glanced over at the frame I had found earlier. “If you get bored, you could look around and try to find more of those drawings. I’m sure Roderick would appreciate them almost as much as a powder pistol.”

I chuckled while she closed her eyes and got down on all fours as if she were about to crawl. I was fully accustomed to watching her transform into a huge gryphon with the wings and beak and leonine body, but it was a very different experience to watch her shrink. Short brown fur sprouted from her skin as her bones snapped into new positions. Soon she was no longer a Tahari elf, but an oversized mole.

“Good luck,” I said, petting her fur.

Zae squeaked, then scurried beneath the train and disappeared.

I let out a long, slow breath as I once again looked over the ruined terminal. Zae was right about the demons: they must have been sent here for a reason. But I was starting to wonder if that reason had been foolish. Maybe the Dread Knights had been acting on pure speculation; maybe they hadn’t actually known that Aodar’s Crown was somewhere here in Iltharus.

But then why had someone in Canith Mir sent me that message? And what had killed the demons so cleanly? Nothing was adding up.

Shaking my head, I stepped away from the tunnel toward the opening in the terminal wall. The afternoon sun was still blasting down on the eerily empty streets, seemingly hotter than it should have been given the time of year. The shortened days of winter meant it would likely be dark in a few more hours, and as creepy as this place was in broad daylight, I had no desire to stick around long enough to see it covered in shadows.

“You seemed prepared to answer questions earlier,” I said in the direction of the runed metal plate which had conjured the image of that ghostly woman. “If you have any advice on where to look for a holy relic, I’d be happy to take it,”

I hadn’t expected a response, so I gasped when the image reappeared.

“Fzzt—be happy to answer any questions you may have,” she said in that overly pleasant voice of hers. “For ticket sales and hours of operation, you may—fzzt.”

The image flickered away into nothingness again.

“Sorry I asked,” I muttered.

Hissing softly, I turned away and started to move back inside the terminal—

“Fzzt—I repeat, this is an urgent message from the city administrator,” the woman continued unexpectedly. Her voice was the same, but her tone had turned deadly serious. “All citizens should immediately proceed to the designated shel—fzzt—”

A haunting chill shuddered through my body. The streets outside remained barren, but I swore I could suddenly hear crowds of people screaming in all directions…

“Welcome again to Iltharus, traveler!” the woman said cheerfully. “The city where impossibility becomes reality.”

The image disappeared. For a long, haunting moment, I stood there clutching my sword tightly in both hands. Perhaps Zae had been right earlier—perhaps we really should just smash these damn things and put the ghosts of Iltharus to rest.

Striding over to the metal plate, I raised my sword in front of me—

And Sacrothyr saved my life.

A green beam of energy shot toward me from somewhere across the street, and it would have struck me directly in the chest if my sword hadn’t been in the way. The Radiant Blade’s protective aura deflected the blast, sending it into a nearby pile of rubble and vaporizing a person-sized section of the loose stone.

I let out a vicious swear as I dropped into a defensive crouch. Keeping my sword held upright, I frantically searched for any signs of my attacker. I had been blasted by magical rays of fire and lightning before, but never by something that could instantly disintegrate solid rock…

Another green beam shot toward me, this time from above the street rather than across it. I reacted instantly, twisting Sacrothyr and making the flat of the blade as wide as possible as I tried to deflect the attack. Any other weapon or shield would have surely been reduced to ash, but Aodar’s blade once again sent the energy blast careening away like a mirror reflecting sunlight. The beam struck the rusted remnants of the carriage on the street, vaporizing the metal as easily as it had the stone rubble.

As the glow of the blast faded from my eyes, I saw a brief shimmer in the air, almost like a heat mirage. It was perhaps fifteen or twenty feet high, and it appeared to be moving. I had seen the effect before—somehow, my attacker was concealed by an invisibility spell.

Move, my instincts screamed into my head. You have to move!

The problem was that I had nowhere to go. Given the size of the hole in the wall, diving into the terminal wouldn’t offer me much in the way of cover. Running inside the train itself would, in theory, but not if whatever was attacking me could disintegrate rock and steel. It could simply fire at the metal cars until it had vaporized everything around me.

Yet another blast shot down from the air, this one from far enough to the side that I barely had time to twist my body and defend myself with Sacrothyr. A thin part of the beam hit my greaves instead, disintegrating the thick metal plates and exposing my left calf to the open air. If I had been a split second slower, I would have lost my entire leg.

Snarling, I climbed up the rubble of the terminal’s collapsed wall but stopped in the gap before going completely inside. While the stone building wouldn’t give me much cover if my attacker started intentionally blasting through it, leaving myself partially exposed would likely encourage my attacker to hit me directly rather than shooting through a wall. If nothing else, I figured that this would limit its potential arc of attack and give me a better chance to react…

I was right. Another green blast streaked toward me from a direction where I barely needed to twist my sword. I made it a point to try and angle the blade exactly perpendicular to the attack, hoping for a miracle.

And Sacrothyr provided. Rather than deflecting the blast at the street or the building, I sent it straight back at the attacker. I couldn’t tell if I scored a direct hit—the flash was too bright for me to see much of anything. But there was a strange buzz, a crash of metal…and then words spoken in a booming monotone.

“Sentinel unit X-1-9 under fire. Abyssal incursion uncontained.”

I had never heard a voice like it before. It wasn’t monstrous like a demon, but it definitely wasn’t human, either. The words had an odd metallic echo to them, like someone speaking from the other end of a pipe.

“Target threat assessment: high,” the voice said. “Requesting additional units in sector G-4-7-4.”

I wiped at my eyes, trying to smear the residual afterimage of the blast from my vision so I could see what was going on. There was a dark, moving blur in the middle of the street, and as its form slowly took shape, I started to genuinely wonder if I had lost my mind.

My attacker was clearly some kind of arcane construct, but it looked nothing like the rusted chassis I’d seen in the wilds. Those war machines had the distinct rectangular shape of a vehicle meant to ferry men or equipment from place to place. Others had a frame more like a large person—golems, the arcanists in the Lucent Spire had called them, human-shaped constructs powered by spellfire runes.

But the war machine in front of me wasn’t a vehicle or a mechanical person. If anything, it looked like some kind of eldritch abomination forged in the bowels of the Deep. Its body was a metallic sphere six feet in diameter. Eight tentacle-like appendages sprouted from the central frame, each tipped with a differently colored crystal that gave off the disturbing impression of artificial eyeballs. In the middle of the sphere was yet another crystal, this one glowing a malevolent orange-red. The central eye had to be three times larger than any of the others, and it looked even more like an eyeball with the way it was constantly darting around.

The mechanical monster showed no sign of rust or decomposition, though it had been damaged by the blast I’d redirected. Part of the spherical frame had been vaporized, and the gap flashed with unstable magical energy as if the interior was trying to contain a thunderstorm. But while I had obviously inflicted enough damage to break its invisibility, the central eye and the other mechanical eyestalks were still glowing angrily, and it promptly lifted itself off the street where it had fallen and began hovering in the air.

“Defense functions restored,” the construct said. “Reengaging Abyssal entity.”

I planted my legs and crouched, wondering if I might be able to leap from the rubble and strike this thing out of the air. But the instant I jumped, one of its mechanical eyestalks flashed, and I suddenly found myself flying through the air as if I’d been backhanded by an angry goristro.

I had no concept of how far I flew, only that without the protection of my armor, something surely would have broken. The air wheezed out of my lungs when I landed, and it took all my strength to stop rolling and get my sword back in a defensive position. Sacrothyr’s protective aura had proven useless against that attack, but it would help if the construct tried to disintegrate me again.

Gritting my teeth against the pain now shooting down my shoulder, I took in the situation. The floating construct’s last attack had knocked me off the rubble in front of the terminal and sent me flying at least ten yards down the road. It was hovering too high for me to attack now, especially without an elevated perch to narrow the gap. I was half-tempted to just throw Sacrothyr at the central eye, but doing so would leave me completely defenseless if I missed.

What I needed was to get onto one of the rooftops. Zaelya knew a spell that could greatly enhance one’s jumping ability, but if she was here I wouldn’t have needed it in the first place—she could have blasted it with lightning or knocked it out of the air with a gust of wind.

But I did have one idea. As the construct floated toward me, the tips of its eye stalks glowing menacingly, I noticed a rickety, rusted metal scaffolding on the side of one of the buildings. I had no idea why it was there or what purpose it had been meant to serve, but there was a chance I could use it to climb up to the roof…assuming the ancient metal didn’t crumble the moment I touched it, of course. But given my apparent lack of alternatives, it seemed worth a try.

I took off in a flat sprint as another of the construct’s eyestalks fired a sickly purplish ray. I felt the familiar bitter chill of necrotic magic in the beam as it narrowly missed my head, and while the impact didn’t seem to damage the street, I had a feeling it would have been quite unpleasant if it had struck my flesh.

I made it to the scaffolding. The rusted stairs looked even less stable up close, but it seemed pointless to turn back now that I’d committed. I started racing up them as quickly as I could, trying to both watch my step and the floating construct at the same time—

But it was all for naught. The scaffolding collapsed under my weight like I’d feared, leaving me momentarily tangled up in a web of metal scrap. I hadn’t climbed high enough for the fall to injure me, but I was in a far worse position to try and avoid incoming attacks. The construct, perhaps sensing my weakness, fired another purplish necrotic beam in my direction.

Despite being restrained by my awkward metal prison, I was able to twist myself to the side at the last instant. The beam shot past my arm and into the side of the building. The stone was unfazed by the necrotic beam, but I needed to get out of this thing and come up with another plan, preferably a good one this time.

And there it was, lying in front of me. One of the scaffolding’s supports had broken off into what was essentially a makeshift metal javelin. A dull, rusted pipe may have been a paltry weapon compared to the Radiant Blade clutched in my gauntlets, but the fact that the pipe was expendable was exactly what I needed. At the very least, it might reveal how tough—or not—this construct actually was.

Shifting Sacrothyr to my left hand, I reached out and grabbed the pipe with my right. I twisted around again, kicking away the scrap to give myself space, then hurled the improvised javelin at the construct just as it prepared to fire again.

It was an incredible throw, one that was far more accurate than it had any right to be given the poor condition of my weapon. But reality promptly reasserted itself when the rusted pipe struck the central eye and harmlessly bounced away.

“Well,” I said. “Shit.”

Another eye stalk flashed, and a wave of invisible force slammed me against the side of the building so hard that I smashed right through the ancient stone frame. My vision went black, and my arms and shoulders screamed in fresh agony while my lungs filled with dust. Somehow, I managed to place a gauntlet on my chest and channel rejuvenating energy into my body—not enough to eliminate the pain, but enough to keep it from completely crippling me. As I blinked the haze from my eyes, I suddenly felt wistful about the days when all we’d had to fight were Riven ghouls. I would have gladly taken on an entire horde of turned villagers than a floating mechanical eyeball which could throw me around like a ragdoll.

When my vision finally returned, I saw that I’d tumbled several yards into the building. Like in the streets outside, there was practically nothing left—the decorations and furniture had long since crumbled away. But other than the hole I’d just made in the wall, the actual frame of the structure was still in relatively decent shape…including a set of stairs that led up to the roof.

I dragged myself back to my feet, a mix of hope and excitement temporarily suppressing the residual pain. I only had a few seconds before the floating eyeball death machine peered through the hole or leveled the building altogether, but with some good timing and a little luck, I might have still had a chance to get the upper hand…

The staircase didn’t lead all the way to the roof. It did get me into the attic, however, which would have to be close enough. There were several person-sized holes in the ceiling, including one at the low part of the angled roof where I could reach up and pull myself up without the need for an impossible jump. I knew there were decent odds that the roof would collapse under my weight like the scaffolding, but I didn’t see any other choice. If Aodar wanted me to find his damn crown, then he needed to stop being so stingy with his divine luck.

Staying low, I moved to the edge of the roof on the side of the building where I had smashed through the wall, hoping that the construct had floated in close. The ceiling didn’t end up collapsing beneath me, and while that was probably more a testament to the fine craftsmanship of the Iltharans than a divine miracle, I decided to give Aodar the credit anyway. They weren’t in a position to help me with the next part of my plan, but he was.

Once I reached the edge, I saw that the construct had indeed moved closer to the building. It had floated downward several feet as well, apparently unaware that I had crawled out of the debris and climbed onto the roof.

Aodar likely had an Edict about why it was wrong to strike an unaware foe from behind, but I hoped there was an exception for mindless death machines. If not, I intended to tell the clergy at the temple to invent one.

Gripping my sword in both hands, I leapt off the roof. The construct tilted its spherical body backward and looked up just in time for me to plunge Sacrothyr into its giant central eye. Unlike the rusty pipe, the Radiant Blade carved through the crystal as easily as if it were flesh. I channeled all the divine energy I could into the strike, hoping to cleave the damn thing in half. I got my wish, but the core exploded in the process. I once again found myself flying backward through the air and into the shattered building.

I was too relieved to feel pain when I landed on the rubble. I placed my gauntlets on my chest again as I leaned up, infusing myself with restorative energy while I glared at the burnt, broken remnants of the construct.

“Should have swapped out a couple of those eyes for ears,” I said, groaning as I stood. The energy inside the sphere seemed to be dissipating in its death throes. I just wished I knew where in the abyss this thing had come from in the first place…

Perhaps a minute later, after I had caught my breath and cast a few more healing spells to numb the pain from the numerous bruises on my arms and back, Zaelya emerged from the rail terminal. She came jogging over the moment she noticed me.

“I have good news and bad news,” she said. “There’s…Balphoren’s balls, what is that?”

“Guess who found out what killed those demons?” I muttered, holding out my gauntlet in a warning for her to keep her distance.

Her face remained frozen in shock. I had probably looked the same way when I’d first realized I was being attacked by an invisible flying machine.

“Never seen the wreckage of a golem or war machine that looked anything like this before,” I said. “But I get the impression that it’s some kind of sentinel construct built to defend the city. It even spoke—it said something about an ‘Abyssal incursion.’ It seemed to believe that I was another demon.”

Zae swallowed, then visibly dragged her eyes away from the sizzling sphere. “Do you think it sensed some trace of Maviroth’s blood still inside you?”

“Maybe, or it’s just old and broken,” I said. “Though I have no idea how this thing could still work after all this time. You can see the spellfire runes on the chassis—they should have burned out after the Invocation like all the others.”

“It’s not corroded, either,” she said. “Must have been buried underground somewhere.”

“That’s my guess. But then it brings me to my second question: how many others like it are still out there?”

Zae glanced back over her shoulder. She didn’t quite shudder, but I could feel her tension level rising. All of a sudden, Iltharus didn’t seem as dead or empty as it had a few minutes ago.

“It was invisible when it attacked,” I said. “That’s how it caught the demons by surprise.”

“Invisible?” she asked. “Who in the murderous abyss would build such a horrible thing?”

“I don’t know, but without Sacrothyr, I would have been a pile of ash along with the bulezau.” I squeezed the handle of my sword more tightly. “Anyway, if there are more of these things, it’s a good reason not to stick around. In fact, if you didn’t find anything, it might be best to cut our losses and fly the hell out of here.”

It took her a moment, but she eventually pulled herself together and finished what she was trying to tell me earlier.

“I did find something, actually,” Zae said. “There is another tunnel beneath the station—a big one, even larger than this but without the tracks. There is definitely something buried down there. I wanted to come back and let you know before I spent any more time probing around, but from what I could tell there must be an entire underground compound.”

My pulse had finally started slowing after the battle with the construct, but it abruptly accelerated again.

“So you were right,” I said. “The demons weren’t here for the train…they were here for what was buried under it.”

“Maybe,” Zae said. “But remember I said there was also bad news? Well, the tunnel leading to the compound has mostly collapsed. I could get through as a rodent, but there’s no way you’re going to fit.”

I pursed my lips. “Any ideas?”

“I’m reasonably confident I can dig a wider path for you, but it’s going to take a while.”

“Hours or days?”

“Hours,” Zae said. “One or two, three at the most.”

I let out a long, slow hiss, then looked at the damaged construct again. I didn’t like the idea of being ambushed by any more of these things, but I also didn’t like the idea of leaving when we might finally be close to what we were looking for. If the demons had believed that Aodar’s Crown was buried under this train terminal, it was worth the risk of trying to find it.

“All right, let’s get started,” I said. “This city has been asleep for a few hundred years, and I’d really like to be out of here by the time it wakes back up.”


8
Secrets in Rust


After the first ten minutes of slowly crawling behind Zae as she dug out a tunnel beneath the rail terminal, I was just happy not to be fighting a deadly invincible construct in the middle of the streets. But after an hour, I would have rather taken on an entire army of those awful things than spend another minute inside such a cramped, suffocating space.

I had never been overly fond of spending time underground in general, and our last trip into the Deep hadn’t changed my opinion on the matter. The musty smell combined with the constant paranoia that I was about to get buried in rubble made the situation here even worse. I tried to distract myself by imagining the arcane wonders we might discover, but it didn’t help. I was a soldier, not a wizard; my only concern was finding this mythical crown or anything else that could help us defeat our enemies. I had a sneaking suspicion that this was also going to be a waste of time, but perhaps nearly getting disintegrated had simply soured my mood.

Thankfully, Zaelya got us through the dirt and rock before I drove myself crazy, and we found ourselves standing inside another tunnel. Aside from the fact that it wasn’t filled with an ancient train, it didn’t appear all that different from the one in the terminal. Sacrothyr’s golden light did reveal a buried metal stairwell on the north side—probably the original and proper entrance to this place before it had been buried—as well as a reinforced, vault-like iron door on the southern side.

“Lots of bones down here,” Zae commented as she finished her transformation from an oversized mole back to a slender Tahari elf. “Look.”

I followed her gesture to the tunnel floor. Amidst the piles of dirt and rubble, I could make out some severed skeletal limbs. The bones had decomposed more than the elf in the train, but not as much as they should have over the course of so many decades. Perhaps the corruption was helping to preserve them somehow.

“They might have been in this tunnel when the city was attacked,” I said. “Could have been buried and trapped.”

“Still better than being turned into Riven,” Zae replied grimly. “Though I suppose both could have happened at the same time.”

I took a deep breath of the stale air, and I tried hard not to imagine the screams that had surely filled this tunnel before it had fallen silent for centuries.

“Not something worth dwelling on,” I said. “Let’s see if we can get this open.”

The hatch wheel on the vault door was badly corroded, and I was worried it might break off if I tried to turn it. But on closer inspection, I discovered that I didn’t need to twist it at all—the locking mechanism itself had rusted so badly that it offered almost no resistance when I pulled the door open.

My stomach tightened in anticipation of the grim sights we were likely about to encounter. Keeping Sacrothyr held firmly in front of me, I stepped through the ancient hatch…

Into the largest workshop I had ever seen. The chamber was so vast that the golden glow of the Radiant Blade didn’t come anywhere close to illuminating the whole thing, though I could tell that it had a high domed ceiling similar to most temples of Aodar but without the stained glass windows or sun shining through. Countless workstations filled the area wherever I shined the golden light of my sword, as if dozens and dozens of smithies had all been clustered together in the same area for convenience. Some of the tables were filled with the remnants of strange rusted baubles I could only assume had once been magical devices, but most were simply piled high with metal scrap. The pieces were so badly corroded that it was impossible to tell what they were…or what they had been a part of.

My first impression was that this must have once been a massive communal forge designed to pump out equipment at high speed, but I didn’t see anything like conventional arms or armor of the kind I was accustomed to. That probably shouldn’t have been surprising, given the powerful weapons that had been available when this had been built. If the sages in Agronel were to be believed, even the best plate armor had been rendered obsolete long before the Invocation, as had axes and blades. Though since I also didn’t see any powder weapons, this place may not have been an armory after all.

But regardless of what the chamber had been, today it was a mausoleum. Bones were scattered everywhere across the floor; some were part of mostly intact skeletons, while others were individual limbs or partial torsos. None of them had bullets lodged in their skulls like the elf on the train, but one cracked half skull was lying suspiciously close to a metal tool. Perhaps some of the workers had turned into Riven before the others, and a battle had ensued between them. Not that it would have ultimately mattered who won. They would have all succumbed to the Rot eventually.

“Hmm,” Zae murmured as she snapped her fingers and conjured a puff of magical flame in her hand to give herself some light. “Do you think this is where that construct was built?”

She pointed at one of the huge metal workbenches off to our right. The remnants of the scrap lying on top of it was vaguely spherical, though there were no eyestalks or crystals.

“If so, it must have been stored somewhere else,” I said. “Everything in here has rusted away.”

I moved closer to the sphere until I could see the dormant spellfire runes which had burned out after the Invocation like they should have. I noticed several other partially built machines as well, some of which looked almost human in shape if not in size.

“War golems,” I commented. “Remember the half-buried one we found in the Marches a few years back?”

“I remember the metal was so badly corrupted we couldn’t get within fifty feet of it,” she replied. “I wonder how intense it is inside here.”

Bracing myself for another headache, I stretched out with my paladin senses. The pain was instantaneous, though it was dull rather than sharp like outside. I was actually able to focus long enough to search for nearby demons and Riven. Unsurprisingly, I didn’t detect any.

“It’s not nearly as intense as outside,” I told her. “Being this far underground must have protected it. Someone could spend a few hours down here without turning.”

“Time to go back and get Vess,” Zae said dryly.

I snorted. “Can you imagine how she’d react seeing all this arcane equipment? She’d pass out from excitement before she turned.”

“Another reason it’s for the best she stayed behind. Wizards need to be protected from themselves.”

We shared an anxious chuckle as we continued forward. Joking or not, Zae wasn’t wrong. I’d had to watch Vess closely the entire time she had been studying the grimoire we had taken from Crohl’s cabin. Even knowing the risks, she was often far too cavalier in risking corruption for my liking. Wizards seemed drawn to dangerous knowledge like moths to a flame.

“Honestly, though, it would be nice to have her here just so she could tell us what we’re looking at,” Zae said. “If she could find some way to teleport in and out with you at her side, you could protect her while she poked around.”

I grunted noncommittally, remembering our previous battle in Canith Mir where I’d literally had to hold onto Vess the entire time to keep draining the corruption out of her before it could accumulate. I never wanted to go through that again.

“Right now, I’d like to focus on finding this crown,” I said. “Maybe the demons were onto something—there’s obviously a lot of magical equipment here. Revelos Muad.”

I stretched out my free gauntlet as I uttered the Words of Power, searching for magical auras rather than Riven corruption and demons. None of the baubles or scraps on the workbenches appeared to have any power inside them, either because they’d never been finished or because their spellfire runes had burned out long ago.

As we continued, I realized this facility was even larger than I’d imagined. The main chamber must have been a couple of hundred feet long and at least half that wide. There were also numerous other rooms branching off, some with open doorways and others firmly sealed. Searching the entire place was going to be a monumental task, especially without proper lighting.

“This will take forever if we don’t split up,” I said. “Probably easiest if we each search a side, then meet in the middle.”

Zae nodded. “What about the adjoining rooms?”

“Go ahead and poke around the open ones, but leave the sealed ones until we’ve covered everything else. Might be difficult to get open.”

She gestured at the scroll case on my belt. “Vess gave us a scroll for that.”

“I know, but it will only work once. I’d hate to waste it on an empty closet and end up needing it later.” I pursed my lips as I looked at one of the rusted, hollowed-out war golems. “Just don’t mess with anything that looks like it might wake up.”

“Don’t worry,” Zae assured me. “I plan to stay as far away from these things as possible.”
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For the first hour of our search, I kept glancing over my shoulder in case we were about to get attacked by another sentry construct or some other ancient death machine. But regardless of what may or may not have been happening on the streets of Iltharus above, the underground workshop remained as still and quiet as it had for the past few centuries.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t much left in here besides bones, rubble, and scrap. Zae did find another circular plate on the floor that looked like the one outside which had conjured the image of the cheerful female ghost, but it didn’t seem functional. We both considered that a blessing.

Eventually, I decided it was time to pry our way into one of the sealed rooms. The doors had held up despite the passage of time, and the locking mechanisms seemed quite elaborate—I couldn’t even find a keyhole. But just like with the tunnel outside, having a druid along gave us a variety of options. She might have been able to dig her way around the door given time, but we decided on the brute force method instead. She transformed into a muscle-bound bear, while I enhanced my strength with magic. Together, we simply bashed the door off its old hinges.

The moment it burst open, I knew the effort was worth it. The room on the other side was far better preserved than anything else we’d discovered so far.

“Must have been one the personal chambers of someone important,” I said, stretching out my shoulder. My right pauldron was in bad shape after being thrown through a building and now smashing repeatedly into a jammed door. Kithani was going to have her work cut out for her when we got home.

The room reminded me a little of the temple dormitories in Rivenwatch, only larger and less spartan. There was a bed, furniture, bookshelves, and plenty of personal knick-knacks, all weathered by time but not completely ruined. The sealed door couldn’t have protected all of this by itself; the owner must have used some kind of magic to protect his or her belongings.

“What in the name of the Archons is this?” Zae said after she had transformed back into her elven form. She moved over to the narrow bed where an elaborate blue robe with small golden epaulets and matching tassels had been laid out on the sheets. It had clearly been tailored to fit a woman’s body, as had the heeled, knee-high boots resting next to it.

“A Commonwealth war wizard uniform, I think,” I said. “Or war wizardess, I’m assuming.”

“Gaudy and uncomfortable. You’re telling me people actually used to dress like this?”

“You’re asking the wrong man. All I know is that it looks like the military uniforms they have on display in the Ducal Palace.”

Zae gently touched the fabric as if it might crumple into dust at her touch, but it seemed durable enough. “Can you imagine Vess wearing this?”

“I can’t imagine her wearing any uniform,” I said. “She might like the boots, though. And there are tailors in Stormcrest who’d pay a small fortune to get their hands on this and whatever else is in the closet.”

While Zae opened the wardrobe, I inspected the desk. It never felt quite right rummaging through a dead person’s belongings, but it was often an unfortunate necessity in war…and one I had a great deal of experience with. At least this woman had been dead for centuries rather than mere hours or days, like the villages we had passed through during the war.

Distantly, I wondered what had happened to this woman. Since there were no bones, she must have died in the workshop. Had she transformed into a Riven defiler and used her magic to wreak havoc after the Invocation? Or had she been killed by others who had transformed into Riven first? Either way, it was difficult to imagine that she’d met a peaceful end.

For the most part, her desk was filled with personal effects. Some were probably quite valuable, especially the jewelry, but I wasn’t here to loot the dead. I was hoping to find something that could tell us about the crown, or at the very least something practical we could use rather than merely sell to some antiquarian…

“Another of those powder guns,” Zae said.

I glanced back over my shoulder. She was still searching the wardrobe, and she pulled out a decaying leather holster. Inside was another pistol, its wooden grip and long, metal barrel both in excellent condition. Unlike the one I’d found on the train, this one didn’t have a single rune inscribed on the firing chamber or the barrel.

“Dwarven made,” I breathed. “Incredible.”

“How can you tell?”

“Because their weapons were more mechanical than magical. They relied on a black alchemical powder rather than the blue lyrithium powder used in spellfire runes.” I shook my head in amazement. Vess would lose her mind after seeing all the arcane equipment in this place, but Roderick would have been downright giddy to see multiple powder weapons. “It looks like it’s in good shape. If the metal hadn’t absorbed so much corruption, a dwarven artificer might be able to fix it right up.”

“So why would a war wizardess living inside some huge magical armory have a dwarven pistol in her closet?” Zae asked. “Wouldn’t you think she’d have one of the blue powder weapons?”

“I have no idea why a wizardess would have a pistol at all,” I admitted. “Maybe it was an heirloom. Or maybe she was just a collector.”

“Or maybe she didn’t trust the people she was working with.”

I continued studying the weapon for a minute, but then I turned my attention to the ammunition pouch Zae found inside the closet a few moments later. The bullets inside looked as well preserved as the weapon itself.

“I wonder if they still work,” I commented. “They were supposed to be filled with that black powder.”

“Wouldn’t it have decomposed by now?” Zae asked.

“Almost everything in here should have decomposed by now. But between the sealed door and whatever spell must have been woven on this place, it’s in pretty good shape. If her clothes survived, maybe the powder did, too.”

I pursed my lips. On the train, I’d been hesitant to take the blue powder pistol with me, but this weapon might be usable someday. It wasn’t exactly a match for a bunch of Dread Knights armed with soulfire cannons, but maybe we could learn something from it. If nothing else, giving it to Roderick would make his day.

I clipped the holster and ammunition pouch to my belt, then continued searching. When nothing else struck our interest, we started smashing down the other sealed doors. Most of them were also private chambers that had once belonged to the arcanists who worked here, though they hadn’t been protected from the passage of time nearly as well. Little remained of interest or value, and I was strongly considering giving up the search altogether before we found one final protected area.

Unlike the others, it seemed like a space for work rather than rest. There was no bed or wardrobe or personal furniture, just a series of desks with books and scrolls scattered all over them. The paper had yellowed and the bindings were falling apart, but some of the text was still readable.

“Maybe a group research area,” I said. “Let’s have a look.”

While I began examining the scrolls and books, Zae slouched against the wall. Repeatedly shapeshifting back and forth was starting to take its toll on her.

“Still no crown,” Zae muttered. “You know, you’d think you want to prominently display something like that to inspire people with Aodar’s power and magnificents and all that nonsense.”

I barely heard her. I was holding open one of the books on the desk, my eyes flicking back and forth across the bizarre script. It was quite small, and the letters were all virtually the same exact size and shape. I had never known anyone who could write so meticulously.

“What is it?” Zae asked, peering over my shoulder.

“Probably nothing,” I said. “But do you recall when we were in that antiquities shop in Agronel? The one that had that old ink machine which the owner was trying to fix?”

“Vaguely. Why?”

“I think these books were created by one of those,” I said. “The lettering is too perfect to have been written by hand.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Some of the books in Vess’s shop look like this. She said it was how most human books were written before the Invocation. Only the Eladrin of the Immortal Court kept writing with ink and quill after the machines became common.”

“I suppose it makes sense. If you have machines for war, you might as well have machines for writing, too.”

She continued looking over my shoulder as I perused the book. It appeared to be about something called “Arcane Resonance Theory,” which may as well have been written in Orcish given how little of it made sense to me.

“This one looks handwritten,” she said, picking up a loose piece of paper from one of the desks. “Gab…Gabriella…Val…how do you pronounce this?”

I smiled, then set down the book and moved closer to take a look. Zae had mentioned that Vess had started teaching her how to read, something I wished I’d done during the war. But since we had always been focused on the present, she hadn’t been interested in squandering our rare moments alone together by learning a skill that would only pay off in a future we assumed would never come. Sex had seemed like a far better use of our time.

“Gabriella Valis,” I said, tapping the word with my fingertip. “It’s a name, presumably the woman who wrote this since it’s at the bottom.”

Zae’s brow creased. “Then this is also a name at the top, right. Karsian Mirabilis. Isn’t that the name of Jewel’s brother? The one we saved years ago?”

I blinked, as surprised by the name as I was by the fact that Zae had been able to read it. “Erm…yes. Her brother was named after one of her ancestors.”

“Hmm. Well, we can bring Roderick a pistol and Jewel a letter. Better than nothing, I suppose.”

I pursed my lips in concentration as I tried to read the note. The script was so elaborate and formal that it wasn’t easy to read, and most of it had faded.

“This reads like a report,” I said. “Complaining that too many people know about the project…that they need better security. Something about the Commonwealth military and spies…”

Zae looked as confused as I felt. What did any of this mean?

“Maybe these arcane constructs were a secret,” I said. “Maybe that’s why they were being built underground.”

“A secret from who?” she asked.

“Whoever their enemies were. Probably the people who did this to Iltharus.”

Zae thought about that for a moment, then looked back at the desk. “There’s another one of those, but it’s in even worse shape.”

She picked up another letter and handed it to me. I blew the dust off it as gently as I could for fear that I’d shred the fragile paper with my breath. For the most part, all that remained were a few scattered words penned in what seemed like a more harried version of the neat script of the other letter. I couldn’t discern the meaning of the sentences, let alone the entire letter. The only exception was near the bottom of the parchment.

“Running out of time,” I read. “Concerns…preemptive Alliance attack…neutralize stockpile.”

Zae shook her head. “Does that make any sense to you?”

“This woman…Gabriella…she was afraid that someone would attack this place before it was finished,” I reasoned.

“Before what was finished? More of these constructs?”

“I don’t know. But I think we’ll take both of these with us. Jewel will want to see them.”

I swallowed heavily as I gingerly rolled up the papers and put them in the case with the magical one that Vess had sent along with us. Unlike metal, which could carry a hold corruption for a long time, paper and parchment were usually safe. Though I made a mental note to confirm later, once we were out of this horrible place.

I started checking the other books afterward. Like the first one, they were difficult for a non-wizard to understand, but I tried my best to figure out which ones Vess might be interested in. If we couldn’t find the crown, at least we could bring back some knowledge that might prove useful. Besides, we were already bringing Roderick and Jewel gifts, and I didn’t want to leave out our own wizardess.

On the last desk, I found a small stack of papers, all written by a machine rather than by hand. They were varying degrees of faded and damaged, but they all had the same seal in the top right corner which made them look official in some capacity.

“Here is Karsian’s name yet again,” I said to Zae. “He must have been part of…”

I trailed off when my eyes passed over the readable parts of the text. Three words in particular got my attention, and they gave me the distinct impression that we had been coming at this all wrong. As I continued reading beyond them, my concerns were slowly but surely validated.

“What is it now?” Zae asked, shaking her head in frustration.

I tapped the middle of the page. “Do you recognize any of these words?”

She considered. “That one is ‘Aodar,’ right?”

I nodded. “Yes. And this word is ‘Crown.’”

“Aodar’s Crown.” Her eyes flicked back up to mine. “So we are in the right place?”

“Yes…but not for the reasons we thought,” I said. “I don’t think we’re going to find an ancient holy artifact here after all.”

“What are you talking about?”

I drew in a deep breath, then pointed to another word. “The third word here is ‘Operation.’ It’s the same phrase repeated at the top of every page in this stack: Operation Aodar’s Crown.”

Zae stared blankly at the words. “Operation…what does that mean?”

“In this context, it seems to be referring to a secret research project with a team of wizards working together in an underground base,” I said, several previously disparate pieces of the puzzle finally coming together in my mind. “One that just so happened to be named after a mythical holy relic.”

I could tell from her expression that she didn’t fully understand. Frankly, it wouldn’t have made sense to me either if I hadn’t been able to read more of the pages.

“From what I can gather, the main workshop area here is exactly what it seems: a place to create war machines,” I continued. “This letter refers to it as a ‘manufactory.’ But apparently, there’s another chamber beneath it somewhere, a hidden one the workers didn’t know about. The wizards were trying to keep it—and whatever they were creating inside it—a secret from everybody.”

Zae hissed softly. “That must be what the letter in the other room was referring to.”

“Exactly.” I pulled out one of the pages and pointed at the fading text. “The wizards were all working together to build something as quickly as possible, and their mission was given a name: Project Aodar’s Crown. The actual relic was never here.”

“But that’s…” She trailed off and shook her head. “Did the Dread Knights know that?”

“That’s a good question,” I said. “Probably depends on how they learned about it in the first place. But I wouldn’t be surprised if they also believed they were looking for a genuine holy artifact.”

I paused, tongue pushing hard against the back of my teeth. “But whatever these wizards were working on, you can bet it was powerful.”

“But not a crown,” Zae said, clearly. “We don’t even know what we’re searching for anymore!”

“Actually, we know exactly what we’re looking for,” I said with a grin. “A hidden entrance to the wizards’ real laboratory.”


9
The Crown


Had I been here on my own, there was no chance in the abyss that I ever would have found the concealed entrance. Dread Knight magic had been good at helping me kill Riven, and paladin magic helped me protect myself and anyone fighting with me. But sadly, neither of them provided me with anything remotely useful when there weren’t enemies to smite.

Zaelya’s shapeshifting abilities, on the other hand, were useful damn near all the time. She had flown us to Iltharus as a gryphon, she had tunneled us a path from the terminal to this compound as a giant mole, and now, as a rodent, she was able to scurry around until she found a suspicious gap in the otherwise smooth metal floor.

The removable floor panel was inside one of the otherwise empty rooms in the back part of the manufactory. I had to feel around the floor with my bare hands for almost a minute to discern all the fine edges; it fit together with the floor as neatly as cut glass. Since we were dealing with wizards, I imagined there must have been a spell or command word or magical keystone that would cause it to open, because there was no other obvious way to remove it. Unfortunately, none of the wizards had been kind enough to leave the command word lying out on their desks for us to find, so Zae and I once again had to do things the old fashioned way.

Using the Radiant Blade as a prybar seemed like borderline sacrilege, but most of the other metal objects lying around here were either too corroded or too large to get the job done. Sacrothyr also offered the additional benefit of its protective, anti-magic aura in case we set off an ancient booby trap. We were dealing with powerful wizards and their secret laboratory—I couldn’t imagine that they wouldn’t have protected it with some kind of magical ward.

My concerns were promptly validated by the sudden flash of energy when Sacrothyr finally popped open the panel. The ward fizzled away without shocking or blasting me, and once the panel was finally out of the way, we found ourselves looking at a runged metal ladder.

“Like a sewer grate in Agronel,” I said. “Let’s hope it doesn’t smell as bad.”

“You want me to look around down there first?” Zae asked, crouching by the ladder. Despite the fact that she was more powerful now than she’d ever been as a Bloodletter, she was starting to look downright exhausted. And considering that we still needed her to be able to fly us out of this wasteland once we were done, I didn’t want to strain her any more than was absolutely necessary.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “We’ll go down together.”

“Been awhile since we’ve tried that,” she replied slyly. “Maybe tonight?”

I snorted. “We could…wait.”

I paused as I looked down the ladder. It was pitch black down there, and even Sacrothyr’s light didn’t reveal the bottom. But I could see a faint shimmer in the air a few steps down, so I held out my hand and wove another detection spell.

“Revelos Muad,” I incanted. In my mind’s eye, the shimmer was no longer faint, but blindingly bright.

Zae knelt next to me. “What is it?”

“A barrier,” I told her. “A powerful one, too, and still intact after all this time.”

“A decoy workshop, a secret trapped hatch, a magic barrier…” Zae scoffed. “So, you think this place was important?”

“Maybe.”

I frowned as I continued scanning the barrier’s aura. It reminded me of the one that Vess had erected to protect herself from Riven back in the Spellbinder’s tower of Hithren Dur where we had first met. She had used primordial magic to bolster it and risked corrupting herself in the process, but if this had been created before the Invocation, then the caster likely hadn’t suffered any ill effects whatsoever. As always, it was difficult to imagine a world where such awesome power had so little a price.

Except I don’t need to imagine it anymore, I reminded myself. Just look at all the wonders of Iltharus outside.

A surge of old, bitter anger raced through me at the ego and recklessness of the Spellbinders. In a just world, a handful of power-hungry wizards wouldn’t have been able to ruin the lives of everyone else. But despite what the gospel of the White Flame would have people believe, justice was neither natural nor inevitable.

“I would have thought that any ongoing spell would have been disrupted by the Invocation, even one created by primordial magic,” Zae said. “Can you dispel it?”

“We’ll see.”

After spending a whole day walking around a tainted wasteland, I wondered if Zae and I were pushing against the limits of our theoretical corruption immunity. I might be about to find out, because I seriously doubted that I would be able to crack through this barrier without reaching deep into the Chaos.

“Jur Muad,” I incanted, unleashing a burst of dispelling energy into the barrier. As expected, the normal spell was about as effective as trying to punch through a stone wall with my bare fist. So I took a deep breath, braced myself for the worst, and reached deep into the Chaos to harvest more of its power rather than merely skimming the energy off its surface.

I didn’t usually feel the typical wave of nausea when I pushed my spells beyond their normal limits these days, not after my miraculous recovery in Crohl’s cabin. This time, however, there was no stopping it. My stomach churned as the corruption from the heart of the Chaos flooded into me like poison, and for a terrifying moment, I wondered if I had made a fatal mistake. But the sensation began to ease once I released the spell, and as the invisible ripple of energy shattered the ancient barrier, I slumped over and braced myself against the floor to keep from falling flat.

“Damn,” Zae said, clutching my arm. “Are you all right?”

“Just…just give me a moment,” I said, trying to take in long, slow breaths. The grimly fatalistic part of me was amused at the thought of Aodar’s champion turning into a Riven while on a dangerous and possibly fruitless expedition rather than while heroically battling the forces of the Profane. Still, I had to admit that it sounded like a more realistic story than the ones spun by the bards in Agronel and Stormcrest. Noble-minded people died in humiliating ways all the time.

The sick feeling faded after perhaps a minute, and I leaned back up and strapped Sacrothyr onto my back.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s find out what other secrets are waiting for us.”

I started down the ladder. The opening was reasonably spacious, but it obviously hadn’t been built for someone wearing plate armor. I couldn’t believe how long it extended downward—we must have traveled another hundred feet. If not for the metal tube around us, it would have felt like we were venturing into the Deep. If there was a band of Nareeshi or duergar assassins waiting down here for us, I was going to be very disappointed.

But there was no sign of life at all, only another closed, vault-style door at the bottom of the shaft. I didn’t sense another barrier protecting it, but the hatch was sealed tight. Zae and I could have tried to bash it open again, but it would be significantly more challenging since we didn’t have as much room to maneuver here as we had upstairs.

“Time for Vess’s scroll?” Zae asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “Let’s just hope it works.”

With Sacrothyr sheathed on my back, the heatless magical flame in Zae’s palm was my only source of light. But it was enough for me to rummage through my belt and locate the scroll.

“Apertis!”

I uttered the Word of Power and released the magic stored within the parchment. As it dissolved to dust in my hands, there was a subtle creak from the hatch wheel. When I tried to turn it again, I met no resistance.

“Clever Eladrin,” Zae said as she dropped off the ladder behind me. “Always thinking ahead.”

“If there are a dozen more locked doors inside, we’re turning around and going home,” I muttered.

Despite the limited space, I once again retrieved Sacrothyr from my back, mostly so it could shed light for me again. Then, with one hand, I turned the hatch wheel. A surprisingly loud hiss filled the small space around us the moment the door cracked open, as if the air were eager to rush inside.

“What the…?” Zae asked.

“Not sure,” I said. “It must have—oh!”

I recoiled the moment I started opening the door. Not because of the rush of air, but because of the corpse that immediately fell onto the ground in front of me.

“Shit,” I gasped, reflexively covering my nose. But the stench wasn’t nearly as bad as I’d feared, because the body wasn’t rotten—it was desiccated. And the poor bastard’s hand was still clutching at the hatch wheel on the other side as if he had been trying to twist it open for centuries…

“Saviel,” Zae breathed. She was far from squeamish, given the horrors we’d witnessed during the war, but neither of us had ever seen a body like this. “How could there be anything left but bones?”

I silently shook my head. The corpse was wearing a stained purple robe with golden trim, not a blue one like the intact wizardess uniform we’d discovered above. There were no military style epaulets or insignia on this man at all, but the colors reminded me of the Mirabilis heraldry we had seen in Canith Mir…

“Come on,” I said, reaching out with my gauntlet and smacking the hand off the hatch wheel. The body lurched to the side in an even more macabre pose, but at least it was mostly out of our way. I stepped over it, stomach clenching in preparation for more grim sights. I tried to remind myself that if this place had been protected from decay, we might finally discover something more useful than scrap metal and fading parchment.

Sadly, that illusion was shattered the moment I stepped through the door. Nothing in here had decayed…it had simply been obliterated instead.

“By the Archons,” I breathed as I shone Sacrothyr’s light over the laboratory.

Unlike the manufactory upstairs, which had been so large that it had taken us half an hour just to shine our lights everywhere, this area was closer to the size of the main floor of our estate. The lab was a rough circle, though it was difficult to tell how it had been laid out since it was so badly damaged. Scorch marks covered everything from the floor to the ceiling, and several of the chairs and tables within had been shattered into pieces or burned black. There were more bodies as well, some mummified like the man who had been grabbing the door, but more that had been scorched to the bone or dismembered.

I noticed three additional corridors while panning Sacrothyr around the room, two of them with open doors but the third sealed tight with another steel hatch.

“What happened here?” Zae breathed, crouching over one of the dismembered bodies. One of the skulls had what appeared to be a wooden quill in its eyesocket, as if someone had been writing at their desk and decided to stab their compatriot.

I took another look at the bodies, the wall, and then the corpse near the door. I was reminded of the bones in the manufactory above.

“Some of them began turning into Riven,” I reasoned. “They attacked each other.”

“And burned everything in the room?”

“They were wizards, not soldiers. They defended themselves with what they had.” I pointed at one of the scorch marks on the wall and the burned, broken table nearby. “These wouldn’t have been Riven ghouls, they would have been defilers who could cast spells. This looks like Vess threw one of her fireballs at the wall, doesn’t it?”

“It does,” Zae conceded. “All that work to find this place and there’s nothing left.”

It was disappointing, to put it mildly, but I wasn’t willing to give up just yet.

“Two passages and another door,” I said. “Let’s check the open ones.”

After rummaging through the train and the manufactory, Zae and I had gotten pretty good at sifting through junk. There were more bodies down the passages, one of which was a common and mess hall. There didn’t seem to be a cooking area, so I wasn’t sure what they’d been eating, but perhaps they’d discovered some way to conjure magical food. It seemed preposterous, but so did everything else the Spellbinders had created.

The other section was a dormitory for the wizards. Many of their personal effects had been destroyed in the fighting, but I made a pile of everything we found interesting. Baubles, books, letters…anything we could fit in the saddle that seemed like it might be of use.

We also found several devices that looked like small versions of the rune-covered metal plate which had spoken to us in the street, and I was half tempted to simply break them. But then we discovered several slender crystals in one of the dormitory rooms which appeared as if they had been designed to fit into the device, and I decided it was worth experimenting to see what would happen. While Zaelya was looking around the mess hall, I dropped the crystal into the slot…

And gasped as a shimmering image of a human male appeared above the small plate. The illusory projection was only a fraction the size of the one outside the train terminal, but it was still large enough to be able to make out the features of the man in question. He looked old—elderly, even—and he was wearing an elaborate purple robe with golden trim. His hair was long and white, and his ears were slightly pointed.

“I know that you all understand the importance of what we’re trying to accomplish here,” he said in a deep, cultured voice. “A weapon to end wars rather than start them. I promise—fzzt—the only path forward.”

The image flickered, as did the glowing runes on the plate. For a few heartbeats, I feared they might fade away altogether, but then the voice continued.

“My daughter wasn’t happy that we chose to use Archonite imagery,” the image went on, a faint and tired-looking smile on his lips. “It’s difficult to blame her with how eager everyone is to claim that the gods are on their side these days. Every time I talk to the command staff in Canith Mir, they’re more convinced than ever that the Commonwealth is doing Aodar’s work. And we all know the Final Edict zealots in Alliance Command are—fzzt—if we’re going to save the world, it seems fitting to invoke the ones who created it. We may lament their faults, but if I’ve learned anything these past few decades, it’s that we’ve done no better in our quest to replace them.”

The Final Edict, I thought grimly. I knew that they were ostensibly based on the ideals of an ancient order of paladins from one of the great empires, but I hadn’t expected to hear that name again in Iltharus.

I sighed and examined the crystal and the plate. I had no idea what was wrong with them, but it seemed safe to assume that the Invocation had affected them just like most other devices from that age. Frankly, it was surprising that they worked at all. Between this and the construct outside, I was starting to wonder if more relics might have survived the Invocation than anyone realized.

I nursed the thought for a moment, then placed a different crystal in the device. It didn’t respond, and I was worried that the projector itself was broken. But a third crystal did produce another image of the same elderly man.

“Fzzt—received your report, Callista,” he said, still flickering. “Believe me, I understand your concerns. Secrecy remains paramount. But even the Commonwealth military doesn’t know what we’re doing, so I find it difficult to believe that Alliance Command could have figured it out. Nevertheless, I’ll try to—fzzt.”

I frowned and shook the device. The image eventually flickered back to life.

“Fzzt—imperative to stay focused on the mission,” the man said. “Once the weapon is completed, none of this will matter. I’ve spent decades trying to make them see reason. With the Crown, we can finally force it upon them. Once you’ve resolved the problems with—fzzt—awaiting word in Mincalis. And just so you know, the sanctuary is nearly complete. If it will make you feel better, I suggest you send your daughter ahead. Most of my grandchildren are already there. I still doubt that we’ll have a need for it, but—fzzt.”

The device fell silent. None of the other crystals I found offered more, and I found myself wondering if Vess might somehow be able to repair them.

“More ghosts?” Zae asked from the doorway.

“Just one,” I said. “Jewel’s ancestor, if I had to guess.”

The druidess’s cheek twitched. “Do you think she’d want to listen to them?”

“Probaby. Regardless, I figure I might as well bring them along and give her the choice.”

I wondered if Zae might be angered by the suggestion, but she seemed more pensive than upset. “Did he say anything interesting?”

“Just confirming some of our suspicions,” I said. “Aodar’s Crown was a weapon—a weapon meant to ‘end wars rather than start them.’”

“What in the abyss is that supposed to mean?”

“I don’t know, but I get the feeling that their enemy—something called the Alliance—discovered what they were doing here. I wonder if they destroyed the city because of it.”

“I hate wizards,” Zae muttered for the tenth time today. “Do you know what the weapon actually does?”

“Not yet,” I said. “But it sounds like they were close to finishing it. If I had to guess, it’s behind that last sealed door…and here we are without a magic scroll to open it.”

Zae groaned. “Would it have really killed her to make two of them?”

“I don’t even know what is involved to make one of them, so it’s hard to say. But she implied that only wizards would normally be able to use them.”

“Then I suppose we get back to bashing.”

We returned to the main area with the last sealed door. It looked significantly more durable than any of the ones we had opened so far, and when I cast a detection spell on it, I could sense that it had been further reinforced by magic. The lingering enchantment had drained away somewhat over the years, but not much. I seriously doubted that we would be able to force it open.

At least, not with muscle.

“It’s been a long time,” I said, tapping the door with Sacrothyr to see if I triggered a trap, “but do you remember that spell you used back in Tunare to knock those Riven off the wall?”

Zae nodded. “Thunderwave?”

“That’s the one. Can you still cast it?

“I could. You really think it would crack this thing?”

“I think it’s worth a try, especially if you’re immune to corruption. I’ve been able to tap into the Chaos and empower my spells, so there’s no reason you shouldn’t be able to do the same.”

“Mm,” she murmured. “I can try, but you’re going to want to cover your ears.”

I took a few steps back, then did as she said and clamped my hands over my ears. Zae focused for a moment, as if trying to recall the proper incantation, then abruptly thrust out her hands.

“Tonitaruum!”

Even with my ears covered, the booming blast was still uncomfortable. The entire compound shuddered and several tools and books fell off the desks and crashed to the floor. As for the door itself, I definitely saw the hatch wheel move and the frame shake, but there was no visible damage.

“Well, it was worth a try,” I said, my voice sounding odd with my ears still rattling. “We could.”

“I can put a lot more power into it than that,” Zae said. “But you might want to move all the way into the back rooms in case—”

She cut herself off when a sequence of red, angry-looking runes suddenly appeared on the door. I had no idea what they meant, but I reflexively lunged in front of her in case she’d triggered a protective ward.

She had…but not the kind either of us was expecting. The runes didn’t flash with magic and try to zap her. Instead, a panel in the wall behind us slid open and revealed a previously concealed room.

And inside that room was a massive iron golem.

“Shit!” I hissed, raising my blade and shifting in front of Zae again.

Unlike the eyeball construct I’d fought outside, this construct was somewhat familiar. We had encountered broken, rusted versions of its huge limbs in the wild before, though we’d never seen one fully assembled. The metal monstrosity stood at least twelve feet tall, and the passage of time hadn’t appeared to erode its body in the slightest. I could feel the energy pulsing from its spellfire core without even trying.

“Inner vault compromised,” the construct said in a deep, metallic monotone voice as it stomped out of its closet with steps so heavy they shook the floor. “Initiating emergency containment protocols.”

The golem’s domed head cracked open. Before either of us could react, it spewed forth a noxious cloud of green gas.

My eyes immediately began to sting, and my throat and lungs started burning despite my attempts to hold my breath. Bringing my free hand to my chest, I tried to use my paladin powers to try and dull the pain, but they barely had any effect. I could already feel the strength leaving my limbs as the poison threatened to overwhelm me…

“Tutela Fel!” Zae incanted behind me. The instant she spoke the Words of Power, it was as if I had returned to the Golden Coast and taken in a cleansing breath of cool, crisp air. The fetid cloud was still hanging over the room, but it was no more dangerous than a thick morning mist.

Gritting my teeth, I lunged at the construct, hoping that Sacrothyr could pierce its iron chassis…but I didn’t have the chance to find out. Just before I slashed its body, a long, slender blade emerged from inside its left arm and moved with surprising speed to parry my attack. While our weapons were locked, it shoved me away with enough force to send me crashing into the vault door.

“Containment unsuccessful,” the golem said, taking another thundering step forward. “Initiating extermination protocols.”

The construct lifted its right arm and opened its huge iron hand. Inside the palm was a glowing orange crystal that looked somewhat similar to the ones on the eyeball construct.

“Watch out!”

I was moving before the warning left my lips, desperate to get in front of Zae in the hopes that Sacrothyr’s protective aura might help shield her from the golem’s incoming attack. The good news was that the construct charged up its assault for so long that I was able to position my entire body in front of her before it fired.

The bad news was that the Radiant Blade didn’t offer much protection after all.

The fiery blast struck the sword, then blossomed into an explosive burst that sent me flying sideways across the room. I screamed, first in shock at being hurled off my feet again and then in pain when my armor became so hot it started cooking the skin beneath. A table stopped my momentum, though not before it shattered around me. Between the pain, the horrific sizzling sound, and the acrid stretch of my own burning flesh, it was a miracle I didn’t pass out or retch.

Yet again I brought a hand to my chest and summoned a burst of restorative magic, but my paladin powers were nearly exhausted. Nevertheless, Aodar’s power still dulled the screaming agony to a muted whisper, and I looked up at the golem in fear of what powers it might unleash next. Its crystalline hand appeared to be charging up another blast, but Zae wasn’t standing around helplessly. She had transformed back into a gryphon, and she snapped at the construct with her huge beak and sharp claws.

I had seen her use both to rip apart men and monsters alike with ease, but neither were effective against a huge metal automaton. Her claws made such a discordant shriek when they scratched the golem that I cringed, but they didn’t appear to inflict any real damage. And despite the bestial might of her rippling leonine muscles, the golem was clearly stronger. The construct overpowered her with ease, and I watched in helpless terror as it drove its blade into her flank, then hurled her across the room.

It took more than one shattered table to stop her momentum, and she left a trail of blood in her wake. A real gryphon likely would have perished from such a wound, but druids were notoriously resilient. Though considering how much she had already changed forms today, she was almost certainly approaching her limits. If I’d had time, I would have rushed over to try and heal her, but that wouldn’t do us any good if we let the golem start freely blasting away.

Hauling myself to my feet, I leapt back into the fray just as the golem prepared to finish off Zae with an incinerating burst from its hand crystal. With a vicious, two-handed chop, I managed to strike its arm hard enough to ruin its aim; the fiery blast struck another shelf on the wall, and the entire thing—half-scorched books and all—disintegrated into a pile of ash. I could practically hear Vess shouting at us to defend what little remained of the irreplaceable knowledge in this lab, but we had bigger problems at the moment.

In frustration, I unleashed a burst of holy energy while I struck the golem in its chest, hoping that the radiant burst would help penetrate its otherwise unbreakable body. But it didn’t prove any more effective than Zae’s claws, and striking such a hard surface with my weapon sent a painful vibration shooting up both my arms.

There’s no way we’re killing this thing with brute force, I thought darkly to myself. But as I narrowly dodged a sweeping slice from the blade on its left arm, I noticed that its chassis wasn’t quite as unblemished as I’d thought. There were a few signs of corrosion here and there, mostly in the joints and head, and I wondered if the same technique I’d wanted to use on the vault door might also work on its guardian.

After dodging another sweeping attack, I channeled more holy power through my sword. But this time, changed the nature of my smiting attack—rather than unleashing a radiant blast designed to sear demons and Riven, I focused the energy into a thunderous burst meant to knock a foe from their feet. When Sacrothyr struck the golem’s chest, it didn’t penetrate any deeper than Zae’s claws…but the vibrating shockwave that followed did.

The golem stumbled backward, its entire body rattling from the power of my thunderous smite. Its metal torso had cracked open where I’d hit it, revealing a glowing purple spellfire engine core within. If I could just manage to strike it again, harder this time…

But the golem wasn’t defeated yet. It lashed out with a series of surprisingly quick strikes with its blade, driving me back and putting me on the defensive. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that Zae had reverted to her elven form so she could heal herself—the wound must have been worse than I’d feared. But she seemed to have stopped the bleeding, and I’d seen her fight through worse injuries before.

“Hit it with another thunder spell!” I called out. “The chassis is brittle!”

Without waiting for a reply, I continued hammering away at the golem, trying to keep its attention while also striking at the cracks in its iron shell. I never would have used such wild, brutish strikes against a human foe, and probably not even against Riven. Each hit left me off-balance, leaving me vulnerable to a counterattack. But despite the golem’s strength and surprising speed, it wasn’t an expert swordsman. Its strikes were mostly predictable, and despite the fatigue weighing down my arms and legs, I could hopefully keep this up long enough for Zae to help…

“Tonitaruum!” she called out, lifting both her hands and unleashing another wave of rolling magical thunder. I didn’t have the opportunity to cover my ears, and they screamed in painful protest at the deafening sound. But her spell worked as well as I’d hoped—the golem’s body cracked open even more, and the crystal in its right palm shattered outright. More poison gas started seeping out of the gaps in its head, but with Zae’s spell still protecting us, I didn’t let it deter me from lunging in for one final strike.

Reaching deep into the chaos, I overcharged my smiting attack with unstable spellfire energy. When Sacrothyr struck the golem, its entire body cracked open. Its torso, its limbs, its head—they all came apart and clattered to the ground like bits of rubble from a shattered stone.

Unfortunately, I could see the purple energy of its exposed engine core flickering, and I feared what might happen if it exploded in such an enclosed space. In desperation, I quickly thrust out my right hand.

“Jur Muad!”

The air rippled as a wave of dispelling energy washed over the golem’s core. I held my breath, waiting for it to detonate regardless…but then its power drained away, and all that remained was a dormant metal sphere lying amongst a pile of brittle scrap.

Zae’s mouth moved as she stumbled up next to me, but my ears were ringing so badly I couldn’t understand anything she was saying. Not that it made a difference, because there was only one thing worth saying as I looked down at the broken golem.

“Fuck.”
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It took a long while for us to catch our breath and recover. Zae exhausted her remaining power by pumping us both full of druidic healing magic, but even that wasn’t enough to completely soothe my scorched skin or fix my ringing ears. We needed time to rest and recover the old-fashioned way…but unfortunately, we weren’t going to get it until we were out of Iltharus. And after everything we’d been through, I had no intention of leaving until we learned what was on the other side of that damn door.

The good news was that Zae’s first spell had damaged it more than we thought, and it had also been partially caught in the blast of her second. A third and final thunderwave, mustered from all the magical might she had left, rattled the door off its hinges and finally gave us a way inside.

“This had better be worth it,” Zae said, half slouched on the floor.

“We’ll find out soon enough,” I told her. “Let’s take a look.”

The chamber on the other side was nothing like the rest of the laboratory. It was a large half-sphere made entirely out of a dark grey metal—solid lead, if I had to guess. There were no other rooms or alcoves, nor was there furniture of any kind. In fact, there were only three objects inside, two of which were mummified corpses wearing similar clothing to the other wizards.

The last object—presumably the weapon the wizards had been constructing—was a silvery metallic sphere perhaps six feet in diameter resting atop an elevated platform at the exact center of the chamber. At a distance, it could have easily been mistaken for an oversized cannonball, though as I moved closer I could see several sloping indentations in the metal…as well as the outline of numerous dormant spellfire runes.

“What is this supposed to be?” Zae asked as she followed in behind me.

“At a guess?” I asked. “The final result of Project Aodar’s Crown.”

Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “All this space, all this equipment, all these people and research…for this?”

I nodded slowly, wishing more than ever that Vess were here with us to tell us what that thing was…and what it could do.

“I don’t understand,” Zae said. “It’s a metal ball.”

“With dormant runes on the surface and Archons know what’s inside it. Revelos Muad.”

I examined the device with my magical detection spell, but I didn’t sense anything. On the contrary, I sensed nothing, as if I were probing an empty void. I wondered if my spell wasn’t working or if the strange sphere was blocking it somehow.

On impulse, I stretched out with my paladin senses instead. And remarkably, I didn’t detect a single trace of corruption anywhere in this chamber. I looked again at the two hauntingly preserved bodies, one male and one female, neither of whom had turned into Riven or bore any signs that they had been attacked by one. Their arms were wrapped around one another in an embrace that had lasted for hundreds of years.

“There’s no corruption here,” I said, looking at the lead walls and then the door. “I wonder if they locked themselves in.”

Zae was still looking angrily at the sphere, as if she could somehow will it to become something worthy of the effort we’d put into finding it. “Why?”

“To save themselves from the others?”

I paused and crouched over the bodies. The woman had a book in her lap, and both had several strange arcane implements on their belts.

“Or maybe,” I whispered, “to try and finish the weapon while they could.”

An all-too-familiar wave of melancholy darkened my mood as my imagination pieced together the events of the past. A cabal of wizards working frantically to construct a weapon they believed would save the world…only to be forced to huddle together in terror as it crumbled around them. Had they known what was happening? Had they died believing there might still be a way to stop it?

“Vess is the only one who can figure out what this thing does,” I said. “We need to get this out of here.”

“How do you expect to do that?” Zae asked. “Even if we could somehow carry it out of this lab, there’s no way we could get it up that ladder or through the tunnels I burrowed.”

I stood and cast my gaze around the spherical chamber again. “They must have planned to move it out of here at some point. There’s no way they could have gotten it up that ladder, either.”

“No, but they were wizards. Maybe they planned to teleport it.”

“Maybe,” I conceded. “But let’s look around just in case.”

After hours of searching for buried tunnels and hidden doors, it wasn’t difficult at all for us to find the suspicious metal plate in the back of the chamber. Beneath it was a faintly glowing rune, one whose shape I recognized from the scroll that Vess had given us, of all things. Bracing myself, I experimentally placed my gauntlet on top of it…and hopped in place when the rear wall of the chamber began to open like a steel maw.

The grinding of unseen metal gears was as shrill as a vrock’s screech, and we both covered our ears. But once the wall was open, I immediately felt the rush of stale air and the unmistakable scent of stagnant water.

“This is it,” I said, stepping closer. “A cave—this is how they planned to get it out.”

Zae moved to my side and squinted through the darkness. “And go where?”

“I don’t know, but you must smell the water. We’re a ways from the coast, but there’s a river that leads out to the sea. What if that cavern heads in that direction?”

She considered for a moment, then glanced back at the bodies behind us. “If it does, then why didn’t they use it to escape?”

“They couldn’t,” I reasoned. “This chamber may have been protected from corruption, but the moment they left…”

“They’d become Riven,” Zae murmured gravely.

We looked at the open cave in silence for another minute before she nodded.

“After everything else we’ve gone through, it’s worth a try,” she said. “I just hope I can carry it while flying.”

“That, plus all the books and notes we’re going to take with us to give to Vess,” I replied with a wry, exhausted smirk.

“That Eladrin better appreciate this,” Zae grumbled.

“She will.”

“I hope so, because there’s no way in the abyss I’m ever coming back here again.”


Interlude

Jewel


Some things are lost forever.

The old saying had been a favorite of Jewel’s father any time that she or her brother had gotten too obsessed with some story or knickknack from the past. He hadn’t said it because he was a grim and depressing man who wanted to deny his children joy—on the contrary, her father had been often hopeful to a fault. He had been intent on doing his part to rebuild the Mirabilis family legacy and to restore Canith Mir to its former glory.

But he had also accepted that no matter how hard they tried, they would never be the family of sorcerers they had once been, nor would Canith Mir ever be a thriving hub of global politics and intrigue like during the previous age. He wanted his children to believe in a brighter future, but to never become so obsessed with recreating the past that they forgot to live and flourish in the present.

Now he was dead, and his city—their city—had died with him.

Jewel grimaced as she calmly and leisurely steered her horse through the streets of Stormcrest. That dark thought had come out of nowhere, as its ilk so often did, and it provoked a fresh surge of frustration and anger that threatened to ruin what was an otherwise pleasant afternoon. But given how much time she had been spending thinking about the past recently, perhaps her mind was simply playing the role of her father and trying to keep her expectations grounded in reality rather than girlish fantasies.

Because even if Duncan was able to defeat the Hands of the Profane and bring down the Phylactery Tower, the city would likely remain tainted for generations. Jewel might never be able to return—her last memory of Canith Mir could very well be a section of the palace collapsing around them as they fled from the demons after rescuing Zaelya.

The smart and practical thing for her to do would be to accept reality and figure out how to best continue her family’s legacy here in Stormcrest instead. Yet no matter how many times she told herself that, she couldn’t stop thinking about home.

Or about the prospect of a child sired by the Hand of Aodar growing in her belly.

Her grimace turned into a grin. Duncan had been right when he’d pointed out that her opinion of him had undergone a remarkable transformation in the span of a few months. Not long ago, she had been in Rivenwatch berating him as one of the Condemned; now, she was eager—perhaps too eager—to invite him back into her bed.

“This way, my lady.”

Her paladin escort, a Knight of the Third Edict, gestured to the street on their right. Nodding, Jewel tugged at the reins and bade her horse to follow.

If the Mother Confessor had gotten her way, Jewel would have an entire squad of knights with her at all times, but it really wasn’t necessary. Her purple dress and jewelry might not have been as imposing to the masses as her white confessor robe, but they still clearly marked her as a noblewoman. And the fact that she had a paladin accompanying her rather than a regular house guard was even more of a deterrent to any brigand or thug who might otherwise be foolish enough to try anything.

Besides, Thistling Row was hardly the roughest part of Stormcrest. The neighborhood was small but clean, and she appreciated the cozy wooden buildings contrasted against the grey stone used elsewhere in the city. She didn’t know a great deal about the neighborhood in general, only that Vess’s family owned a bookshop here…and that the wizardess spent most of her afternoons in that building reading and scribing spells.

It only took a few minutes for Jewel and her escort to reach the shop. On the outside, the building appeared to be in terrible shape—the roof and walls were scorched black. But Vess had said that the inside was completely intact, and that her father had woven an illusion to convince looters that there wasn’t anything of value for them to steal. Vess hoped to eventually repair the damage that was real, but for now it had become something of her personal sanctuary.

Jewel instructed her escort to wait outside while she dismounted and headed in. She was about to knock at the door when Vess’s voice suddenly and unexpectedly came from right next to her ear.

“Your Highness?” she asked.

Jewel gasped and hopped in place, then looked around for the wizardess. She was nowhere to be seen.

“Sorry—a little variation on the magic mouth spell I invented,” Vess’s voice added. “Much easier than getting up, and it helps me scare away those idiots from the mason’s guild who keep coming by and offering to rebuild. Just give me a moment…”

Jewel heard the sound of heels on wood inside the shop, and the door swung open after about a dozen heartbeats. Vess was standing there, a pleasant smile on her lips and a warm glimmer in her green eyes.

“I could make you a scroll if you’d like to cast one of these on your door,” she offered. “Maybe have it tell people you aren’t there so you can get some peace and quiet once in a while. Privacy must be a rare treat for a Mirian princess.”

“Sometimes,” Jewel admitted, taking a deep breath to steady her pulse. “May I come in?”

“Of course.” Vess glanced past the other woman’s shoulder to look at the horses and the paladin at the end of the short sidewalk by the street. “Only one guard today?”

“Oh, he’s more than enough. The people of Stormcrest are scared of wizards, and since everyone knows that you’re one of Duncan’s companions, they all assume you must be tremendously powerful.”

“Well, I suppose even the masses are right every once in a while. I am pretty amazing.”

Her smile turned impish as she pivoted to her side and gestured for Jewel to go in. The princess chuckled and followed.

“Then again, I’m not the first known sorceress in hundreds of years,” Vess said as she closed the door. “They should be just as scared of crossing you.”

“I’m sure they would be, but not many people know the truth about that yet. Most of my power comes from the white confessor robes.”

The elf looked her up and down. “Well, for what’s it worth, you look much better in that dress. It’s beautiful.”

“Thank you,” Jewel said. “The tailors at the convent aren’t particularly interested in comfort or style.”

Vess snickered and made an inviting gesture. As Jewel stepped forward and examined the shop, she was reminded of the royal library in the palace of Canith Mir. Bookshelves covered at least three-quarters of the floorspace; the only open area was a circular nook at the center with a single round table and a few chairs. Vess had set out a dozen books—and a wine glass and a half-empty bottle—within arm’s reach.

“How long has your family owned this place?” Jewel asked as she looked up and down the shelves. The collection was vast and eclectic. Even a cursory inspection revealed a wide selection of books written in all sorts of languages from Ikibrian to Krazzic to Elvish to ones whose alphabet she didn’t recognize.

“Most of my life,” Vess said. “My father was a collector in his youth—found relics from all over Ikibris and a few places beyond. He’s incredibly lucky he was never corrupted. Probably where I got my careless streak from.”

She smiled again, and Jewel laughed. They hadn’t spoken all that much since Duncan had brought everyone to the city, but Vess had such an easy demeanor that it was obvious why he had grown fond of her. The fact that she was a beautiful elf with a pretty smile and a sharp tongue obviously didn’t hurt.

“I admit, I wasn’t expecting you to stop by,” Vess commented after a moment. “Were you looking for something in particular?”

“Yes, actually,” Jewel said. “I’ve been trying to find Duncan some useful books on military strategy—something that could prove useful in the coming battle.”

Vess arched an eyebrow. “Interesting. Though I’d be surprised if there’s a book lying around with the secret to fighting an army of demons and Riven.”

“No, but there were endless volumes written during the Spellfire Wars. The palace library had a collection written by famous Commonwealth generals that my family recovered after the Invocation. My brother was obsessed with the ones about a conflict called the Blue Powder War. I wish we could go back and look at them now.”

Jewel thought about Karsian, and she wished again that there was some way to contact her brother and see if he was all right. But with the demons and Dread Knights between them and Agronel, there was no good way to send a letter. Even the carrier birds were getting intercepted.

“Since the Dread Knights have rebuilt cannons and war machines,” she added, shaking away the thought, “I thought that we should try to learn how people in the past were able to counter them.”

“Well, far be it for a wizardess to doubt the power of books,” Vess said. “If you have a particular title in mind, my librarians can try to find it for you.”

Jewel paused. “Librarians?”

“Yes, they’ve been organizing the bookshelves for me.”

Vess snickered and pointed. Jewel peered around the corner of the case in front of her and watched in fascination as several books slid out of the shelf on their own, only to float upward or downward before moving into a different slot altogether.

“Unseen servants are the best kind,” Vess said, a slightly smug look on her face as she dropped back into her chair and crossed her long legs. “They don’t complain, and you don’t have to pay them. They’re a bit on the dim side, though, so I do have to check their work every now and then.”

Jewel shook her head in astonishment. “Makes you wonder what the world must have been like before, doesn’t it? When this type of magic was common.”

“Yes and no. On the one hand, I would have loved to attend a proper wizard academy…but on the other, I greatly enjoy being the smartest and most powerful person wherever I go.”

They shared a chuckle, and Jewel turned back to the shelves. She paused in front of a book that claimed to be about “the rise of primalist religions in the far north.” She didn’t even know what it meant—this collection really was eclectic.

“In all seriousness, though, I wish you could find a tutor to help expand your powers,” Vess said. “Sorcery is such an incredible gift.”

Jewel looked down at her hands. She had spent most of the past few years ignoring or actively trying to suppress her inborn magic. Her role as a confessor had allowed her to “pretend” that she was channeling Aodar’s power like the others, but her abilities were completely different in nature.

“It must be amazing to have that kind of innate connection to the Chaos,” Vess added. “To feel it without having to study the correct formula and speak the correct incantation.”

“I still don’t understand why its power hasn’t corrupted me,” Jewel said. “It doesn’t seem fair when I think of how many thousands of other children with sorcerous potential must have Blighted before they were even born…”

Vess nodded, her omnipresent smirk fading. “It’s all such a strange reversal. I’m an Eladrin—I’m the one who should be wielding the power of the Chaos. It’s supposed to be as easy as breathing for me. Wizardry was invented by humans because they couldn’t reach or understand the Chaos any other way.”

Jewel frowned. “Really?”

“Oh yes. The Yaramadhi Empire was founded by the first human wizards. They warred against the Immortal Court and conquered most of Faratha before all their wizards suddenly disappeared one day. Their empire collapsed practically overnight.” Vess shrugged. “That’s the version I’ve read about, anyway, but it’s all second- or third-hand. Not that many books survived the Invocation, and I’ve never seen any from before the fall of the Yaramadhi. They’d be at least a thousand years old, maybe more.”

Jewel nodded distantly. By modern standards, she knew that she’d received an excellent education—most of the citizenry in Canith Mir hadn’t even been able to read. But she felt remarkably ignorant about history beyond that of Ikibris and her family. She could sit here listening to Vess tell stories all day.

“So, history was your father’s passion?” she asked.

“Absolutely,” Vess replied. “Mother was far more concerned about the present. They were—are—a good match.”

Jewel caught the subtle slip and turned. “I hope you’re able to track them down when this is all over. If you want, I could send an inquiry through the convent. Someone might know where they are.”

Vess pursed her lips. “I appreciate the offer, but I’m not sure that having the confessors look for them is the best idea. They didn’t exactly interact with the church all that much. Besides, I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re keeping a low profile. With everything that’s happened in the past couple of months, people must be hearing all sorts of wild rumors.”

Jewel nodded in understanding. She wished that the church had done more to protect the handful of elves who had lived on the Golden Coast, but she knew that the White Mantle had barely lifted a finger. Too many people blamed elves for the spread of corruption any time a mother Blighted or someone turned in the wild. Fear drove people to commit monstrous acts, and sadly the servants of Aodar were no exception. Men like Belethar and Tynolde were proof enough of that.

“Well, I’m sure you’ll find them,” she said. “And I imagine they’ll be immensely proud of you.”

“I hope so,” Vess smiled again. “Especially since all my stupid risks didn’t get me turned into a banshee after all. Would have been a shame, since I might be one of the only pure Eladrin children left in the world.”

An anxious knot began to form in Jewel’s stomach. She doubted there would be a better opportunity to talk about why she had really stopped by to visit.

“Speaking of that,” she said. “This may be a strange question, but when you do find your parents, do think they’ll be upset that you’re…involved with a human?”

“Oh, not at all,” Vess said, shaking her head. “My parents weren’t Tahari nomads who lived in a tribe in the middle of nowhere, they’ve spent their entire lives around humans.”

She hesitated for a few heartbeats, as if considering whether to elaborate, before she went on. “Besides, being with an elf man would be dangerous. The fact that my mother didn’t Blight while she was pregnant with me is a miracle. I’m sure they understood that I’d need to eventually find a human man when I wanted to have children of my own.

“Of course, they never could have imagined I’d meet a man who could guarantee I wouldn’t Blight,” Vess added with a smile. “I’d love to track them down as soon as possible, but there’s a part of me that thinks it would be incredible to show up on their door with several healthy, uncorrupted Eladrin grandchildren in tow. My mother might pass out in delight.”

Jewel smiled, but the anxious knot in her stomach tightened. This was where she feared that things might become awkward…

“That is actually another reason I wanted to speak with you,” she said. “You grew up here on the Coast. You must know that powerful men often have multiple wives.”

Vess nodded. “Yes. Why?”

“Well, Duncan obviously has great affection for both you and Zaelya. And that he was hoping he could give the two of you healthy children.”

“We hope so.” Her smile turned lascivious. “Probably find out soon, at the rate things are going.”

They shared a knowing chuckle.

“If you’re worried that he’s given us all the juicy details about your relationship, you shouldn’t be,” Vess assured her, apparently sensing Jewel’s apprehension. “Much to my chagrin, he hasn’t told us much of anything. All we know is that you spent the night together, and that he obviously cares about you.”

“I care deeply about him, too,” she said. “I’ve never met another man quite like him. For a while, I had convinced myself that I never would. Staying in the convent seemed like the only way to protect myself from…well, from becoming some fat noble’s third or fourth wife.”

“But you’re so pretty,” Vess said. “Not to mention the last Mirian princess!”

“Who was exposed to corruption when the riven attacked,” Jewel said gravely. “Most of them fear that I’ll Blight before I give them a single child.”

Vess’s cheek twitched. “Something else you have in common with Zae and I. Though with Duncan, that won’t be a problem for any of us.”

“So…it wouldn’t bother you?” Jewel asked. “If he and I…”

“Bother me? Of course not!” Vess said as if it were obvious. “You’re a princess and a sorceress, sweetheart. You need to be pumping out more little sorcerers as fast as possible.”

Jewel laughed. Gods, Vess really is easy to talk to, she thought as the knot inside her loosened. Apparently I should have had this conversation with her earlier.

“Hopefully they get back tonight,” Vess said. “Though I imagine they’ll both be too tired to have any fun.”

Jewel felt the faintest flush of embarrassed heat in her cheeks. “You’re probably right.”

“If you came here looking for books, though, you’re in the right place.” Vess bounced back to her feet. “Not sure what dad collected as far as old military books go, but we can have a look. In the meantime, you should dispatch your minion outside to fetch us some lunch. I’m starving.”

As the wizardess strode over to a shelf in the back, Jewel’s smile widened. She hadn’t been worried about being rejected, exactly, but it was so much better to be accepted without hesitation. Perhaps her dreams about the future weren’t merely girlish fantasies after all.

“I’ll send him right now,” Jewel said. “And I’ll ask him to fetch some more wine, too.”


10
The Weapon


“That,” Roderick said when he was halfway down the cellar stairs, “is not a crown.”

“Really?” Zaelya replied sarcastically. “We hadn’t noticed.”

Roderick continued the rest of the way down the stairs, his eyes agape at the metal sphere we’d placed in the middle of the room. I was so tired I could barely muster the energy to speak, and Zae looked like she was about to pass out at any moment. I was already regretting not putting off this conversation until morning.

We hadn’t returned to Stormcrest until well after midnight. The cavern in the back of the underground laboratory had indeed led out to the river, and Zae had been able to fly through the tunnel with me on her back and the sphere clutched in a makeshift harness we’d created with a little rope and a lot of hope. We had considered returning to the train terminal to retrieve her saddle right up until we had seen the lights all over the city. Iltharus seemed as if it had awakened like I’d feared, and neither of us had any interest in risking another battle with ancient constructs. Instead, we had flown straight home.

My shoulder ached from slamming into doors to break them open, and my chest throbbed because it had been repeatedly burned and blasted. The only part of my body that hadn’t hurt was my head, but a painful ache had crept into my temples over the past few minutes and ruined that, too.

A part of me wished that we’d stopped in Rivenwatch and slept there for the night, but it hadn’t been a feasible option while carrying around an ancient weapon of unknown power. It wasn’t corrupted; I had checked it quite thoroughly once we had flown over the Obsidian Peaks and out of the wasteland. But I didn’t want anyone to know that we had it, nor did I want to answer any questions about its purpose or origin. The best path forward—the only path forward, really—had been to sneak it into the cellar of our estate where Vess could study it.

Fortunately, the cover of night had helped us conceal our prize. The White Mantle eagle riders had spotted us well before we’d reached the city, of course, and they had undoubtedly wondered what Zae had been hauling in her mighty gryphon talons, but no one had actually gotten a good look at it. And once we’d arrived and awakened Vess, the wizardess had conjured a small army of invisible servants to help us carry the device into the cellar.

Kithani, surprisingly, was nowhere to be found. While Zae and I had been gone, a flight of vrocks had apparently attacked our eagle riders while they were ferrying cargo to the forward camp at the base of the mountain. And since Kithani didn’t sleep, she had taken it upon herself to help defend those supplies at night. Our losses had been minimal so far, according to Roderick, but it was a pointed reminder that despite the mountainous wall separating Stormcrest and Canith Mir, the Dread Knights had the capacity to launch an aerial attack on us at any time.

It was also a reminder that they probably knew what was happening here in Stormcrest. I found it difficult to believe that the timing of their attacks had been a coincidence. In fact, if we hadn’t found this weapon, it would have played into my original theory that the letter from Canith Mir had been bait to get me away.

“It’s just not what I expected, that’s all,” Roderick said as he examined the unusual sphere up close. Despite the fact that it was the middle of night, he looked fresh and rested and paladin perfect in his resplendent silver armor. It annoyed the hell out of me, but that was because I was achey, tired, and grumpy as hell.

“It isn’t what any of us expected,” I told him. “But this is it, the weapon to end wars rather than start them…whatever that means.”

While Roderick continued looking the device over, I looked back at Zae. She was leaning against the stairwell, and she closed her eyes. I was tempted to carry her upstairs, but she’d insisted on being here when we told Roderick what had happened. After that, she could sleep for the rest of the day. Or maybe the entire week.

“Aodar’s Crown was the name of a secret weapons research project funded by the Ikibrian Commonwealth sometime before the Invocation,” I said, recounting what I had already told Vess. “From what we could gather, the city was obliterated before it was finished. But the wizards who were building this thing sealed it so far underground that it managed to survive.”

“And uncorrupted,” Vess commented. “Isn’t it incredible? Spellfire runes made from pure, untainted lyrithium. They’re not supposed to exist!”

The Eladrin wizardess was still wearing her thin nightgown, but all the fatigue had vanished from her face the moment we’d returned. After helping us get the sphere down here, she had immediately started perusing the books and notes we’d brought with us from Iltharus. Even Crohl’s grimoire hadn’t made her this visibility giddy. It would have been cute if I weren’t nauseous from fatigue.

“The only ones I’ve ever seen are on the ruined war machines scattered across the Wild Marches and the Grey Moors,” Roderick commented. “Why would being underground make a difference? I thought the Invocation rendered all of them corrupt or inert.”

“It wasn’t just underground—it was sealed inside a lead chamber.” I shrugged. “I don’t know, but we had to fight other arcane constructs in the city, too, so clearly some of them survived. Maybe they were all locked in special vaults or something.”

His brow creased. “You fought actual war machines? That’s why you look like shit?”

“One of several reasons,” I said, stretching out my bruised shoulder. “I’ll tell you about them later. Right now, I wanted you to see…whatever this is.”

Roderick reached out and held his gauntlet a few inches over the sphere as if it were a flame he was scared to touch directly. “So it isn’t a holy relic, but it sounds as if the Iltharans were treating it with the importance of one. Why? What does this thing actually do?”

“That’s what Vess is trying to figure out.”

The wizardess didn’t move. Her green eyes were so utterly absorbed with whatever she was reading that she probably hadn’t heard us.

“From what Zae and I could gather, this thing was being built in a hurry to try and prevent some great calamity,” I added. “I don’t think it was designed to destroy anything.”

Roderick arched an eyebrow at me. “A weapon that doesn’t kill your enemy seems pretty useless, doesn’t it?”

I shrugged. “Whatever it does, it was important enough that the Iltharans were worried about their enemies discovering it. It’s hard to know anything for certain, but it seems like this ‘Alliance’ found out anyway.”

“The Krazzen Alliance,” Roderick said, tugging his moustache in thought as if I’d said something interesting. “One of the great Farathan empires far to the southwest. And the Commonwealth’s greatest adversary, if the stories are to be believed.”

“The letters we found seem to confirm that,” I said, sparing him the mundane details for now. I could tell him about all that later when I wasn’t on the verge of passing out.

Roderick whistled softly, then finally placed his hand on the device. He closed his eyes, and I saw him whisper the Words of Power for a magical detection spell.

“You won’t sense anything,” I told him. “I tried—the thing is like a void of magic.”

“It sure is,” he replied, frowning. “I wonder what it means?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But if I had to guess, this Alliance ended up learning about the weapon, and they were willing to destroy an entire city to prevent it from being finished.”

“Merciful Selura,” he breathed. After concentrating on his spell for a few more moments, he turned to look at me again. “Murdering millions of people for an oversized cannonball…”

“Plenty of men would do worse for less,” Zae said darkly. Her eyes were still closed, and I thought she might have fallen asleep.

Roderick pursed his lips. “What was the city like? Did it resemble the illustrations and paintings?”

“Yes and no,” I said. “I don’t know how to describe it. The place was wondrous and creepy at the same time. But I’ll tell you this: it looked nothing like Canith Mir or Stormcrest. The buildings, the streets, the airships and train tunnels…it really was like one of those old paintings come to life. And then set on fire.”

I sighed. “It was different from the ghost villages in the Marches, and not just because it was so much bigger. Rows and rows of mostly intact buildings that were so tall they didn’t seem real. Long, winding stone streets with nothing in them but the rusted remnants of ancient carriages. Even the Riven were long gone. But the corruption they’d left behind was so intense that nothing has grown back. No grass, no weeds, no vines…it’s like the whole damn place was frozen in time.”

“Maybe it’s a blessing I didn’t see it,” Roderick said gravely.

There was so much more I could have told him, but once again I decided to postpone that until later. For now, I had a gift for him.

“I did bring you a souvenir,” I said, moving to the wall of the cellar where I had set down my pack. I reached inside and withdrew the dwarven-made powder pistol we’d found inside the manufactory.

“Aodar’s light,” he breathed, his eyes tripling in size. “Is that…?”

“Found some ammunition, too. I don’t know if the powder is still good, but it was sealed and preserved reasonably well, so maybe.”

Roderick threw off his gauntlets and lifted the pistol out of my hands. “Incredible,” he said, tinkering with the circular chamber at the center which had slots for six bullets. “It’s in near perfect condition!”

“You’re welcome,” I said. As tired and grumpy as I was, I still couldn’t help but smile at the look of pure wonder on his face. I glanced back at Zae, expecting her to be asleep, but I could see the subtle smirk on her lips even though her eyes were closed.

“The metal isn’t corrupted?” he asked.

“I drained out what little there was on the way here,” I told him. “You can finally become one of those mounted dragon paladins you used to talk about.”

“Dragoons,” he corrected. “The last mounted knights from the Tanic kingdoms.”

“Whatever.”

I let him fiddle with his new toy in silence for a minute, wondering if I should head upstairs and get some sleep while Vess worked. For all we knew, it could be hours or days before she learned anything.

“We need to get some sleep,” I said, rubbing my eyes. “I just wanted you to see it for yourself. I don’t want to tell anyone else about it yet, though. When they ask, you can say it’s a—”

“A.M.P.”

We all turned and looked at Vess. She was still staring at one of the new books, her fingertips moving from line to line as she read.

“What?” I asked.

“An anti-magic pulse,” she said. “That’s what it does—it destroys magic.”

I shared a glance with Roderick. The furrow in my brow was reflected in his.

“Destroys magic,” I repeated. “Meaning what, exactly?”

Vess finally raised her eyes from the book and looked at the metal sphere. “It’s an explosive, like the old powder bombs fired from spellfire cannons. But this one doesn’t set everything on fire—it releases a burst of energy that disrupts other magic.”

“Like Jur Muad?” Roderick asked. “The dispelling incantation?”

“Yes, but dramatically more powerful. It was designed to disrupt everything. Trains, airships, war machines, any device powered by lyrithium runes. In theory, a powerful enough A.M.P. could neutralize them all.”

Roderick had a grave look on his face, and I had no doubt that I did as well. We were clearly thinking the same thing—the implications of such a device were extraordinary, to put it mildly.

“For how long?” I asked.

“That I don’t know…yet,” Vess said, pointing to a different book laid out in front of her. “It seemed to be a point of contention amongst the wizards. Some thought it would only temporarily destabilize spellfire runes and engine cores, but others believed they could permanently destroy any device caught in the blast.”

“And just how big of a blast are we talking about?”

“The initial experiments seemed designed to neutralize a single war machine,” Vess said. “But this device…this bomb…could unravel all magic in an entire city.”

“Sweet merciful Selura,” Roderick stammered. “With a weapon like that, the Commonwealth would have been unstoppable!”

“And millions of people died because of it,” Zae said from behind us, her eyes still closed. “So much for preventing a great calamity.”

I swallowed heavily, all my theories about what had happened to the Iltharans coming together with increasingly horrifying clarity. The people who lived in the city—the regular people going about their daily lives—almost certainly had no idea what the wizards were doing beneath them. And yet, in the end, it seemed as if they had all been killed for it.

“You’d think they would have known how their enemies would react once they learned about the weapon,” Roderick said into the long pause. “How did they think the other great empires would react?”

“They didn’t think,” Zae snarled, her silver eyes finally cracking open. “Wizards never do. They spend all their time trying to figure out if something can be done, not whether it should.”

I expected a pithy retort from Vess, but she seemed completely absorbed in the books again. In a way, she was proving Zae’s point…

“I suppose the history doesn’t really matter now,” I said with a heavy sigh. “The only meaningful question is whether we can salvage anything useful from it.”

Vess’s eyes lifted from the page. “Salvage? You don’t want to use it?”

I blinked. “What do you mean? It’s not finished.”

“We don’t know that yet,” she said. “It certainly looks finished. If not, it might be close enough that I could add the final touches.”

My mind conjured up an image of the two wizards we’d found inside the vault chamber with the weapon, their bodies huddled together as everything they knew was destroyed around them. Had they been able to finish their project before they ran out of food and water, all while listening to the screams of their companions tearing each other apart?

“You can’t be serious,” Zae said, suddenly looking alert again despite her fatigue. “You actually want to use this thing?”

“Why not?” Vess asked. “You brought me all this material. I might as well try and see if I can get it to work.”

“To what end?” Roderick asked.

“To destroy all those soulfire cannons and reconstructed war machines,” Vess said as if it were obvious. “That’s what this bomb was designed for. The Dread Knights were probably looking for it just to keep us from having it.”

I scratched at my beard. It was getting itchier by the day, and I was starting to wonder if I should shave. But that could have been the grumpiness talking again.

“Maybe,” I conceded, “but I’m not convinced that they knew what they were looking for, either. Whose to say they weren’t trying to find the real crown? They definitely weren’t expecting to get ambushed by an invisible construct, that’s for sure.”

“Wait, what?” Roderick asked.

“Later,” I said. “The point is that we have no idea what they were trying to accomplish, only that someone wanted to warn us about it.”

Vess flicked her wrist dismissively. “All that matters is that we have our hands on this thing now, and we should figure out how to use it. Imagine the lives we could save if we could disable all their best weapons in a single burst.”

“Assuming it works. Are you saying you already know how to use it?”

“Definitely not. I may be the most beautiful and talented wizardess in Ikibris, but even I’m going to need some time to figure this out. All I’m saying is that we should try. Just imagine the potential!”

“I don’t need to imagine it,” Zae grumbled. “We saw its ‘potential’ with our own eyes.”

Vess turned all the way around to look at the other woman. “This device didn’t destroy Iltharus.”

“It may as well have. Millions of people died because it was there.”

“But that’s obviously not what the creators intended. They were trying to save lives!”

“Tell that to the ghosts of Iltharus,” Zae said harshly. “I’m sure they’ll find peace knowing their killers had good intentions.”

“That’s not fair,” Vess protested.

“No, it’s not. A handful of wizards destroyed the world. Their arrogance wiped out our people! And now you want to use this abomination they created?” Zae shook her head. “We shouldn’t have brought it with us. We should have buried it under rubble where it belongs.”

An awkward silence settled over the cellar. Vess looked too stunned to reply; she clearly hadn’t been expecting such an intense reaction. None of us had been.

“It might not work, anyway,” Roderick said in a valiant effort to diffuse the tension. “No need to debate anything until we know for sure.”

Zae glanced between him, the device, and Vess. “I’m going to bed,” she said eventually, pulling herself upright. “If you’re going to destroy the world again, don’t bother waking me up.”

She disappeared up the stairs. The awkward silence lingered for far too long.

“She’s exhausted, and so am I,” I said. “It’s been a long day.”

“Duncan, this really might be the answer we need,” Vess said. “Seriously, think of the lives we could save by disabling all those soulfire cannons.”

I put a soothing hand on her shoulder. “I’ll think about it once you’re absolutely sure you know what it does and how it works. Until then, it’s just a historical curiosity that we don’t want anyone else to learn about.”

I gave Roderick a pointed look, and he nodded.

“Only a handful of people here even know you went to Iltharus,” he said. “I’ll let the Mother Confessor know that you didn’t find a holy relic. No reason to get anyone excited until we learn more.”

“We’ll continue with the war preparations like normal,” I agreed. “I don’t want to pin all our hopes on a miracle anyway.”

Vess was still looking at the stairs where Zae had left. Once again, Roderick was the one to break the pause.

“If nothing else, at least we’ll have the forces we need,” Roderick said. “Sister Jolara and General Redding flew into the city this morning.”

I raised a curious eyebrow. It had only been a little over a day, but it felt like my meeting with the Final Edict had taken place a year ago.

“You met with them?” I asked.

“We had a good conversation with the Mother Confessor and Duke Trelechor,” Roderick said. “I took Sister Jolara to see the forward camp and discussed some tactics with her. I’m supposed to meet her again today at the temple in a few hours.”

“She agreed to help us?”

“Her men have begun the march. I suppose they could still turn around before they get here, but I don’t think that’s going to happen. She may not care for the Mother Confessor or the Stormcrest aristocracy, but she seems to understand the threat we’re facing. You must have gotten through to her after all.”

“It helped that she had her suspicions about Tynolde beforehand,” I said. “But I’m glad to hear that. Show her whatever she wants. I can try to meet with her again later today. Much later.”

We shared a chuckle. I noticed that Vess was still looking at the stairs.

“Zae will be less prickly in the morning, I promise,” I soothed. “Don’t take it personally.”

She didn’t smile. She looked genuinely upset in a way I’d never seen before.

“I know what I’m doing,” the wizardess said to no one in particular. “I’m not a Spellbinder.”

“No one said you were,” I told her.

Vess swallowed, then looked back down at her books. “Go ahead and get some rest,” she said, cracking open one of the tomes. “I have work to do.”


11
Angelic Reprieve


Despite how tired I was, I slept fitfully. Part of that was pure physical discomfort—my body ached all over, so it was difficult to find a restful position. Mostly, though, my mind simply refused to go quiet. I kept thinking about Iltharus and the dead wizards and Zae’s words of warning. Should we have left the bomb behind? Should we consider using it? Should we throw it into the sea and forget it ever existed?

After an hour of thrashing, I asked myself how I would have handled this same question during the last war. Veracus hadn’t possessed any cannons to defend his city, but what if we had discovered a dangerous device that could have killed his Riven dragon or destroyed his Phylactery Tower? Would we have hesitated to use it?

The answer was obvious, of course. To the Dread Knights, victory was all that mattered. There was no point in worrying about the consequences tomorrow if you didn’t survive today. The calculation was always clean and straightforward.

Before Iltharus, Zae had asked me if I ever felt wistful about the simplicity of old times, and the answer right now was an unqualified “yes.” But was the situation we found ourselves in now really so different? If we couldn’t destroy the rebuilt Phylactery Tower, then Stormcrest and the Golden Coast and all of Ikibris were doomed as surely as they would have been if we hadn’t defeated Veracus and his dragon. So shouldn’t the calculation be the same? Shouldn’t we do whatever it took to win?

I chased that question around in my mind for a long time before I fell asleep. And sadly, there was no answer waiting for me when I woke up.

But there was a pair of perfect silver tits, and that was even better.

“Duncan!”

I sucked in a startled breath. Above the bare breasts dangling in front of my face, I saw Kithani’s bright blue eyes looking down at me.

“Good morning!” she exclaimed.

I groaned and tried to move only to realize I was being straddled by her curvaceous celestial body. My hands settled on her supernaturally smooth thighs, and I noticed she wasn’t completely naked. Her black loincloth spilled over my waist like a skirt, but her bandeau was nowhere to be seen. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d lost it…

“Ngn,” I groaned, rolling my head to look at the window. The curtains were drawn, but there was plenty of light still shining through. “It’s still morning?”

“Well…no, I suppose not,” Kithani said. “But I’m glad to see you anyway!”

I smiled and squeezed her thighs. “I wasn’t gone that long.”

“But you didn’t find me when you returned.”

I blinked. She almost looked pouty.

“You were busy at the forward camp,” I said. “I knew you’d be back soon.”

The deva dragged her fingers along my chest. “But you were injured, Duncan. I’m failing at my duties….I knew I should have come with you!”

I felt a surge of warmth in her palms, and a wave of restorative energy coursed through me as she whispered the Words of Power to a healing spell. Her magic was always more soothing than my own, though some of that may have simply been the fact I could feel the heat of her celestial core pressing against me. It wasn’t as if she wore panties beneath that loincloth of hers…

“From what I heard, you’ve been driving off demons,” I said. “They needed you here.”

“But I could have helped!” she told me in that impossibly earnest tone of hers. “Mistress Zaelya said you fought several golems, one that was invisible! My magic could have revealed it for you. No sin can hide from Aodar’s blinding light.”

I snorted, but before I could reply, it belatedly occurred to me that Zae wasn’t in the bed with us. Had she gotten sick of my tossing and turning overnight?

“Where did she go?” I asked. The sheets next to me were cold, so she hadn’t left recently.

“She found me in the forward camp several hours ago, then left again,” Kithani said. “I’m not sure where she went.”

I frowned. Elves didn’t typically need as much rest to recuperate as humans—Vess being a major exception—but Zae had been utterly exhausted. I hadn’t felt her thrashing in the bed, but perhaps she’d had the same restless struggles I had. If so, she had probably flown off to clear her head.

It wasn’t out of character. Years ago, after the war, she’d had a habit of wandering off in order to hunt. At the time, I’d been worried that she would succumb to Balphoren’s curse and never be able to return to her natural form, but that obviously wouldn’t be a problem today. And I didn’t blame her in the slightest for wanting a little personal space and solitude now and then.

“I came back to check on you right away,” Kithani said. “Your armor is a mess!”

“It took the beating so I didn’t have to,” I told her. “I’m lucky it was forged by such an excellent smith.”

She flashed me an angelic smile, then ran her hands over my chest again. “I still need to make sure there’s no damage. Stay still!”

While Kithani looked over every part of my upper body—arms, chest, head—my eyes remained focused on one specific part of her. Her silver breasts jiggled every time she moved, and my manhood was recuperating at a far quicker pace than the rest of me. It would only take the slightest adjustment for me to slip inside her…

“Where…ngn!” I groaned as she kneaded my sore shoulder with her fingers. She was leaning forward enough that her hard grey nipples were mere inches from my mouth. “Where’s Vess?”

“In the cellar. She didn’t want to be disturbed. But with her down there and Zae gone, you were all alone!”

I chuckled. “Then I understand why you were worried. I might have gotten lonely!”

“Exactly!” Kithani said with complete earnestness.

“And besides,” I added, giving her ass a squeeze, “it’s been a while since you’ve made love to me. If you don’t do it again soon, I might turn evil again.”

Her hands stopped moving, and her entire body froze. “Oh, no,” she breathed. “You’re right. It has been too long!”

“I was just kid—ooh!” I moaned when she abruptly shifted her body and brought her celestial core directly over my rapidly swelling manhood. Her fingers reached beneath her loincloth to help steer me inside her.

She was as slick and hot as ever, and it took very little effort for her to impale herself upon me. A wave of blissful delight washed over me, and I looked up to see her nibbling at her lip and stretching out her black wings so wide they stretched across the entire room.

“Stay still,” Kithani said in a sweet, sonorous tone as her hips began to churn. “You still need to recover.”

I didn’t argue. Not that there was much point in rolling my hips regardless, since her wings helped her bounce up and down so effortlessly I may as well have been fucking a cloud.

Kithani immediately started moaning in delight, her eyelids fluttering as if she had entered a trance. For my part, I stopped resisting the urge to reach up and give her tits a nice, firm squeeze. Her moans quickly turned to squeals, which only grew louder when she leaned forward enough that I could roll my tongue over her grey nipples.

“You must have—ooo!—you must have absorbed so much wickedness on your trip,” the deva said.

“I’m…I’m sure I did,” I panted as her bounces became wilder and more forceful by the second. Her carnal walls tightened as if desperate to coax me to spill as soon as possible.

“Then give it to me, Duncan,” Kithani demanded, her sweet voice turning dark and demonic. “Give it to me now, so I can cleanse it!”

She didn’t have to wait long to get her wish. I gave her tits a last firm squeeze as I erupted inside her, and Kithani threw back her head and let out a delighted squeal so loud they could hear it halfway across the city. But it was difficult to care about being discreet when you had an angel riding your cock for all she was worth.

I slumped back into the bed once I’d finished, and I felt the inevitable yet unintentional drain of her demonic hunger siphoning away my already reduced vitality. Feeding my succubus-turned-deva lover probably wasn’t the smartest way to recover after spending a brutal day in a corrupted wasteland getting attacked by ancient death machines, but I had no regrets. Besides, she had promised to spend the afternoon taking care of me.

And that was exactly what she did.
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Off-hand, I wasn’t sure which was more sacrilegious, finishing all over Zae’s stomach tattoo or making a mess of an angel’s smiling face. I hedged my bets by doing both in the span of just two days, since after our first session, Kithani insisted I fuck her magnificent tits in order to make certain I’d expelled all the corruption from my journey. I had unreluctantly agreed to her request.

It was almost evening by the time I woke up again afterward, and Kithani was long gone. Since she’d gotten her fill—and performed her clerical duties—she had presumably flown off to start repairing my armor. I was a little surprised that neither Zae nor Vess had come to check on me, but I didn’t waste much time worrying about it before I finally forced myself to get out of bed. The hot bath downstairs felt as good as always, and by the time I’d gotten dressed and had something to eat, I felt like a new man…or at least, the same man I’d been before Iltharus.

I went down to the cellar to see Vess before going anywhere, but she was so entranced by her work that she didn’t even notice me until I kissed her on the top of her head. She had apparently spent the entire night, morning, and afternoon studying the basic arcane theory behind the weapon, and she was convinced that she’d made a great deal of progress. Since I only understood about a tenth of her rambling explanation, I took her at her word and let her keep working, though not before bringing some food down to her to make sure she remembered to eat.

I still had no idea where Zae had gone, but I was sure that she’d turn up sooner or later. She might have decided to nap in the wilderness for all I knew, and there was nothing I could do to find her right now regardless. So rather than worry, I decided to check in with Roderick and see how things were proceeding with Sister Jolara and the Final Edict envoy.

It didn’t take long to track them down. They were both at our logistics camp in the western part of the city where a new load of equipment and supplies were being loaded onto the giant eagles. I felt a little strange being in front of the soldiers without my armor on, but having Sacrothyr strapped across my back was more than enough to command their attention and get a bunch of awkward salutes I hadn’t been looking for. Though since I was far more comfortable being a military commander than I was a religious savior, perhaps I just needed to learn to accept it.

I spotted Roderick and Jolara standing near one of the huge supply pallets that was being loaded up with poultices and other alchemical supplies for the apothecaries and hospitalers at the forward camp. From a distance, the sound of their raised voices made me worried that I was about to interrupt a shouting match, but then Sister Jolara threw back her head and laughed.

I slowed my gait, and I had to do a double take to make sure I wasn’t going mad. Authority figures in the White Mantle weren’t known for their sense of humor, and the most fanatical among them weren’t an exception. But there she was, a cleric laughing so hard she had to brace herself against the pallet. Roderick was laughing too, but mostly he was smiling as he looked at her.

The first snowfall of winter hadn’t come to this part of the coast yet, but the Abyss itself must have frozen over if Roderick was flirting with someone effectively. I had to cover my own smile with my hand a few times as I approached, but they were too distracted to notice me until I was right on top of them.

“Duncan!” he called out. “I mean, Lord Marshal Keene.”

“Captain Donolath,” I replied, the formality of his name and title sounding strange when spoken aloud by my voice. “Sister Jolara.”

“Lord Marshal,” she greeted with a polite nod.

Roderick looked me up and down. “You look less like a corpse than last night.”

“I feel less like a corpse,” I said not quite truthfully. I had just spent the afternoon getting repeatedly drained by a succubus, after all. Distantly—and inappropriately—I wondered how Jolara would react if she knew I had been mercilessly assaulting the tits of my demon-turned-deva. Probably not well, if I had to guess.

“Sir Roderick was telling me about your experiences in Iltharus,” she said. “It’s still difficult for me to believe that anyone was able to travel there and return.”

“Only the Hands of the Archons could achieve such a feat,” Roderick said. “And they still had to overcome many trials.”

I managed to keep my eyebrows from lifting in confusion. I wondered what he’d told her about Iltharus. I had only given him a fraction of the story last night, so he must have embellished a few details in order to further impress upon Jolara that Zaelya and I really were redeemed servants of the Archons. Though amusingly, whatever wild claims he’d come up with likely paled in comparison to the truth. There was no way his imagination could have cooked up an invisible floating construct with eyestalks and death beams.

“It’s just a shame that Aodar’s Crown wasn’t there,” Jolara added. “Such a relic would have inspired the faithful all across the Coast.”

“We’ll have to manage on our own,” I said.

I looked at Roderick, and he gave me a fractional nod in return—a confirmation that he hadn’t told her or anyone else about the nature of the weapon we had actually found.

“If only you’d found more guns,” he said, patting the powder pistol he was now wearing on his belt. “It turns out that Her Reverence’s father might be able to get this working again. Apparently he’s a bit of a tinkerer.”

I blinked in surprise. “Really?”

Jolara nodded. “He has a large collection of powder rifles and pistols in his shop in Belkarth. Only a few of Dwarven make, though, and none as in good condition as that one.” She paused and looked up at Roderick. “I admit, I wasn’t expecting to meet a paladin with an interest in powder weapons.”

“I could say the same for a Revered Sister.”

The two of them smiled at each other for a moment, and I almost wished I’d waited a bit longer before leaving the estate and coming over here. Roderick obviously had the “diplomacy” handled on this end. I wasn’t used to feeling like a third wheel.

“The, uh, the Final Edict’s forces should be here in five days,” Roderick said, recollecting himself. I might have even seen a hot flash of embarrassment on his cheek, but it disappeared too quickly to be sure. “Her Reverence says that some of the officers will arrive ahead tomorrow so that we can discuss strategy.”

“Excellent,” I said, turning to Jolara. I tried not to look as surprised as I’d felt. Even knowing that she was here, I’d still half expecting her to eventually fly back to her men and order them to turn around.

“The Profane and their minions must be destroyed,” she said, answering my unspoken question. “Evil cannot be allowed to fester, no matter what form it takes.”

I nodded in agreement. I was tempted to ask her why she’d changed her mind, but I held my tongue for now. She’d obviously made her decision, so there was no reason to take the risk of making her reconsider. Besides, I could just ask Roderick what they’d talked about later, in private.

“I’ve already dispatched fresh scouts to get updated reports on enemy movements,” I said. “Better to know exactly what we’re up against.”

“I was telling Sir Roderick that I’m impressed you’ve been able to transport so much equipment down the mountain,” Jolara commented. “As far as I’m aware, no such thing has been attempted before on this scale.”

“It was that or spend weeks marching through the Moors and Marches hoping we didn’t get trapped by snow,” I told her, casting a glance up at the mottled grey sky. “It could come any day now. When it does, everything will get a lot more complicated.”

“It will take at least two more days to ferry her men to the forward camp,” Roderick said. “Most of the huntsmen are convinced we’ll have the first snow by then. We’ll just have to hope it isn’t too deep.”

“Zae has a few druid tricks up her sleeve for an emergency, but with luck we won’t need them.”

“With the Hands of Tahleen and Aodar at our sides, we will surely prevail,” Jolara said, sounding as if she might actually believe it. “Now if you gentlemen will excuse me, I am supposed to meet with General Redding at the temple by nightfall.”

“Of course, Reverence,” Roderick said. “If you need anything, feel free to ask.”

She smiled, then gave me a half bow. “Lord Marshal; Captain.”

I watched her walk off, then finally turned to Roderick once she was out of earshot. “Strange. I never figured you for a zealot lover.”

He frowned. “What?”

“Oh, nothing,” I said with feigned innocence. “She was laughing pretty hard, that’s all.”

“It’s not…I mean she isn’t…” Roderick paused and composed himself. “It’s not like that.”

“Then what is it like, exactly? Because I’ve never seen you look that comfortable around a woman without three mugs of ale in you first.”

“Yeah, well…she’s different than I expected. I figured a cleric serving the Final Edict would be…I don’t know. Less pleasant.”

“And ugly instead of pretty?”

“That, too,” he conceded.

I laughed. “I really should have let you go to their camp near Tearfall instead of me. Would have saved Zae and I a big headache.”

“It wouldn’t have worked,” Roderick said. “She came here because of you. Nothing I could have said would have landed the same way.”

I shrugged. “Maybe she just likes moustaches.”

“I’m serious. She needed to meet the Hand of Aodar, not a random Knight-Captain. And you apparently told her exactly what she needed to hear.”

“I don’t know if I’d go that far,” I said. “We were being honest about the stakes and our intentions.”

“That’s just it. It’s a rare thing for a man to willingly give up power, but you led with that—you told her that you didn’t even want to be Lord Marshal.”

“I don’t.”

“I’m only doing it because—”

“Because it has to be done,” he finished for me. “You love saying that, don’t you? You Dread Knights are bigger martyrs than we are sometimes.”

I grunted. “Look, I lived through one power struggle after Blackreach, and I’m not interested in living through another.”

“Maybe not, but fate will likely have other plans for you. You know how hard Crohl found it to walk away.”

“Yeah,” I murmured. “He had the right idea, though. Life in a nice cabin with no one else around…it has a certain appeal.”

Roderick cast his gaze in the direction Jolara had left. “Well, the point here is that she was impressed. I think she expected you to be another power-hungry man like Tynolde, but instead you remind her more of Crohl. It seems less likely that a man who never sought his title or his power is secretly a Profane cultist who wants to destroy everything.”

“Fair enough, I suppose.” I shrugged. “As long as she and her people are willing to fight, that’s what matters. It looks like we’ll have our chance to discuss strategy tomorrow.”

“In the meantime, you might want to swing by the Ducal Palace,” Roderick said. “The Grand Duke and the Mother Confessor would like to speak with you. And I’m sure that Lady Jewel would, too.”

“That’s where I was headed next.” I paused. “Have you seen Zae anywhere?”

“Not since last night. Why?”

“She left the mansion before I was up and didn’t say where she was going.”

Roderick considered. “Well, she seemed pretty annoyed last night. It wouldn’t be the first time she flew off to get some space.”

“True.”

I looked up, but I didn’t see her flying laps around the city or anything so obvious. I was hopeful that she’d return tonight at some point. If she didn’t…well, then I would start getting worried.

“Let me know if you see her anywhere,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder. “Tell her we should play some cards tonight while we have time.”

“Now that,” Roderick replied with a smile, “is a fantastic idea.”


Interlude

Zaelya


A handful of wizards destroyed the world. Their arrogance wiped out our people! And now you want to use this abomination they created?

Zaelya’s own words were a relentless drum beat in the back of her mind, and the fear which had caused her to speak them had been her constant companion since late last night. She hadn’t been this tired in ages, yet she’d barely gotten any sleep. All she could think about was how much she wished they had never opened that vault door and discovered the truth about ‘Aodar’s Crown.’ She may not have held the White Flame in particularly high regard, but she would have been willing to use one of his legitimate holy relics.

But this…this was different.

All of a sudden, her mental voice was replaced with those of the ghosts of Iltharus. They were screaming. They were dying. And all because wizards they didn’t know were building a weapon that would never be used.

Her eyes flicked open, though there was little to see in the darkness of the Treemother’s ruined shrine. She had felt compelled to come here for some reason, perhaps because the lingering corruption ensured that she would be left alone. She hadn’t stopped in the shrine by the rotting roots of the Blessed Bough; she had headed straight through the rubble and into the crypt where she had killed Balphoren’s shadowy servant. The ancient statue of Tahleen was shrouded in darkness in front of her, since Zaelya hadn’t even bothered to conjure a puff of flame for light.

“Am I going mad?” she asked, her voice echoing off the dusty, decaying walls. “I’ve never hesitated to use the weapons of my enemy before.”

The statue remained silent. The darkness grew thicker.

As a Dread Knight, she wouldn’t have thought twice about using this device. They took the power they needed to win, and they didn’t apologize for it. If an old weapon of the Spellbinders had fallen into their hands years ago, High Arcanist Seboren would have done whatever it took to learn how to use it. He would have been foolish not to.

“Imagine if we could have destroyed Veracus’s Phylactery Tower and dracolich without having to suffer thousands of casualties from storming the city gates,” she whispered. “Wouldn’t that have been worth it, even if there was a chance it could backfire?”

Once again, Zaelya received no reply. She continued sitting there, legs pulled up to her chest, arms trembling with fatigue, mind clouded with doubt. The latter was easily the worst part. She was used to having a clear head and a clear purpose, but something about walking through that dead city had stuck with her. She just couldn’t figure out why. Tragedy wasn’t new to her. Death and destruction had been her constant companions throughout her life.

With a heavy sigh, she opened her palm and finally conjured a puff of flame. The fire shed no heat, but it illuminated the walls of the crypt well enough for her elven eyes to see as well as a human’s in daylight. The statue of Tahleen was there, beautiful and nude, a quiver on her back and a bow in her left hand.

When Zaelya had been here with Duncan a few days earlier, she had felt strangely unworthy. Why had she of all people been chosen to receive Tahleen’s favor? There were obviously more faithful Tahari out there, ones who hadn’t consumed the blood of a demon lord for power. Yet Zaelya was the one who had been granted this incredible boon. It seemed like a mockery of justice.

Maybe that was it, she thought to herself. Maybe walking around Iltharus had felt like having all the unfairness and injustice of the world thrown in her face. All those people had died, and the vast majority of them wouldn’t have known why. They hadn’t knowingly placed themselves in harm’s way; they hadn’t done anything to deserve annihilation. Someone else’s choices had doomed them…just like someone else’s choices had doomed her.

Biting her lip, Zaelya turned to the nearby crypts and the Tahlem’Val inscriptions she couldn’t read. She was surrounded by her people’s culture, yet she couldn’t even understand their writing! Her heritage had been denied to her before she’d been born, all because of someone else’s choices. Because of someone else’s sins. Standing in Iltharus had been the starkest possible reminder that some things were lost forever.

And that she was powerless to restore them.

The tears rolled down her cheeks, wet and hot against the cold, stagnant air of the crypt. No matter how hard she had tried to bury it, she couldn’t help but remember the first empty village she’d entered during the war. Somehow, it had been worse than the ones filled with burned bodies or even rotting corpses. The empty beds and homes and cradles had been haunting; the knowledge that the inhabitants had walked away as Riven rather than men and women and children was sickening. She hadn’t gotten any sleep that night, either.

But Zaelya had spent a lifetime building a wall inside her mind ever since. She was the cold and practical one. The realist. The nihilist. Whatever it took to keep her eyes dry and get the job done. She only allowed the mask to slip in front of Duncan, and then only rarely. He would love her no matter what, of course, but she despised herself when she was like this. When Archdruid Kormak had saved her from the rapacious human mob, he had told her that if she couldn’t learn to live as a hunter, she would be destined to die as prey. From that point forward, she had chosen strength, not weakness.

Yet here she was, alone, crying like a little girl over people who’d died hundreds of years ago. It was pathetic.

Zaelya had no concept of how long it took for the tears to stop, but while she wept and trembled in the cold crypt, she realized she must have come here for a reason. Showing weakness in front of her goddess felt different than showing it in front of her friends and lovers.

“Maybe I wanted to give you a chance to renounce your new champion,” she said in a croaky, wavering voice. “To see if you find weakness as despicable as Balphoren.”

She looked up at the remarkably well-preserved statue. The light from the small flame in Zaelya’s hand reflected off the smooth stone, sometimes giving the appearance that it was glowing depending on the angle. She looked at the tiny leaf pierced through the goddess’s belly, and she brought her hand to her own.

“Or maybe I came for guidance,” Zaelya whispered. “Being in that place surrounded by death…it made me think about injustice, about everything that’s been lost and can never be replaced. And then I wonder if it’s a crime to bring a new life into this world. My culture was erased before I was born, and there’s nothing I can do to restore it. My child won’t be a real Tahari any more than I am. Is that fair to him?”

The question hung unanswered in the silence. Zaelya shook her head and swallowed.

“Maybe it is,” she said. “Maybe we shouldn’t…”

She trailed off when her hand moved and unwittingly illuminated a section of the cracked floor. There, amidst the gaps in the stone near where she’d spilled the blood of Balphoren’s would-be assassin, was a tiny oak seedling, just five little leaves attached to a thin, frail stem.

It hadn’t been there a few days ago. Frankly, she couldn’t believe it was here now, growing in the crypt without a single ray of light to sustain it. And while the seedling was clearly fragile, its leaves were a lush, healthy green. Holding her breath, Zaelya leaned closer.

And smiled.


12
Visitation


Other than the night of the masquerade, I hadn’t traveled through the city without my gleaming armor since our arrival in Stormcrest. The lack of comforting weight made me feel oddly exposed in what was probably the safest place in Ikibris. But at least I had Sacrothyr slung over my back, so I still looked like a proper warrior rather than a useless noble fop whenever I spoke with the other soldiers.

It was dark by the time my carriage arrived at the Ducal Palace, though the courtyard was so well-lit it scarcely mattered. Roderick had already informed the city’s leadership about our trip this morning, but I knew they’d want to hear everything from me personally as well. Grand Duke Trelechor, Mother Confessor Retine, and Lady Jewel invited me to a grand palace dinner rather than a formal meeting in the Tempest Chamber.

I kept the specific details about our discovery vague—I didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up until Vess had more time to study the weapon. I did inform them that we’d brought back some devices from Iltharus, however, and that I was hopeful we’d be able to incorporate them into our eventual attack strategy. But for the moment, I wanted to stay focused on assembling our men, getting supplies to the forward camp, and scouting the enemy. Everything else could wait another day or two.

The Grand Duke was quite interested in Iltharus itself. Since his family was originally from this region, he knew a great deal more about its history than I did, and he asked all kinds of specific questions about what we’d seen. I could see the traces of both sorrow and wonder in his eyes when I spoke of the buildings and trains and airship towers in particular.

After dinner, I tried to give the impression that I was headed back to the estate. But once Retine’s carriage set off for the convent, I went back inside the palace to find Jewel on the upper levels. Visiting her was the main reason I’d come here, after all.

I hadn’t seen all that much of the Ducal Palace yet aside from huge rooms on the main level, so I was curious what the rest of the building was like. As I walked through the pristine halls, I was reminded of the previous day where I had been riding Zae over the verdant grasslands and fields of the Golden Coast, and how I had spent hours thinking about how easy it would be for the people in this part of the country to pretend that the Invocation had never happened. Their crops flourished, Blightings were mercifully rare, and there were no corrupted war machines dotting the landscape to remind them of the wars of the past age.

The palace may have been the living embodiment of that illusion. If anything, the upper floors were even more opulent than the lower ones. White marble floors, elaborate murals and paintings, gilded decorations…I couldn’t imagine a starker contrast to Canith Mir, where the visage of wealth and power had been reduced to a lifeless ruin.

With one notable exception that remained breathtakingly beautiful.

“Duncan!” Jewel said when I approached her room. Her blue eyes glittered, and she strode forward to intercept me. Her elegant heels clicked on the marble floor as she moved, and her equally elegant purple dress shimmered around her legs. After glancing back and forth down the hall to make sure that no one was around to see us, she took me by the hand and led me into her room. The instant she shut the door, she stretched up and brought our mouths together.

Jewel had allowed Retine and Trelechor to ask most of the questions over dinner, and she’d made a clear effort not to smile or laugh or do anything else that might suggest that our relationship was more than it appeared. Now that we were finally alone, however, the masquerade was apparently over again, and she kissed me with the same fervor as the sex-starved succubus I’d left behind.

“I’m so glad you’re back,” she breathed. “I was worried about you!”

She kissed me for another half minute, during which time I debated whether I should tell her about the deadly constructs we’d fought or not. I decided to spare her—she didn’t really need to know that I’d nearly been killed twice.

“I’m fine,” I assured her when our embrace finally broke. “I just needed a little sleep.”

Her smile grew even brighter, and she jumped into my arms. I grunted in surprise but caught her smooth thighs anyway.

“I’m glad you learned your lesson?” Jewel breathed between kisses.

“I did?” I asked.

“Yes.” Her smile turned downright ravenous as she squeezed her thighs tighter on my waist. “You aren’t wearing armor today.”

I smiled. Apparently I hadn’t been the only one left frustrated by our intimate carriage ride a few days ago…

“We’re lucky—it’s being repaired.”

“Ah,” she said, cupping my cheeks in her hands. “Then you need to make sure you always damage it before you come to the palace.”

“That might be difficult.”

“I’ll make it worthwhile, I promise.”

Jewel smiled and kissed me again, then gestured toward her bed. It was a rather blunt cue, as far as such things went, but neither princesses nor Lady Confessors were known for their subtlety.

I had no trouble whatsoever carrying her—her slight yet curvy body may as well have been a feather in my arms. I did notice how much larger her room here was than in the convent, however. It was a much more appropriate chamber for a princess, and that included the bed. As I laid her down upon the absurdly soft sheets, I swore there must have been enough space for several other people. Say, maybe two elves and a deva…

But as Jewel pulled me on top of her, she became my only focus. Her hands had started working at my belt the instant I’d set her down, and she’d already unfastened the buckle. Her dress would prove a greater obstacle, and she was clearly determined to get me inside her as soon as possible. Since I didn’t want to risk harming what was undoubtedly expensive fabric, I simply slid my hands up her thighs, grabbed hold of her delicate panties, and yanked them off her hips.

Her breath halted when I pushed my swollen tip against her hot folds, and her nails clawed at my muscular arms through my doubtlet as I eased myself inside her. She was thoroughly soaked, but her young cunt still offered plenty of glorious resistance as I stretched it to its limit.

“Gods,” Jewel panted, her eyes closed as she nibbled at her lips. “I’d almost…ngn!…I’d almost forgotten how good you feel.”

“Then let’s make sure you never forget,” I whispered into her ear as I pulled back then gently drove into her again.

As I slowly and deliberately thrust into her, I found myself extra glad that Kithani had already drained me this afternoon, because Jewel’s tight quim was practically begging me to spill from the moment she’d invited me inside.

After the night we’d spent together following the masquerade, I knew she wasn’t averse to me being a little rough. So once I’d properly stretched her out, I quickly intensified my assault, first by thrusting more fiercely and then by taking her wrists and pinning them behind her head.

“Oh, Duncan…” she breathed. “Harder…yes…like that…please…ooh!”

Even after being drained twice by an angel, I still had my limits, and repeatedly plunging into her nubile depths while she panted uncontrollably beneath me was more than enough to send me spiraling out of control. I held back just long enough for me to feel her channel tighten around me in a breathless climax. And while she was paralyzed with pleasure, I let myself go.

Jewel’s blue eyes refocused on mine once we were both spent, and she gave me the most contented smile I’d seen since the last time she’d invited me into her bed. We were really going to have to start making a habit of this…

“Oh, gods,” she panted, placing her hand on my cheek. “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?” I asked, still catching my breath as well. “About what?”

“The Hand of Aodar came here to speak with me,” she said. “And I rudely interrupted him.”

I laughed and planted a kiss on the tip of her nose. The smile she sent back at me could have melted every snowflake in the Wending White.

“I forgive you,” I said. “Just this once.”

“Mm,” she cooed, her voice going husky as her legs squeezed more tightly around my waist. “Well, I was hoping for more than once…but I suppose that can wait.”

Jewel giggled, then leaned up and kissed me again. We held onto each other for several minutes, my hand stroking her hair and smooth thighs while hers dragged along my arms. Even without magic, her carnal embrace had me more than ready to take her again if that was what she wanted. But she seemed content to pause, and when our mouths finally parted, she sat up and poured me a glass of wine from the nearby nightstand.

“I haven’t figured out how to make anything hot yet,” she said. A sheen of frost spread over the glass as she handed it to me. “But freezing things is no trouble at all. Apparently ice magic has long been a gift in my family—probably explains why the Mirian vintages are so much better cold.”

I took a sip of the chilled liquid. The wine definitely tasted better this way.

“Did you keep this secret from the other confessors in the convent?” I asked. “Because I bet it would have made you very popular.”

Jewel chuckled and sat down next to me and crossed her bare legs. “Ever since I went with you to Canith Mir, I’ve been trying to explore my powers more thoroughly. Vess is convinced that I could become quite powerful.”

“I don’t doubt it,” I said. “I bet she’s jealous, too—you don’t need to know the incantations.”

“They can help shape the magic sometimes, but sorcery is different. Unfortunately, there’s no one left to teach me anything.”

I nodded, and my thoughts shifted to the letters and message stones from her ancestor that I’d brought with me. They were currently on the floor with my belt and pants.

“I don’t know if you can learn anything from them, but I did bring you back something from Iltharus,” I told her.

Jewel’s eyebrows lifted. “Books?”

“We did find quite a few of those—they’re with Vess in the estate. But there’s something else I wanted to show you.”

Setting my half-empty glass back on the nightstand, I leaned down to retrieve the small wooden scroll case from my belt.

“A lot happened in Iltharus that I didn’t mention to the others yet,” I said. “We didn’t just wander around the city picking up knicknacks. We discovered a concealed workshop beneath a train station—a workshop that was housing a team of wizards working in secret to develop a new weapon.”

Jewel blinked. “What kind of weapon?”

“Vess is studying it now—I wanted to keep it a secret until she knows more about it.” I took a deep breath as I pulled out the rolled-up scrolls. “But the wizards named their project ‘Aodar’s Crown,’ and the whole thing seems to have been organized by your brother’s namesake, Karsian Mirabilis.”

Her eyes shot wide. “Really?”

“These letters aren’t in the best condition, but you can still make out some of the print,” I said. “Your ancestor seemed to be in direct contact with the wizards there.”

Jewel studied the letters, her mouth open and her breaths short. I gave her a moment to process everything, then continued.

“We also encountered these strange magical devices which were able to create translucent images of people, almost like illusion spells,” I told her. “One of them contained messages from Karsian.”

She pulled her eyes from the letters and looked at me again, mouth agape. “What?”

“Yes. We heard and saw him speak.”

“That’s…” Jewel swallowed as she struggled to find her voice. “Aodar’s light, did you bring the device with you?”

“We did, but I wanted to keep it at the estate so Vess could fiddle with it. You’re welcome to stop by if you want to listen to them.”

She slowly shook her head, then looked back at the letters. “This…I don’t even know what to say. This is incredible!”

I smiled tightly. “Before you get your hopes up, the messages aren’t very long. The device also seems damaged, so they’re broken up. It’s really just a few sentences here and there. Though maybe Vess can repair them, I don’t know.”

I paused for a moment, then continued. “They’re not exactly cheerful messages, either. He was worried about the ongoing wars and seemed determined to prevent a greater catastrophe, but it seems to have backfired rather dramatically.”

“What do you mean?” Jewel asked, her brow creased.

I pointed at one of the letters. “The wizards in the workshop were concerned that their enemies had discovered that they were building a weapon. It’s impossible to know what happened, but it sure seems like Iltharus was annihilated in order to prevent that weapon from being completed.”

Her mouth hung open as she started reading the letters again. She was still excited, but I could see the gravity of what I was talking about slowly sinking in.

“It’s a lot to take in all at once, I know,” I said, sliding my arm around her waist. “But I knew you’d want to see these for yourself.”

Jewel nodded absently. “I wish I could have been there with you.”

No, you don’t, I thought, but I kept the sentiment to myself. Later, perhaps, I would tell her about all the horrors we’d seen, but not right now. I didn’t want to ruin her mood or mine.

“I take it that this secret project wasn’t mentioned in any of your family history books,” I said after a few moments.

“No,” Jewel replied, shaking her head. “But so much was lost after the Invocation. The only members of my family who survived were the ones without innate magic—the black sheep, in many ways.”

She traced her finger over the old ink in the letters, as if the act of touching it would connect her to the past. “But Karsian was a Spellbinder,” she whispered. “Maybe the first Spellbinder, depending on which legends you believe. Some stories speak of him as an incredible negotiator and diplomat who helped end several wars and dozens of other smaller conflicts which could have escalated. They say he created the Spellbinders in order to help control the use of dangerous magic. My parents were firm believers in that version—it’s why they named my brother after him.”

“Mm,” I mused noncommittally. “What’s the other version?”

She stared at the ink for several more heartbeats before finally lowering the letter. “That the Spellbinders never intended to help anyone—that Karsian created them as an instrument of control. They started out as magical advisors, but they eventually became more powerful than the leaders of entire countries. They had their own sovereign towers, teleportation gates, war machines, and even vast armies of followers. They practically became gods, and when they inevitably turned on each other, they destroyed the world.”

I nodded soberly. Given the stories that I had been told as a child—and the evidence I’d seen with my own eyes as a grown man—the second theory seemed more plausible to me. But no legend was completely accurate; the truth was probably somewhere in the mundane middle. Maybe her ancestor had genuinely wanted to prevent the apocalypse and simply failed. Both versions of him could be accurate in their own way.

“My father used to tell us stories about Karsian and his daughter fighting back against the great empires,” Jewel went on. “I loved those tales as a child, but over time I came to realize that such stories aren’t really about truth. They’re the glue that holds families together, like similar names passed through generations.”

She took a deep breath, then smiled again. “I’ll keep these for my brother,” she said. “He’ll enjoy seeing them, I’m sure. Thank you.”

“I wish we’d been able to take more.”

Even as I spoke the words, I wasn’t sure I meant them. Deep down, I agreed with Zae—some things were best left buried. I didn’t want all the knowledge from such a place to escape, and a part of me still wondered if bringing Vess the books that we did was a mistake. But what was done, was done.

“There is one more thing I need to tell you,” I said. “We didn’t just bring back some books and scrolls—we were also able to carry out the weapon.”

“The weapon?” Jewel asked. “I thought you said the city was destroyed before it was finished.”

“There was a protected laboratory deep underground. Some of the wizards scrambled to finish it before they perished. Vess seems to think we might be able to use it.”

She nearly dropped the letters. “What?”

“As best as she can tell, it’s an anti-magic explosive—a bomb that devours and destroys all magic in a huge area,” I said. “Everything powered by spellfire runes would stop working.”

“Merciful Selura,” Jewel breathed. “If that were used in a city like Iltharus…”

I nodded. “It’s obvious why everyone else considered it such a threat. And Iltharus was destroyed for it.”

I let her absorb everything for a few heartbeats before continuing.

“There’s a lot we don’t know yet, which is why I haven’t mentioned it to anyone else,” I told her. “But if she can get it to work, we might be able to destroy the soulfire cannons the Dread Knights have rebuilt. Maybe even more than that, I’m not sure yet. Hopefully Vess will figure it out soon.”

Jewel slowly shook her head. “This…this is incredible.”

“And dangerous,” I said. “But if we’re lucky, there’s a chance that your ancestor left us the key to winning this war for good.”

She seemed lost in thought for several more heartbeats before she met my eyes again. “The two of you really are the Hands of the Archons. I didn’t really doubt it, not after what happened in the convent, but now…”

“Don’t turn us into saints just yet,” I warned. “If anything, we got lucky. But right now, I’ll take all the help we can get.”

Jewel smiled, then pulled me in for another kiss. It was so passionate I was sure she was about to pull me into bed again, and I’d had long enough to recover that I was ready for her to invite me back inside. But then she pulled away, and she got an eager, girlish look on her face.

“Well, I didn’t bring you any lost relics from a ruined city,” she said. “But I got you a gift, too.”

“Gift?” I asked, surprised. “Please tell me it’s not a doublet…”

She snickered into a full blown laugh. “No, nothing like that. Let me show you!”

Setting her scrolls on the bed, she took my hand and helped me up. I started to retrieve my trousers but immediately stopped when she gave me a look that suggested I wouldn’t be needing them for long.

“This room is quite an upgrade from the convent,” I said as she dragged me along behind her in the direction of an adjoining room connected to the far wall.

“It’s more like what I grew up with in Canith Mir,” Jewel said, sweeping her eyes around the vast chambers. “Just without any of the old world flair.”

“Not a fan of the Stormcrest aesthetic?”

“It’s…well, it has its charms,” Jewel said in a way that suggested she thought nothing of the sort. “It’s difficult to explain, but there was something about the palace back home. The whole city, really. I know that a great deal of it had to be rebuilt after the Invocation, so it wasn’t as if every building was ancient, but I swore there were times when you could actually feel the history in the walls. Just knowing that it had once been an elven city, that the streets had been filled with sorcerers and their magic…and that my family was connected to that past through blood.”

She looked wistful for a moment as she glanced at the various oil paintings on the walls. It was obvious that they weren’t members of her family even without looking at the names. She’d brought almost nothing with her when we’d rescued her five years ago.

“I’m sure it sounds silly,” she said. “The first time you came to Canith Mir, it was being overrun by Riven. And the next two times, you were fighting for your life.”

“There’s nothing silly about having respect for your home and pride in your heritage.”

“Perhaps not, but I’m well aware that most people don’t have that luxury.” She paused for a moment, then smiled again. “But here, I think you’ll like this.”

She led me into what appeared to be a small adjoining study. A single table was situated between the bookshelves and in front of the window where the afternoon sunlight could filter in to warm and illuminate the room. It seemed like a cozy and private place to read, especially compared to the vast bedroom.

“While you were gone, I gathered some books for you,” Jewel said. She pointed to the intimidating stack of tomes she’d laid out. “I visited all the libraries in town, including Vess’s bookshop.”

“That’s…very thoughtful,” I managed, repressing a frown and hoping I wasn’t about to offend her. “Though I’m not much of a reader. I’ve never really had the time.”

She chuckled and squeezed my hand. “It’s not what you think, trust me. These are all volumes on military history—mostly surviving second-hand accounts of major battles fought in the early days of the Spellfire Wars when the first cannons appeared on the battlefield. I thought they might prove useful when you start planning your strategy of attack.”

I smiled. I should have known better than to assume she’d picked out a bunch of old adventure novels for me. “Interesting. You think there’s some hidden wisdom we can use?”

“I figured it was worth a try. I did my best to narrow down the selection. I was hoping we could find some old tactics we could use against the soulfire cannons. Of course, that was before I knew you’d brought back a weapon that could disable them…”

“We still don’t know if that’s going to work,” I said. “But even if it does, I’m sure there’s all kinds of valuable information here.”

I gave her hand an appreciative squeeze of my own, then released it so I could open up one of the books. I had no idea whether any of these tomes would prove useful or not, since I doubted that any of the battles involved hordes of demons and Riven as well as cannons, but it was an incredibly sweet gesture on her part regardless.

“I thought you might like this one in particular,” Jewel said, selecting one of the tomes. “It was written by a man named Thadian Keene, an Ikibrian general. An ancestor of yours?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted, looking at the book. “I suppose it’s possible. To be honest, I don’t know all that much about my family history. My grandparents died well before I was born, and my parents didn’t speak of them all that much.”

“Well, maybe you can rediscover a part of that history here. Though this Keene mostly seemed to write about logistics in the age of the lighting rail, so it might not be all that useful for us.”

“You never know. The Dread Knight Praevost used to say that logistics was as fearsome an enemy as the Riven.”

Jewel smiled as she gently dragged her fingers over my beard. “I hate to admit it, but I did have an ulterior motive for this gift.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “Really?”

“Yes. I know you’ll need to spend a lot of time with the soldiers to help coordinate everything over the next few days, but I thought this might give you an excuse to spend a little more time here with me as well.”

“I see,” I said, sliding my fingers down along her forearm. “And here I thought Lady Confessors were supposed to be seekers of truth.”

“I’m telling you the truth. And giving you an order.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes.” Jewel pulled my face closer to hers and looked me right in the eye. “I hereby command you to spend enough time here that you can fuck me at least once each night.”

“Hmm,” I said, sliding my hands down the sides of her thin dress. “Is that order coming from a Lady Confessor or a Mirian princess?”

“Both.”

Grinning, I grabbed her bare thighs and hoisted her up onto the reading desk. She let out a girlish squeal even as she wrapped her legs around my back and pulled me in close.

“In that case,” I said, pressing my manhood against her core and easing the tip back inside. “Let’s make it twice.”


Interlude

Zaelya


Night had already fallen before Zaelya returned to the estate, though winter’s creeping encroachment on the sun’s domain meant that it might not have even been dinnertime yet. She landed at the estate, shifted from a gryphon back into an elf, and headed inside.

She was suspicious when she didn’t smell dinner cooking. Tindral, the steward, informed her that Duncan was away for the evening, and that ‘Lady Vess’ hadn’t emerged from the cellar all day. With a sigh, Zaelya had him assemble a small plate of bread, cheese, and wine. Since they didn’t want anyone to know what they’d brought back from Iltharus, they had specifically forbidden the staff from venturing below. So instead, Zaelya took the food so she could deliver it herself.

Vess was in the exact same position she’d been in last night, only with more open books scattered around the room. Her auburn hair was badly tousled, a sign that she’d been running her hands through it in frustration. At the moment, her eyes were so glued to the pages of one of the books that she didn’t look up when Zaelya came in. Vess must have heard the druidess come down—she was an elf, not a deaf human.

“Learned anything interesting?” Zaelya asked.

Vess didn’t gasp or hop, so she hadn’t been taken by surprise. But she didn’t turn around, either, so she also wasn’t interested in company.

“I haven’t learned how to destroy the world again yet,” she said. “If that’s what you’re wondering.”

Zaelya repressed a sigh. Normally, the wizardess’s cultured voice would have been twinged with playful sarcasm, but today there was an unmistakable air of bitterness behind it, as well as a healthy dose of fatigue.

“Look, I’m not the type to apologize often,” Zaelya said. “Or ever, really. But in this case, I—”

“Forget about it,” Vess said, flicking her wrist. “You were tired then, I’m tired now. That’s how bitches are born. Even the Blighting can’t stop it.”

Vess finally turned around, a crooked smile on her tired face. “What time is it?”

“Time for you to eat something,” Zaelya said, carrying over the plate and setting it down. “Have you gone upstairs at all since last night?”

“Uh…no, now that you mention it.” Vess’s green eyes glimmered when she looked at the cheese, as if the mere sight of it had reminded her that she should be hungry. “I’ve been busy.”

Somehow, her sharp Eladrin features allowed her to still look dignified even as she rotated between shoving hunks of bread and slices of cheese into her mouth. Zaelya snickered, though her smile faded when she looked at the metal sphere. It didn’t appear any different than when they’d first found it, but for whatever reason she kept expecting the spellfire runes to start glowing at any moment.

“You weren’t wrong to be worried,” Vess said over a bite of bread. “The more I’ve read, the more I understand just how little I know about these machines. The level of arcane skill required to build something like this is difficult to fathom.”

All the more reason to leave it alone, Zaelya thought. Aloud, she said: “Did the wizards manage to finish it? Does it actually work?”

“Yes to both,” Vess said. “I think.”

“You think?”

“It’s impossible to know for certain without testing it, but all the runes and components are in place. The problem is that it’s not armed.”

Zaelya’s brow furrowed. “Armed? This thing can hold weapons?”

Vess chuckled. “It’s the phrase the creators used when speaking about it. Think of it like lighting the cloth in a bottle of alchemist’s fire or nocking an arrow to the string. But in this case, preparing it for use requires flooding it with a tremendous amount of arcane energy.”

“I see,” Zaelya murmured, though only somewhat truthfully.

Vess took a sip of wine. “I can explain what I’ve learned if you want.”

“Might as well save that for Duncan. I won’t understand any of this arcane gibberish anyway.”

She could feel the wizardess frowning at the side of her face.

“You underestimate yourself,” Vess said, sounding offended on Zaelya’s behalf. “You’re not some dull-witted rube.”

“I can’t even read these,” Zaelya grumbled as she pointed at the books. “I’m a doer, not a thinker.”

“Everyone’s a thinker if they’re properly inspired.” Vess smiled, then slid her long arm around the shorter woman’s slender waist. “Besides, you’ve already come a long way. I’ll have you reading spicy Gulondian romances by the end of winter!”

Zaelya snorted, but a faint smile tugged at her lips regardless. And it grew wider when Vess pivoted behind her and started kneading her tense shoulder muscles. The pinch was uncomfortable at first, but it became immensely soothing after only a few seconds. Distantly, Zaelya wondered if the Eladrin wizardess had learned this technique from a book just like her spells. She was damn good at it regardless, and the way her long, finely manicured nails tickled Zaelya’s flesh made it feel even better.

“I’d be happy to teach you our language next,” Vess whispered into Zaelya’s ear from behind.

“You have more important things to do,” Zaelya replied. “New spells to learn, new apocalyptic machines to rebuild…”

“I mean once this is all over. I know I haven’t been as attentive as I promised.”

“Like I said, you have better things to do. And so do I, honestly. I should be out helping to ferry over more supplies and weapons.”

“You just came back from a city that’s so corrupted no one has been there for centuries,” Vess said. “You’re allowed to take a day to recover.”

Zaelya started to smile but then let out an unexpected moan of delight when the wizardess pushed into a knot in her back. Gods, she really did know exactly where to touch…

“I hate feeling useless,” Zaelya admitted. “Or being a burden.”

“Fortunately, you aren’t either one,” Vess assured her. “And if my family taught me anything, it’s that helping family is never a waste of time.”

Zaelya reopened her eyes and glanced back over her shoulder to see that the wizardess was grinning again. It had only taken a few minutes—and a little food—for her to be back to her normal self.

“Besides, one day you’re going to want to teach your kids to read,” Vess added, her hands crawling down Zaelya’s sides until they eventually stopped on her stomach. “Maybe soon, if we’re lucky.”

Zaelya glanced down. No matter how many times she thought about it—no matter how much she and Duncan talked about it—she was still having trouble accepting that she could actually be a mother someday. The possibility had just seemed so impossible, so reckless, for her entire adult life. Even now, with Duncan’s ability to cleanse corruption and her seeming immunity to it, the fatalistic part of her assumed there was still a small chance she could Blight before giving birth.

But then she thought about the small tree in the shrine again, and she reminded herself that she and Vess were in the safest position any elven women had experienced in centuries. They could both have healthy children. It was incredible and wondrous and frightening all at the same time.

“To be honest,” Zaelya said after a moment, “I figured I’d let you teach our children that kind of thing.”

Vess raised both her auburn eyebrows. “Really?”

“Yeah, it will free me up to teach skills that actually matter,” Zaelya replied dryly. “Hunting, skinning, killing anyone or anything who threatens us, that sort of thing.”

Vess snickered. “Typical Tahari savage, getting blood on your hands when you could just as easily summon something to do all the hard work for you.”

“Typical Eladrin damsel, too squeamish to do your own dirty work.”

Zaelya spun around and grinned up at the other woman, then rose up on her toes to give Vess a quick but passionate kiss. More often than not recently, their mouths were filled with Duncan’s hot seed when their tongues touched, but Zaelya didn’t mind getting a taste of the wizardess for herself once in a while.

They shared a sip of wine after their lips parted, and Vess had more to eat. Zaelya was strongly considering having her own meal in the form of Vess’s quim when the wizardess pointed at the metal sphere again.

“I did learn one extremely interesting thing about this weapon,” she said as she finished the last of the bread. “It was meant to be dropped from a great height.”

Zaelya frowned. “You mean like from the back of a gryphon or giant eagle?”

“Higher than that. Probably from an airship—an invisible airship at that.”

“What?”

“It’s an incredible idea, isn’t it?” Vess asked. “Modifying an invisibility spell to make a huge war machine nearly undetectable, then dropping this device on someone to destroy all their best weapons and equipment before they realize they’re under attack.”

Zaelya’s lip twitched. Duncan must not have told Vess the details about their battle with the constructs in Iltharus yet, including the invisible one.

“Some of the notes you brought mentioned the delivery system,” Vess went on, gesturing at the books. “The creators seemed to believe that the mere existence of such a weapon would guarantee peace through ‘unquestioned offensive sovereignty.’ Seems to be one of the reasons they settled on calling it Aodar’s Crown. It’s a bitter irony that they really believed they were about to save the world from itself, but in the process they may have started the war that destroyed it.”

“You think the destruction of Iltharus triggered the Invocation?” Zaelya asked.

“I don’t know. It’s never been clear exactly what happened or in what order. And I suppose it doesn’t really matter now.”

Zaelya nodded. She was willing to believe the wizards of Iltharus had meant well; she was even willing to believe that many of the Spellbinders had meant well. But life had taught her that nothing opened the gates of the Abyss wider than good intentions, and men who meant well and wanted to do the right thing could be as dangerous as any monster.

“In any event, I doubt we’d be able to drop it on the Dread Knights,” Vess said. “They have too many flyers, many of whom can see through illusion magic with ease. “If we want to use this thing, we’ll have to sneak it into Canith Mir somehow. And once it’s there, I’d have to channel a great deal of spellfire energy into the runes to arm them—enough that I’d turn into a banshee without Duncan there to drain it out of me.”

Zaelya’s eyes narrowed at the device. “And then what would happen?”

“First, we run like hell,” Vess said. “Then it explodes and takes out the Phylactery Tower, the soulfire cannons, and anything else within half a mile or so that relies on magic…maybe even Duncan’s fancy sword.”

“This thing could destroy a holy artifact?” Zaelya asked incredulously.

“I don’t know for certain, but it’s a distinct possibility. And since I doubt Aodar or the White Mantle or Duncan wants to see that happen, we’ll need to plan around it.”

Zaelya’s gaze returned to the weapon, and she realized she had reflexively taken a step back. “What about the Dread Knights? Will it free them from their Profane Covenants?”

“I’m not sure about that, either,” Vess admitted. “There’s a chance they could be cut off from the Profane, at least temporarily. That goes for you and Duncan, too—it might cut you both off from the Archons.”

“This gets better and better,” Zaelya muttered.

“It’s not all bad. The blast should also banish any demons back to the Abyss, and that won’t be temporary—they’ll be gone for good.”

“What about Kithani?”

Vess’s expression tightened. “She’d likely be banished, too. Maybe into the Abyss if the blast undid her transformation and turned her back into a demon.”

Zaelya pinched the bridge of her nose. “And you still think it’s a good idea to use this thing?”

“I think it gives us a chance to win this fight while saving as many lives as possible,” Vess said. “We need to destroy that tower and all their demons, and this will do both. It may not put an end to all wars like the creators hoped, but it could absolutely put an end to this one.”

Zaelya hissed softly as she studied the weapon and its dormant runes again. Grimly, she wondered how many times this same conversation had repeated throughout history. How many times had people placed their faith in a new weapon to deliver victory in an otherwise unwinnable war? How many times had they dismissed the warnings and the cost? How many times had righteous desperation led to utter ruin?

But like she’d told herself before in the shrine, they didn’t have much of a choice. Even with the help of the Final Edict forces, they would be badly outnumbered. And that didn’t account for the soulfire cannons or any of the other war machines the Dread Knights had assembled. There was no one else to come to their aid, no magical army from legend who could ride over the horizon and save them. Just like the last time they’d assaulted Canith Mir, this battle would decide the fate of Ikibris. They couldn’t afford to surrender any potential advantage.

“There’s still a lot I need to learn,” Vess said. “I wouldn’t mind having a few years to study this thing, but it appears I’m going to have a few days.”

“Good thing you’re the smartest and most beautiful wizardess in Ikibris, then,” Zaelya replied.

Vess turned and gave her a sly look. “Yeah,” she said. “It really is.”
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In a different life, I could have been content as a military officer.

That was one of my main conclusions after spending dozens of hours reading Jewel’s military history books, consulting with the White Mantle leadership, and designing a plan of attack. I had always assumed that I would despise being in a leadership position, if only because it seemed like it would inevitably involve navigating politics as much as actual strategy. And while that proved true to a point, for the most part everyone I worked with was smart and practical. It helped that we all shared the same clear goal; no one questioned whether or not we needed to confront and destroy the Dread Knights, at least not anymore.

There were concerns when I finally revealed the nature of the weapon that we’d brought back from Iltharus, of course, but Vess’s explanation combined with increasingly bleak scouting reports about enemy movements eventually brought everyone to the same conclusion I had already reached…namely, that we didn’t have any choice. We simply didn’t have the numbers to take the city by force, not without marching tens of thousands of more men all the way through the Grey Moors—men that would likely get buried in snow and slowly whittled down by Riven hordes from the Cauldron and the Harkoran Plains before they ever reached Canith Mir. So with that decision made for us, the only remaining consideration was how we were going to do that with the limited forces we had available.

All told, it took us four days to finalize an answer.

In theory, the plan was straightforward enough. All we had to do was detonate the AMP—the spellfire bomb, as I’d taken to calling it—and the resulting explosion would banish the demons, destroy the Phylactery Tower, and possibly even liberate the Dread Knights from the Profane. After more than a century of fighting, the Great Darkness would truly be over, and everyone could live out their lives in peace and harmony.

In practice, things wouldn’t be that simple. The first challenge was presented by Vess when she informed us that the bomb would need to be detonated reasonably high above ground inside the city for it to have the desired effect. The second related challenge was that it couldn’t be armed ahead of time, lest we risk the runes becoming volatile and exploding before we were ready. And since the anti-magic nature of the weapon meant that we couldn’t simply teleport it into position or mask it with an invisibility spell, we would need to figure out a way to smuggle it inside the walls without being detected.

Fortunately, Jewel and Zaelya came up with a difficult but workable solution to both problems. As she’d informed us the last time we were in Canith Mir, Jewel’s family had built an escape route in the catacombs which led beneath the eastern wall. The tunnels had partially collapsed over time, which had prevented them from using them to escape when Veracus had attacked, but Zaelya was confident that she could clear the blockage with her druidic magic. And once we entered the palace, Jewel believed that we could take the bomb up to the old airship docking platform on the northern end of the building. The platform was close enough to the Phylactery Tower that Vess was sure the resulting explosion would take it out.

The third major challenge confronting us was tactical in nature. Even using the catacomb tunnels, there was simply no way we could move the bomb into position without being detected. And once the enemy realized what we were doing, they would swarm over us and either destroy the weapon outright or prevent us from using it. We were going to need a distraction.

And that, I ultimately decided, was where our army would come in. Their part of our three-pronged assault would be to attack the walls in small, spread-out formations in order to minimize the effectiveness of the enemy cannons. The men wouldn’t be able to fight as effectively without concentrated numbers, but their goal wasn’t to kill the enemy or to drive them back, just buy us time. To cover them, Zaelya planned to lead our aerial forces in hit-and-run attacks against the enemy flyers, their cannons, and any other targets of opportunity that presented themselves.

The Dread Knights and the White Mantle had both been using aerial forces since the earliest days of the Great Darkness, and most of the current riders were seasoned veterans. Still, reading about similar tactics in Jewel’s books had shown me just how rudimentary our forces were compared to the previous age. Airships and flying constructs had almost completely replaced bestial mounts after a conflict called the “Blue Powder War,” and that had seemingly taken place many decades before the Invocation. It was difficult to imagine what airborne horrors had come afterward.

I wasn’t thrilled about the idea of being separated from Zaelya during the battle, but realistically there wasn’t any choice. With the exception of Kithani, Zae was our most powerful flyer by a significant margin. She would hopefully be able to handle the enemy Bloodletters…and possibly even the reborn Archdruid Kormak himself, if necessary.

As for the deva herself, I would have preferred to keep her away from the battle altogether, both because of the danger of the spellfire bomb and because Praevost Laricath had already demonstrated an ability to control her at Blackreach. But she vigorously protested when I suggested she should remain behind, and we settled on a compromise where she could help Zaelya during the aerial assault but keep her distance from the actual Dread Knights. It was far from an ideal solution, but it was the best we could manage physically without locking her up in the estate.

The day before the assault began, I was in our forward camp at the base of the mountain beneath Stormcrest. Roderick was at my side, as usual, and the two of us were taking a leisurely lap around the palisades to manage the final preparations. I also knew that it was important for leaders to be seen on the eve of battle, whether they were mortal men or the mortal herald of the White Flame.

“I’m still worried about that last scouting report,” Roderick said. “You didn’t say anything about a reconstructed iron crawler when you were there the last time.”

“We didn’t get a look at the entire city,” I replied, blowing hot air into my hands as we walked in a desperate and futile attempt to keep them warm. The winter was especially brutal down here, and the thick cloak I’d draped over my shoulders wasn’t helping. It was more than a little tempted to have Kithani use her heat metal spell to warm up my damn armor. “But I specifically said that they were clearly rebuilding some war machines. We just didn’t know what kind.”

“Well, it’s going to be a big problem. Swords and spears and bows aren’t going to do much against an armored machine with a cannon on top.”

“That’s why we aren’t going to engage it directly,” I reminded him. “It’s why we aren’t going to engage most of their weapons directly. All our army needs to do is keep the enemy’s attention long enough for us to activate the spellfire bomb.”

He made a sour face to show his disapproval, but he didn’t argue the point. There was nothing left to argue, really, since we didn’t have any other options. The last scouting reports had been especially troubling—the Dread Knights have moved several dozen soulfire cannons to the eastern battlements, and they had apparently repaired an old iron crawler as well as a few war golems. The machines were apparently still slow and rusted, but the soulfire cores appeared capable of powering them anyway. And this was on top of the fact that the enemy also had hundreds of demons and thousands of Riven at their disposal.

Nevertheless, it could have been worse. The scouts had also confirmed that the enemy had yet to completely conquer Agronel to the west, which meant that so far, their abominable soul harvest had been limited to the Wild Marches and parts of the Wending White. It was only a matter of time until that changed, and when it did, their numbers would swell beyond reason. Both in Riven and in demons.

“At least the troops shouldn’t have to worry about getting stuck,” Roderick commented as we stopped at the outskirts of the encampment. “The ground isn’t frozen yet, but it’s hard rather than muddy. I think we can make it in two days.”

“We’ll do three—they need to be rested enough to fight when we get there.”

“I’m still worried about fighting while we’re going there,” Roderick said. “They’re going to see us coming. I find it hard to believe they’ll let us walk right up to their doorstep unmolested.”

I shrugged. “If they want to attack us in the open outside the range of their cannons, that’s fine with me. But I doubt they’ll be that foolish considering time is on their side.”

I turned and swept my gaze over our forces. I’d been in plenty of similar encampments in my life, though none with exclusively coastal soldiers. In the Dread Knights, it had been common to mock the arrogance of the White Mantle aspirants and the incompetence of the peasant conscripts and house soldiers, but I had no appetite for such things now. These were our men—my men—and I wanted to ensure that as many of them made it out of this alive as possible.

As with every sizable force I’d ever been a part of, the gap in the quality of arms and training between the various units was larger than it should have been, though not as large as normal. Since there was no feasible way for us to ferry tens of thousands of men down the mountain, there simply wasn’t space for many conscripts and volunteers in the ranks. The house soldiers and White Mantle aspirants made up the bulk of our forces, and they were equipped with a mix of armor ranging from chain hauberks to lamellar breastplates. Most were badly worn, but they were still a massive improvement over the patchwork brigandine and padded gambesons worn by the conscripts who’d helped us defend Blackreach.

The vast majority of both units were armed with spears and shields, though the occasional short blade made an appearance. They were the simplest and cheapest weapons to battle Riven hordes who mindlessly threw themselves into walled formations without caring that they were about to get impaled. I didn’t know how well they would fare against demons, but we would get an answer to that question soon enough.

Then came the paladins. No matter which Edict they represented, the men were nearly all protected by the same elaborate silver plate armor. Their blades were equally pristine, as were their red-gold tabards. They were few in number—only a couple dozen, including the Final Edict fighters. But many were veterans of the first battle for Canith Mir, and all of them carried themselves with a pride I’d once found contemptible but now found reassuring. Because the grim reality here was that without them, this attack was doomed. Their holy magic was the only thing that would keep our men alive long enough to buy us the time we needed.

“It’s too bad the eagles couldn’t ferry down a few hundred horses for us,” Roderick said. “Would sure be nice to have some ground cavalry. They could sweep around and get into the city through the broken walls. We could flank them from all directions.”

“Except they’d need aerial protection or the demons and Bloodletters could just rip them off their mounts,” I reminded him. We had killed this particular idea during the first day of strategy discussions. “And frankly they’d get shredded by cannonfire anyway.”

“That’s going to be a problem for everybody.”

“That’s why we’ll be spreading out.”

He followed my gaze over the camp in silence as a bitter blast of wind ruffled our hair and cloaks. The banners on the posts by the palisades rippled so loudly it drowned out the background din of pounding hammers, screeching eagles, and nervous conversation.

“Can’t believe you came up with this plan from an old book,” Roderick said. “Or that you admitted it to the other commanders.”

I shrugged. “We’re about to fight a battle against weapons from a different age. Seems reasonable to adopt the same tactics.”

“I know, but you should have taken all the credit for yourself. It was a perfect opportunity to build up the myth of the Hand of Aodar.”

He made a dramatic gesture with his gauntlets. I rolled my eyes.

“That’s all right,” I said. “I actually didn’t tell them the whole truth about the book.”

“What do you mean?”

“That when the author tried to put this plan of his into action, it didn’t work.”

Roderick blinked. “What?”

“His army was slaughtered at the gates,” I said. “The distraction didn’t work, and the infiltration team was caught and killed.”

I could feel him staring at the side of my face. “I can’t tell if you’re joking or not.”

“That’s the idea.”

Roderick groaned. “Well, I’m glad you’re taking this seriously.”

I chuckled and clapped him on the shoulder. “Our men will do their job. We need to focus on doing ours.”

He glanced behind us to the west. There was nothing visible out there at the moment, just the sagging willow trees and the slowly freezing swamps of the marshlands. Canith Mir was some fifty miles away on the back of an eagle, but more on the ground since there was no direct path.

“Not sure if I’d rather be getting shot at by cannons or crawling through tunnels,” Roderick commented. “You sure you don’t want me leading the main charge?”

“The bomb is the key to everything,” I said. “I need you with us.”

He took a deep breath, but nodded in agreement. I wasn’t looking forward to being underground again either, but it was the only realistic way we could get the device into the city without being spotted by the enemy. Zaelya and a small team of laborers were out there right now finishing the new tunnels that would connect us to the Mirabilis catacombs. It would have taken months if not years for miners to dig such a passage, but a druidess with access to earthshaping magic had greatly expedited the process. The fact that she could reach deep into the Chaos and overcharge her spells without worrying about corruption had helped even more.

“I hope Vess is half as smart as she thinks she is,” Roderick commented. “What if we get there and this bomb doesn’t even work?”

“It’ll work,” I assured him. Not because I knew anything about the device, but because I had full confidence in Vess. “Moving it around is going to be the hard part. She’s convinced she can create a floating disk to carry it, and it worked well enough to get it out of the estate. Lugging it around for miles is going to be tricky, though. I added a few more men to our squad in case we have to carry it part of the way.”

He snorted. “That would be fun. Are you absolutely sure we can’t just detonate that thing underground?”

I smiled. My eyes caught a flicker of movement to my left, and I saw Sister Jolara striding over to meet us. She had traded her clerical robes for a similar red-gold tabard that covered most of her breastplate, and someone without a discerning eye might have mistaken her a real soldier. I could see the truth, however, not only in her movements, but in the way she looked around. She was used to tending to the needs of her flock, not leading them into battle.

“Lord Marshal,” she greeted me. “Knight-Captain.”

“Your Reverence,” Roderick replied before I could as he gave her a respectful bow. When his eyes lifted, they lingered on hers a little too long. Fortunately for him, hers appeared to do the same.

“I wanted you to know that the remainder of our forces will be in position tonight,” Jolara said, turning to me. “Despite the delays, they’ll be ready to march in the morning.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” I replied. “And I appreciate how cooperative you’ve been. I know that we started off—”

“The time for diplomacy has passed, Lord Marshal,” she interrupted with a wave of her red glove. “The time has come to destroy evil, not shower one another with platitudes.”

I smiled, and it was entirely genuine. Maybe some fanatics weren’t crazy after all.

“Agreed,” I said.

“I’ve reviewed the battle plans with General Redding,” she said. “I’m no strategist, but he assures me that you considered every option with your command staff—and mine.”

“We had some disagreements from time to time, but we all ended up on the same path eventually.”

“I don’t relish the thought of placing our hopes on such an ancient and frankly unknown device, but it seems we have little choice,” Jolara said. “If the latest reports are to be believed, we’re even more badly outnumbered than we expected.”

“And it will keep getting worse.”

She nodded soberly. The wind tried to catch hold of her brown hair, but she’d tied it up so tight that it didn’t budge. Her ears and nose were turning red, however, and I was about to suggest that we continue our conversation by a fire when she spoke again.

“Redding will ensure that our warriors do their jobs,” Jolara said. “But I intend to help you escort this device into position.”

“Wait, what?” Roderick asked, his brow creased.

“The entire battle plan relies upon the success of your team. But if I’m not mistaken, your druidess and deva will be fighting with the eagles. You need someone that can support you with holy magic.”

Roderick and I shared a stunned look. This was the last thing I’d expected when she’d walked over here.

“I appreciate the offer, Reverence,” I said as politely as I could manage, “but you’d be putting yourself in grave danger.”

“I’m well aware of that,” she replied stiffly. “But evil must be confronted no matter where it tries to hide. Aodar has given me his power, and I intend to use it.”

“But you don’t have any combat experience,” Roderick said.

Jolara’s eyes hardened. “Your team will be defending the device, not charging the walls.”

“No, but the demons will surely come after us.”

“All the more reason you need a cleric to aid you,” she said. “To be blunt, Captain, Lord Marshal, my magic can heal and protect better than any paladin’s. You would be foolish to turn me aside.”

“You’re probably right,” I told her. “If you wish to help, I certainly won’t refuse.”

I could feel Roderick glaring at me, but before he could muster any words, Jolara nodded.

“Then I shall begin my prayers and preparations,” she said. “Lord Marshal.”

She was halfway across the camp before Roderick shook his head.

“This is a terrible idea,” he said. “What if she panics the moment we get attacked?”

“She won’t,” I assured him. “Unlike Tynolde, she actually believes in something.”

“But—”

“And who knows,” I added quickly, “you might fall for her even harder once you see her fight.”

Roderick blinked, and I saw a flash of red on his cheeks. “What are you talking about?”

I snickered. “Come on,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder. “I want to finish our inspection before we freeze to death.”
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The night got cold in a hurry. The first snow flurries came a few hours after sunset, and nearly everyone in camp was huddled around a fire outside their tents. While Zaelya’s druidic intuition insisted that we wouldn’t have snow in the next few days, she did expect it to get colder every day. It was going to be a long and unpleasant march to Canith Mir, followed by what could very well end up an equally long and unpleasant battle.

Still, the mood in the camp was much better than I’d expected. I heard conversation and laughter from every fire. Some of that was a result of veterans using humor to soothe the anxieties of the newbloods, but in general our men seemed confident. They were about to charge into a wall of cannon fire and fight through a horde of demons and Riven, but just like when we were about to storm the walls and attack a Spellbinder and his dracolich three years ago, the men here believed in their cause. And more importantly, they believed in the Hands of the Archons to deliver them from darkness.

It helped that most of them didn’t know precisely what my squad would be doing. The commanders had told their men that our mission was critical, and that the Hand of Aodar would be delivering the mortal blow to the enemy leaders and their Phylactery Tower. However, the exact nature of the spellfire bomb had been kept a mystery to the rank-and-file.

Roderick was out there in the camp somewhere, either playing cards with the other officers or possibly speaking with Jolara and trying to convince her not to come with us. Either way, I suspected he wasn’t having much luck. Zaelya was in our tent relaxing after another brutal day of digging with spells and claws, but I didn’t know where the other girls had gotten off too. Vess was probably with the bomb in its special concealed tent, and Kithani might still have been sulking somewhere, still upset that I kept insisting she limit her role in the attack. The disappointment on her face was always the hardest part of telling her no, whether it was convincing her to stay away from the enemy leaders or informing her that this wasn’t the time or place for sex.

After surveying the camp for a while longer, I finally made my way to our tent. As expected, Zae was lying flat on her bedroll inside, her eyes already closed. She looked as exhausted as after we’d returned from Iltharus, though I could tell from her breathing that she wasn’t asleep.

“Do you want anything to eat?” I asked, crouching next to her. “I could fetch you a bowl.”

“No,” she managed. “Maybe in the morning.”

“Nonsense.”

The word came from Vess, who unexpectedly slipped into the tent behind me. She was bundled in a thick cloak, but since she wasn’t rosy-cheeked, she must not have been outside for long.

“You could use a good, hot meal,” she added. “We all could!”

I turned and gave her a surprised look. “There you are. I was wondering where you’d gotten off to.”

“Oh, don’t worry, I was just off being the one truly irreplaceable person in the war effort,” Vess said with a sly smile and a dramatic flick of her wrist. “All this fireside chatter about the Hands of the Archons, not a single mention of the talented wizardess who spent the better part of a week in a cellar unlocking the secrets of creation.”

“I’ll make sure that the Mantle historians put your contribution in a footnote,” I replied dryly. “Any troubles with the weapon?”

“No. In fact, I even discovered a way that we can load the device onto a catapult and fire it over the walls from a mile away.”

Zae’s eyes finally cracked open. “Seriously?”

“No, of course not,” Vess said with a snicker. “But the weapon is secured and ready to move in the morning.”

“Good,” I said, wondering what had put her in such a spicy mood. Everyone had been so absorbed with their duties over the past few days that there hadn’t been much time to talk or relax.

“But enough about that.” Vess flicked her wrist again. “We can fight a war tomorrow. Tonight we should all relax and have some fun.”

I shared a tired glance with Zae. If Vess was expecting another birthday-type celebration here in the middle of a war camp, she was going to be sorely disappointed. In theory, Zae could have flown us all back up to the estate, but it was too important for me to be here tonight with our army.

“Don’t look so sour,” Vess scolded. “Remember a few weeks ago when I told you that I’d been working on a teleportation spell? A real one, I mean, not a short little jump of a few hundred feet. Something closer to the scroll Jewel used to get us from the Moors into Canith Mir.”

“I recall you mentioning it,” I said. “Why?”

“Because I figured it out.” She triumphantly planted her hands on her hips. “You’re looking at the first wizardess in Ikibris capable of casting a real teleport spell in generations. Maybe centuries, who knows!”

“How did you find time to learn that while you were reading about that bomb?” Zae asked as she propped herself up on her elbows.

“Boundless talent and breathless beauty,” Vess replied matter-of-factly. “But also a lot of luck. A few of the books you brought back were spellbooks, and they’re filled with hundreds of incantations I’d never seen before. I planned to study them later, after we’d saved the world, but once I noticed that teleport spell I couldn’t help myself.”

“Naturally,” I said. “Well, it’s too bad we can’t teleport the bomb into the city, or this would all be a hell of a lot easier.”

“We can’t move the bomb, no, but we could send in a team to secure the palace ahead of time, if you wanted.”

I considered for a few heartbeats—it was an interesting idea. But then I shook my head. “No, this whole plan relies on us catching the enemy by surprise. If a team goes in early, they might realize we intend to infiltrate the palace.”

“I suppose.” Vess shrugged. “It takes a lot of effort to cast anyway; I doubt I could manage it more than one or maybe twice in a day. And I had other plans for the spell tonight—like sending all of us to a well-earned peaceful dinner in the countryside.”

I gave Zae another look, but she seemed just as confused as I was.

“What are you going on about?” I asked.

“It will be easier to show you,” Vess said. “Bela Thar Trahita!”

The incantation escaped her lips before me or Zae could react. A ripple of magical energy washed over us…

And we were no longer inside my tent. Instead, we were standing next to a familiar rustic cabin nestled in the shadow of Kozarin’s Thumb.

“Saviel,” Zae hissed, springing to her feet and looking around. “Where in the murderous abyss are we?”

“The Grey Moors,” I breathed in disbelief. “This is Andrel Crohl’s cabin.”

“Surprise!” Vess said, giggling. “The others are already waiting inside.”

My jaw dropped open as I examined the cozy little home. A soft light was emanating from the windows, and the delectable scent of smoked meat was heavy in the cool night air. When I listened closely, I could hear the sound of female voices and clattering utensils within.

“I don’t understand,” Zae said, looking annoyed and anxious. “Why here?”

“This is the place where he saved me,” I told her. “And where I met Kithani.”

I let out a long, slow breath, then took her hand and gave it a soothing squeeze. She had never been here, but the rest of us had. And I couldn’t believe how happy it made me feel to see it again. The garden was overgrown after being away for a few months, and the roof still needed repair from my battle with the corrupted angel. But Kithani had boarded up the hole well enough to protect the interior from the elements, and it was abundantly clear that she had spent some time getting everything else in order, too. Had Vess been secretly sending her here for days?

“Kitten nearly lost her mind when she saw it,” Vess said, a trace of smug self-satisfaction in her voice. “She’s been in there preparing dinner with Jewel for hours.”

I blinked, and it belatedly occurred to me that she’d said “the others” were waiting inside. Plural.

“You brought the princess here?” Zae asked.

“Of course,” Vess said. “Much more fun than sitting around in the boring palace or a cold war camp. Besides, she’s part of the family now, right?”

I smiled, and I gave Zae’s hand a firm squeeze. She returned it in kind.

“Yes, she is,” I whispered.

“Then let’s go inside,” Vess said. “Dinner should be ready anytime.”
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Kithani and Jewel had indeed prepared a meal for us, though calling it “dinner” was a woefully inadequate description. The women had prepared a veritable feast with mutton, pork, and fresh vegetables harvested from the garden and the village near the lake. I had eaten well since traveling to Stormcrest, better than any other time in my life, but this was something else entirely.

“Were you planning to teleport the army in afterward?” Zae asked as she took a seat at the table. “We can’t possibly eat all this!”

“We’re going to try,” Jewel said as she carefully set a plate of sliced pork in front of us. Her white apron looked downright surreal over her elegant purple dress. “But don’t worry, it won’t go to waste. Kithani promised to bring some to the butcher’s wife in the village by the lake, and most of the vegetables needed to be eaten up quickly before they rotted on the vine anyway. A last big meal before winter!”

She smiled as she moved back to the oven, and I was tempted to slap myself to prove that this was real. Then again, I’d struggled to accept the sight of an angel in an apron the first time I’d been here. Even a Mirian princess in an apron wasn’t as shocking as that.

“I don’t understand,” Zae said, shaking her head. “You know how to cook?”

Jewel raised a blonde eyebrow as she ferried over a plate of freshly-baked bread that smelled so good I was suddenly confident that I could devour everything at the table after all.

“The convent taught us the importance of self-sufficiency,” Jewel said. “Though to be honest, this is mostly Kithani’s work. She’s incredible!”

The deva was staring intently at the oven and nibbling at her lower lip in concern. “Dessert might be ready earlier than I hoped,” she said woefully. “You’d better get started!”

“Not until you’re sitting here with us, kitten,” Vess said, patting the chair next to her. “You can’t make all this and not eat any yourself!”

“But I don’t need to eat!” the deva said.

“Yes, you do,” Vess insisted. “Now get that silver ass of yours over here and sit down!”

Kithani tucked in her wings and scampered over to join us. Despite her initial protestations, it didn’t take much more encouragement for her to sample the food. And the moment she put the first piece of pork in her mouth, she moaned as loudly as if I’d just slipped inside her. Anyone else would have been mortally embarrassed, but she was completely oblivious. Everyone else shared a good, long laugh.

And it didn’t stop there. As the wine and food flowed, so did the conversation and stories. No one mentioned anything remotely grim from the war—it was like we’d all taken an unspoken pact to leave the depressing parts of the world behind. Instead, Zae told us amusing stories about her early failed efforts to change shape, while Vess regaled us with tales of some silly magical pranks her father had pulled on her when she’d been a child in Stormcrest. Jewel talked about her brother and family, and I added a few choice anecdotes about beating Roderick at Dragon’s Ante while I was drunk and he was completely sober. By the time the forks stopped moving, everyone’s cheeks were streaked with tears of laughter. Even Zae had giggled so hard and eaten so much that she’d laid down on the floor to recover. I’d never seen anything like it.

While Kithani would have been content to do all the clean-up herself, no one was willing to let her take on that burden. We all did our part while she flew the leftovers to the village, and an hour and a few glasses of wine later, Kithani, Vess, and Zae were outside the cabin looking over the garden and enjoying the moonlight while Jewel and I put the last dishes away.

I couldn’t stop smiling while we worked, and not just because Jewel kept leaning up to steal a kiss after every few plates. But then it soured when I thought about the coming battle, and it felt like a dark, heavy cloak had suddenly been thrust over my shoulders. Not because I was scared for myself…

But because I could no longer avoid thinking about how much I had to lose.

“What is it?” Jewel asked as she closed the last cupboard.

“Oh, nothing,” I said, feeling a little embarrassed that I’d been caught in a reverie. It wasn’t something that happened to me often. Almost never, in fact. “Just thinking that I’m not sure I want to go back to the forward camp now.”

Jewel chuckled, then moved in close and gave my arm a squeeze. She looked up at me, blue eyes sparkling as she tossed her apron over the back of a chair.

“I wish that were an option,” she replied. “I spent my whole life in cities, and I always assumed I’d hate living in a place like this. It seemed so boring and simple. But these days…” She shrugged and cast her gaze out the window. “Simple sounds appealing, and boring sounds peaceful.”

“I know exactly what you mean.”

Her fingers idly stroked my arm. “I felt the same way when I was here the first time, but it’s much stronger now. There’s something about this place…something that helps me think.”

I took the last sip from my glass of wine before setting it on the table. “About what?”

“That even if you’re right that the lingering corruption will prevent us from rebuilding Canith Mir, there are other options.” She swiveled her blue eyes to look up at me again. “Other ways to rebuild a future than stone and mortar.”

Jewel stretched up and gave me a long, passionate kiss. I held her tightly against me, and I found myself sincerely wishing that I could spend all night like this. And the next. And the next after that.

“I could never actually get away and live in a place like this, of course,” Jewel whispered when our lips finally parted. “There’s too much to do and far too many people counting on me. But it’s still a charming fantasy at times.”

“Yes, it is,” I agreed, hands still holding her slender waist. “I’ve had similar thoughts recently. And being here…well, I can’t help but remember Lord Marshal Crohl. He successfully walked away, at least for a time.”

“True, though he was merely a hero, not a religious icon. You are both…and so is Zaelya.”

I sighed as I glanced out the window again. The other girls looked like they were on their way back inside. Zae was carrying some herbs—fresh druidic spell components, in all likelihood. This pastoral life in this quiet place would be perfect for her in many ways. With her powers, she could eventually turn half the Moors into a fertile paradise.

But I doubted that Tahleen had given her this gift so that she could tend a garden and improve the harvest for a scant few villages. There were plenty of her people out there in the wild, scared and starving and in desperate need of the goddess whose power had been denied to them for far too long. Zae could be more than a symbol to them. She might literally be their salvation.

I shook my head, then released Jewel and took a step back.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, frowning.

“Wasted thoughts,” I told her. “It’s not how we did things in the Dread Knights. There’s no point in worrying about the future when you might die tomorrow.”

“Sure there is,” Jewel said. “It’s called hope.”

My cheek twitched. It was such a simple thing to say, but for some reason the words hit me like a cold splash of water in the face.

Hope. Yes, that was exactly why everything felt so different. I’d never truly had hope for a better future before. But now…

“The captain of the Mirian Guard used to tell my brother that it was easy to give men a reason to fight,” Jewel added. “But it was just as important to give them a reason to survive.”

I glanced up to see the other girls coming back inside. Vess was so wobbly from the wine that Kithani had to steady her, and even Zae had uncharacteristically glassy eyes. But they all smiled when they saw me, and I smiled back.

“I have reasons,” I said. “More than I ever could have imagined.”


14
Death March


Since we didn’t want to risk Vess accidentally teleporting us into the middle of the ocean rather than the forward camp, we didn’t have her cast the spell until she’d sobered up after midnight. She took us back to Stormcrest, so that Jewel could say her goodbyes, and Zaelya flew Vess and I back to the camp at the base of the mountain afterward.

Both girls stayed in my tent with me, and even Kithani stuck around with us for a little while. I slept more peacefully than I’d expected with two elven bodies wrapped around me, though it was much harder to wake up at first light than normal. I forced myself to focus and change my mindset as I put on my armor, and by the time I emerged from the tent, I was a paladin of Aodar and the Lord Marshal of the White Mantle again.

We started our march early, and for the first few hours, everything proceeded smoothly. But if I’d learned anything from Jewel’s collection of military histories, it was that even the most carefully crafted battle plans were fragile things. Some fell apart the moment they encountered the enemy, while others were shattered by unpredictable events like sudden changes in the weather. We got a taste of both at the exact same time.

The enemy actually did attack us like Roderick had feared, but not in the way any of us had anticipated. A storm rolled over the marches after we’d traveled just half a day, battering us with icy cold rain and transforming the hard, semi-frozen ground beneath our feet into muddy mush. Some of the officers were upset with our resident druidess, since Zae had assured us that the next few days would offer fair skies, but the tempest was clearly unnatural.

I had been wondering when the Dread Knights’ corrupted leaders would reveal themselves. The answer, it seemed, was now.

Our forces pushed through the miserable sheets of rain as well as we could, and Zaelya went out searching for her former mentor, Archdruid Kormak. But the Bloodletter’s reborn leader had concealed himself and his minions well, and when we finally tried to erect camp that night, he and his dark druids unleashed a second, much more horrifying attack.

The wild animals came storming across the marchlands in droves. Birds, horses, hounds, wolves—they attacked our camp from all directions. It was harrowing enough to see so many different beasts acting in a coordinated fashion, let alone ones with sallow flesh and glowing purple eyes. Individually, none of them were a significant threat to trained soldiers, and even the spread of Riven Rot hadn’t seemed quite as scary as it would have been before I’d learned how to cleanse it.

But the effect of the attack on the men’s morale couldn’t be cured as easily as an infected bite, and a few cursed souls on the fringes of the camp were transformed into ghouls and wights before I could get to them. Combined with the fact that we’d only managed to travel half as far as I’d hoped, it was safe to say that the first day of our march went as badly as possible.

The second day was worse. The continuing rain made huge sections of the swamp impassable despite Zae’s attempts to solidify the ground with her own magic, and another swarm of corrupted animals—this time almost exclusively carrion birds—descended upon us like a plague of locusts. Once they started working together, Kithani and Jolara were able to burn many of the birds out of the sky with their holy magic, but the attack was still a nightmare for morale. Even as the clerics tended to the wounded, I could see doubt creeping onto the faces of the aspirants and house soldiers.

By midday, just when we were about to start heading south, it belatedly occurred to me that the enemy wasn’t merely trying to slow us down or demoralize us—they were attempting to herd us north. There were only two paths up the highlands where Canith Mir was perched, one in each direction. I had planned to take us south, since it would put us farther from Darkhold, but the enemy wanted the opposite. If we changed direction, I had a feeling that the skies and roads would clear up just long enough for us to get ourselves flanked between Dread Knight reinforcements from Darkhold and demons from Canith Mir.

I didn’t take the bait. And though the storms and animal attacks continued, I felt better knowing that the enemy was trying to divert us, because it meant that they weren’t entirely confident about sitting in their cannon-protected fortress. They believed we posed a legitimate threat…and that was despite the fact that they didn’t seem aware of our secret weapon.

The wooden frame the men had built to help ferry the spellfire bomb on was kept covered at all times, and Vess stayed close to ensure that no one ever messed with it. From a distance, it probably looked like a siege weapon we were trying to protect from the elements, and since the enemy never made a concerted attempt to go after the bomb specifically, they must not have known how critical it was to our strategy. All we needed to do was keep it that way for a few more days.

The attacks intensified on the third day of the march, presumably in a last-ditch effort to make us reconsider our decision and head north. But we were expecting to be harassed now, and I had repositioned our clerics and paladins to ensure we could deal with corrupted beasts no matter which direction they came from. The foul weather couldn’t be countered so easily, unfortunately, but Zae went on another hunt for the Archdruid. She eventually spotted Kormak and several other Bloodletters performing their storm-summoning ritual in the highlands about a dozen miles away, and she returned to muster the eagle riders in preparation for a counterattack.

But surprisingly, the storm broke shortly thereafter. The enemy druids, finally caught in the open, chose to retreat back to Canith Mir rather than risk an early engagement. I was frankly stunned by the development—the Bloodletters were now fully in the thrall of Balphoren, and I assumed that would make them so bloodthirsty that they would have been happy to fight us. But apparently the Beast Lord was clever enough to understand the folly of a fight in the open away from the cover of his new soulfire cannons.

On the fourth day of the march—the day I’d initially been expecting to launch our assault—the enemy attacks stopped altogether. The weather turned foul enough on its own, though, with freezing winds and flurries of snow that badly reduced visibility. The reprieve still bolstered the overall morale of our forces, however, and the solid ground was a welcome relief to the mud despite the bone freezing chill.

With all the delays, we didn’t manage to reach the highlands until the fifth day, but we made good time through the dark and mostly dead forest. That night, we erected a fortified camp inside that same forest to the east of the city, and I planned to finally commence the attack in the morning.

“According to the last aerial sweep, not much has changed in the past week,” Roderick commented shortly after he entered my tent. “Still no official sighting of that rumored iron crawler, but some of the scouts wonder if the cold could be affecting the machinery. Maybe we’ll get lucky and learn they weren’t able to rebuild it after all.”

He smiled, though it was tense and forced. His face was dirty, his moustache was twisted, and even his normally pristine armor looked more grey than silver. In other words, he looked like shit. It made me glad I didn’t have a mirror in here, because I had no doubt that I looked as bad if not worse.

“That would be nice,” I said. “But we’re not going to count on the enemy falling apart. The safest option is still to proceed with the small, spread-out groups like we planned.”

Roderick nodded. “I’m just worried about the larger and more powerful demons. If they attack, our smaller squads won’t have the manpower to fight them off.”

“Any larger demon that leaves the city and attacks our men is one fewer we’ll have to deal with while arming the bomb,” I reminded him. “Keep that in mind.”

With a heavy breath, I moved over to the tent flap and punished it aside enough for me to look out at the camp. Things were reasonably quiet, with exhausted soldiers huddling around fires and eating their rations. Vess was nearby with the weapon, while Zae was out ensuring that the tunnels she’d magically sculpted for us were still safe and intact. My team, which would include Roderick, Vess, Jolara, and a small detachment of veterans, would be heading out that way before dawn. I wanted to get the bomb underground and moving into position long before our men approached the walls.

“I wonder how many guards they’ll put in our way,” Roderick commented idly. “Or do you think the palace will be abandoned?”

“It’s possible,” I said. “There weren’t many defenders near it the last time we were in the city, and with luck, they still aren’t aware of the catacombs or the escape tunnel. But I’d rather go into this assuming that we’ll have to fight for every inch.”

“Always thinking like a Dread Knight,” he commented with a smirk. “Can’t help but expect the worst.”

“History is the best teacher.”

Roderick smiled, but it only lasted for a moment. “Have you thought about the Praevost?”

My lip twitched before I could stop it. “What do you mean?”

“Just that I wonder where he is. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find out that he’s in Darkhold or the Lucent Spire. Could be why they were trying to divert us.”

“It’s possible, but it’s safer to assume that he and the High Arcanist will both be in Canith Mir waiting for us.”

Roderick nodded gravely. “Do you honestly think that this bomb might save them?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “For now, I’m going to assume that they’re already lost and that whatever husks we encounter aren’t really them anymore.

When Roderick didn’t reply right away, I feared that he might be about to quote the First Edict at me. I was supposed to be the great redeemer, and here I was assuming that our former comrades were lost. But it was the only way I could mentally prepare myself for the grim reality of what was to come, the same way as when we’d been forced to kill our former comrades during the last war when they had returned as ghouls or wights.

If the spellfire bomb somehow managed to liberate the Dread Knight leaders from the Profane, I would breathe a sigh of relief and probably even whisper a prayer or two to the Archons. But until then, we couldn’t afford to be distracted. If any of them got in our way tomorrow, we were going to have to kill them.

In the case of the Archdruid and the Praevost, we were going to have to kill them again.

“You should get some sleep,” I said. “It’s going to be a long and unpleasant trip through those tunnels tomorrow.”

“Don’t remind me,” Roderick muttered, then offered a tired but sly grin. “But hey, at least the battle on the other side will be easy, right?”

“No,” I said grimly, unable and unwilling to muster my own grin in return. “It won’t.”
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I barely slept at all, and neither did Zae. The night before our last attack on Canith Mir had felt very different—I’d spent most of it buried inside her cherishing what we’d both assumed would be our last night together in this world. But things were different now, and not just because we both had so much more to lose. We weren’t footsoldiers anymore—this was our war, our command, and in the eyes of many of our soldiers, it was our divine purpose. I could feel the weight of that responsibility pressing against my chest like a goristro’s massive hoof.

I was eager to rise and get on with our mission when the time came. Vess and I said our goodbyes to Kithani and Zae in private while we could, and then our team set out before dawn like we’d planned. Under the cover of darkness, we ferried the spellfire bomb into the tunnels that Zae had dug out for us, and we began our long, cramped march toward the city in earnest.

It proved even more stressful than I’d feared, mostly because the tunnels seemed so dangerous. This wasn’t a mining shaft with support columns erected for added stability; it was a passage molded in haste by a druid and a small team of men with shovels. She had assured us that it was stable, and I obviously trusted her with my life. But as bizarre as the thought was, I still couldn’t wait to reach the Mirabilis catacombs.

Roderick and I took point, Sacrothyr and its golden glow leading the way. Jolara provided light for the middle of the group, and I found myself admiring the way she’d handled herself so far during this march. Neither the demon attacks nor the slog through the mud had broken her resolve; if anything, she appeared more determined than ever to see this through. I just hoped that she would remain steadfast when we finally encountered the enemy in earnest.

Vess brought up the rear with the rest of our small detachment of soldiers. As promised, the wizardess had conjured an invisible disk of energy to ferry the bomb along with us so that no one had to carry it. The sphere remained on its wooden frame, however, because it had disrupted her spell when she tried to lift the bomb without it. A couple inches of wood and metal evidently made all the difference.

We had no means of directly tracking the passage of time, but Vess had scribed a few scrolls of a spell that would allow her to send short messages to Zae. She planned to use one when we reached the catacombs so that the army could begin their advance, and then another once we actually had the bomb in position. For the first few hours of our trip, however, we had no way of knowing what was going on outside. And that isolation was slowly driving all of us mad.

“I hate this,” Roderick commented as we moved through the narrow tunnels, his eyes nervously darting back and forth as if he expected to be buried alive at any moment. “I really, really hate this.”

“Just stay calm and keep moving,” I told him. “We’re almost there.”

“You said that a while ago.”

“And it’s even more true now than it was then.”

He scoffed, but I felt some of the tension drain out of him. As much as I sympathized with his concerns, I was glad that the rest of the group was far enough behind us that they wouldn’t be able to hear our mutterings. They were all undoubtedly feeling the same way, and it was up to us to put on a brave face.

“You know, I’m a little surprised no one thought of this strategy during the last war,” Roderick said after another minute of silence. “Zae wasn’t the only Bloodletter; you surely had enough of them to dig a bunch of tunnels for our army.”

I shrugged. “Tactics are born out of necessity. Fighting Riven isn’t like fighting demons or men. We were usually defending or fighting in small groups, so the Dread Knights weren’t in the habit of attacking fortified cities directly. Canith Mir was a unique situation.”

“Still, it makes me wonder how the battle would have turned out if we’d had a few squads rampaging behind enemy lines. We lost a lot of men during that first push into the city.”

“Even if we had come up with the idea, do you really think the White Mantle leadership would have trusted our druids not to bury them alive?”

“Probably not,” Roderick conceded. “Maybe it was for the best, because I’m not sure how well I would have fought after spending hours underground in a cramped space like this.”

“How well are you going to fight today?”

“We’ll find out soon.”

We shared a chuckle as we pressed on. In truth, the situation had been so different three years ago that I wasn’t sure if this tactic would have worked anyway. He was right that a lot of men had died during the initial push through the gaps in the city’s western wall, but not nearly as many as if we’d made a true frontal assault. We had intentionally spread out as much as possible to prevent the Riven dragon from obliterating our entire army in a few passes. Once we’d breached the walls, we’d benefitted from significantly more cover from aerial attacks. It had been a long and bloody fight through the ruined city, but we’d ultimately won the day.

And now we were about to do it again. Hopefully for the last time.

Perhaps ten minutes later, just when the air was starting to feel especially thin, I saw the markings in the dirt that Zae had left behind to let us know that we were close. Shortly after that, the narrow passage ended at a crumbling stone wall where our druidess had bashed her way into the Mirabilis family’s partially collapsed escape tunnel.

I went forward first while the others waited, reaching out with my paladin senses as I moved to see if I could detect any demons or Riven waiting for us. But the tunnel and the catacombs beyond seemed empty, and I didn’t sense much lingering corruption, either. Neither Vess nor the other soldiers would be in any real danger unless they stayed down here for months, which seemed unlikely.

The catacombs themselves were as quiet and creepy as I had expected, but I would have gladly walked through a hundred old crypts filled with crumbling sarcophagi than another workshop littered with scrap from broken war golems. At least the ghosts in this place didn’t try to speak to us through old machines.

Moving the spellfire bomb through the narrow chambers proved something of a challenge, especially since we were trying not to make too much noise. While I doubted that the Dread Knights had placed a sentry at the top of the stairwell, it wasn’t worth taking any chances. The deeper we got into the palace before being spotted, the better.

Just before we started to ascend the staircase leading out of the crypt, I called for a halt and scoured the steps to make sure they were safe. Riven didn’t set traps, of course—they were near-mindless monsters, not careful hunters—but the Dread Knights were the ones in charge here. And while they may not have expected us to sneak into the city this way, I wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if they had placed some kind of magical alarm just in case…

I was right. The “trap” was a simple spell woven onto the stairs themselves that would silently alert the creator if anyone crossed the barrier. I dispelled the magic, then prepared to press on.

“It’s going to get messier from here on out,” I warned, keeping my voice low as I peered up the ancient, spiderweb-covered stairwell. “If we’re lucky, we’ll reach the balcony without being spotted, but don’t count on that. We’re going to have to fight eventually.”

I could tell that Vess was about to respond with a sardonic quip to lighten the mood, but she stopped herself at the last moment. She wouldn’t have held back if it were just me and Roderick, but we had other soldiers here with us. Even she understood the need to maintain a mantle of authority.

“Go ahead and signal our flyers to start their attack,” I told her. “With any luck, they’ll pull most of the defenses away for us.”

“Right,” she said, reaching for the scroll on her belt. The parchment crumbled to dust as she read the incantation, and she closed her eyes and concentrated. “We’re in position inside the crypt. Duncan says it’s time for you to launch your attack.”

I waited in silence for a response, though I knew that only she would hear it. The message spell would go straight to Zaelya’s mind, and she would be able to respond in kind.

“She’s ready,” Vess said, her eyes flicking back open. “So are the ground forces.”

“Good.”

I shared a resolved look with Roderick. This was it—the die had officially been cast. Our forces above ground would commit to the attack, and we either succeed and put an end to this war for good or fail and doom all of Ikibris to suffer under the Profane. It was practically a second Cleaving of Creation, and I wondered if the original Hand of Aodar had carried the same doubts as I had into battle against the demonic hordes.

“It’s time,” I said, looking up the old, dusty stairs and wondering what defenses were waiting for us beyond. “Let’s go.”
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I had warned everyone that things could get messy in a hurry once we entered the palace. Yet even I was surprised at how quickly I was proven right.

The exit to the catacombs put us inside a large, half-buried chamber inside the northern wing of the palace just like Jewel had said. And within seconds of us moving into it, our noses were assaulted by a noxious, rotting stench that nearly made me keel over and retch. Swarms of buzzing flies descended upon us next, and I didn’t even need to reach out with my paladin senses to know that we were about to get swarmed by a pack of angry bulezau.

The goat-headed demons leapt at us from the darkness beyond Sacrothyr’s light. Roderick and I charged forth to meet them head-on, knowing that their vile, miasmic odor could potentially kill anyone not protected by Aodar’s power. Vess stayed back with the bomb, since her spells had plenty of range to cover the entire chamber. She magically slowed the enemy first, then helped cover us with barrages of arcane missiles.

I was grateful for the help—the demons were normally quite agile, and their barbed tails were horrifically deadly. But while they were slowed by her arcane magic, Roderick and I had no trouble slashing through their friendish flesh.

As we fought shoulder to shoulder, our movements and actions synchronized thanks to years of fighting together, I found myself thinking about how the two of us wouldn’t have stood a chance being outnumbered five to one during the first battle of Canith Mir. Yet today, the bulezau were simply no match for our blades. Slash after slash, we sent their souls screaming back to the Abyss where they belonged.

“Aodar take you!” Roderick growled as he reduced the last demon to a pile of ash. He had his sword clutched in both hands, and both it and his armor were splattered with green gore. We had both suffered a few minor injuries from sharp claws and barbed tails, but the wounds were easy enough to heal with paladin magic.

Something else I couldn’t have done three years ago, I thought dryly to myself.

“We need to keep moving,” I said, nodding in approval to him before glancing back at the others. “Expect resistance. Stay behind us if you can, but don’t let anything touch the bomb.”

“Or the wizardess,” Vess added, her eyes flicking about the high, cracked ceiling in search of other potential ambushers. “Unless you want this thing to be a glorified anchor.”

I looked at Jolara. The cleric still appeared resolute, but her eyes kept flicking back and forth between the piles of ash. As far as I knew, she had never been attacked directly by the corrupted animals during our march, so this may have been the first time she’d been personally threatened. I could see her right hand trembling at her side, while her left clutched tightly at her prayer book.

Roderick looked as if he were about to move over and console her, but I deterred him with a hard glance. Everyone’s mettle had to be tested sooner or later, and Jolara didn’t need to have him call attention to her fear when she was so clearly trying to contain it. The rest of the men didn’t need to see him coddling our cleric, either.

“Come on,” I beckoned. “Our flyers will be engaging them soon.”

Vess started walking again, and her invisible disk of magical force ferried the bomb along behind her. Roderick and I took the lead again, but when I reached out with my paladin senses, I didn’t sense any other demons or Riven nearby.

Without the directions Jewel had provided us beforehand, I absolutely would have gotten lost in the labyrinthian palace corridors once we left the catacombs. They may have looked more distinct in the past, with a variety of decorations to separate one section of the palace from another. But today, all the crumbling passages and cracked walls looked more or less the same. Torn banners, shredded paintings, bones and bodies inside tattered clothing and broken armor…it could have been Iltharus, but with only half a decade of corrosion and decomposition rather than centuries.

I did my best to remain vigilant, and while my paladin senses still didn’t detect any nearby demons, I could tell that the corruption level was gradually rising, to the point that everyone but me would probably feel at least a little nauseous tonight if I didn’t cleanse them. The longer they stayed, the worse it would get.

But there was no turning back now. For any of us.

The first sounds of the distant battle started while we were still winding our way through the corridors. The shrill screeches of vrocks taking flight suggested that Kithani, Zaelya, and the White Mantle eagle riders must have been closing in. Perhaps a minute later, a series of thunderous booms shook the palace walls. I had never heard a noise quite like it, and the soldiers behind me were frantically looking around as if they expected the palace to start collapsing around them.

“Cannons,” I said, pausing in the corridor. “Don’t worry, they aren’t shooting at us.”

“Yet,” Vess mumbled. She looked as rattled as the men, though she was likely just worried about the other girls. I was too, of course, but I refused to allow myself to be distracted. Today we were soldiers so that tomorrow we could be lovers.

“Keep moving and stay alert,” I said to everyone. “Some of the demons can teleport, and there’s nothing to stop them from appearing right next to us. Alertness is our only defense.”

The constant boom of the distant cannons tested everyone’s nerves, and more than once I found myself wondering how the soldiers of the past age had held themselves together under such conditions. Perhaps it would have felt different if we had all been carrying powder weapons rather than swords and spears…or if we had all been inside our own war machine protected by thick metal plates. All I knew for certain was that teleporting demons somehow seemed less frightening than the idea of being torn to pieces by a cast iron ball fired from a mile away.

The fact that we didn’t encounter any more resistance inside the palace also didn’t sit well with me, but I tried to accept it as a boon rather than a sign that we were walking into a trap. We had no reason to believe that the Dread Knights knew about our plan or our spellfire bomb, and I saw no sense in complaining if they allowed us to set it off without a fight.

Unfortunately, the terrain gave us one more hurdle to cross. Jewel had informed us that there was a stairwell in the northern part of the building which led up to the old airship docking platform, but she must not have known that it had been reduced to a pile of rubble. Even the wall behind it had shattered, giving us a clear view of the northern part of Canith Mir beyond. It also meant that anyone lurking outside would easily be able to spot us, but since the battle was currently raging in the east, I didn’t notice anyone in the courtyard or the city beyond.

“Can that disk of yours move straight up?” I asked, striding over to the gap in the broken wall. The airship platform was supposed to be about thirty feet directly above us.

“Not that high,” Vess said. “At least, not without overcharging the spell.”

“I don’t think we’re going to have a choice. We can probably climb up there, but not while carrying something that size.”

Another series of thunderous booms sounded in the distance. I wondered how close our army was to the city…and how many men had already died to buy us time.

“I’ll need you to siphon the corruption out of me,” Vess said. “But I’m ready when you are.”

“Let me go up and look around first,” I said. “Just to make sure it isn’t crawling with demons.”

Roderick moved up next to me. “I’ll go too. We should be able to climb—”

“Stay here and guard them,” I interrupted. “Teleporting demons, remember?”

For a heartbeat, he seemed as if he might argue the point, but then he nodded instead. “Right.”

While the stairwell had been destroyed, the remaining rubble had created a pile of loose stones that was still somewhat climbable. There weren’t enough handholds to get all the way to the top, but with a boost from a strength-enhancing spell, I was able to jump high enough to grab onto the edge of the platform and hoist myself up the rest of the way.

I hadn’t noticed this part of the palace during the battle here three years ago, since we had mostly been fighting on the streets around the Phylactery Tower, but the platform looked similar to the ones we’d seen all over Iltharus. In effect, it was a stone disk perhaps fifty feet in diameter where airships had been able to pick up or drop off passengers, though it could have simultaneously served as an eagle or gryphon aviary.

There were massive cracks all over, as if someone had pounded the platform with a massive hammer, though I assumed that time had simply worn down the stone. There weren’t any demons or Dread Knights up here, and I was high enough up that I should have had a clear view of the battle taking place over the city’s eastern wall. But thick curtains of purple-black smoke from the cannons had completely enveloped the distant battlements, obscuring most of the action.

Nevertheless, I could still make out scores of flying demons through the haze—imps, cambions, and vrocks alike, all swarming after our eagle riders. Every thunderous boom from the cannons caused a flash in the dense smoke, like crackles of lightning in a sky otherwise covered by impenetrable clouds.

I didn’t see Kithani or Zaelya anywhere, but I told myself that it didn’t mean anything. The battlefield was vast, and it was impossible to make out specific details through the smoke. What mattered was that they were out fighting to buy us time, and it was up to us to make the most of it.

“It’s clear for the moment,” I called down over the edge. “Let’s get the bomb up here before that changes.”

Since only Roderick and I had the ability to magically enhance our strength, I tossed down a rope to help the others climb. Vess and the bomb were a different story—she had to tap deep into the Chaos to muster enough power for her disk to lift the device.

I siphoned the corruption out of her while she overcharged her spell, and eventually we had the metal sphere sitting on its frame near the center of the platform. All we needed to do now was have Vess arm the runes.

But sadly, the demons had other ideas.

The vrocks came out of seemingly nowhere, rising up over the lip of the platform from below and then diving straight at us. They each let out an ear-splitting shriek just before they landed, and despite knowing the attack was coming, the sound was so shrill that I couldn’t stop myself from covering my ears. And in that moment while we were all stunned, the vulture-headed demons moved in for the kill.

One of our soldiers had his neck ripped clean open, spraying blood over the platform and the bomb. Another was grabbed by the arm and carried off the edge where he was summarily dropped, dooming him to a long fall and a gruesome death in the palace courtyard below. Roderick got grabbed, too, but he managed to punch the vrock’s beak with his free hand and stagger it long enough for him to wrench his swordarm free and plunge the blade through the monster’s gut.

Two of the demons went after Vess, but I managed to lunge in front of her at the last instant. Their claws raked over my newly-repaired armor but didn’t pierce the steel, and I responded with a series of vicious slashes that severed the arm of one demon and the wing of another. Vess, recovering from her momentary shock, unleashed a jagged bolt of magical lightning at the two others who were about to grab the spellfire bomb. While demon flesh didn’t normally burn as easily as that of men, the wizardess had clearly overcharged the spell, because both vrocks were promptly reduced to piles of ash.

But more were coming. As Roderick and our soldiers drove the surviving demons back, I spotted a dozen more—and several cambions—emerging from the writhing wall of purple-black smoke and heading toward us. I had really hoped that the enemy would show us the courtesy of letting us arm the bomb in peace, but demons were notoriously inconsiderate hosts.

“Eruva mogoth!” Jolara incanted, releasing a wave of divine energy to grant us Aodar’s diving blessing. As the power of the White Flame washed over me, I positioned myself in front of the group to try and intercept the first wave of the imminent attack.

“Incoming!” I called out in warning.

But just before the demons reached the platform, a searing burst of holy light cut through their ranks, setting one of the vrocks aflame and causing the rest of its attack wing to scatter. Kithani appeared in the smoke a moment later, her hands blazing with golden energy. And while the demons recovered, Zaelya streaked by and grabbed one of the cambions. She ripped its leather wings off its back, then continued soaring after the vrocks.

“Looks like the cavalry is here,” I said, smiling and turning back to Vess. “Can you get started?”

The wizardess was already crouched by the bomb, and her delicate fingers were working to unfasten the protective metal plates so she could fiddle with the runes inside.

“It’s going to take a few minutes,” she said. “I won’t be able to cast anything else in the meantime.”

“We have your back,” I assured her, gesturing to Roderick and the other soldiers to form up around her. “Let’s get this done.”


Interlude

Zaelya


[We’re in position inside the crypt. Duncan says it’s time for you to launch your attack .]

Vess’s voice spoke into Zaelya’s mind as clearly as if she had been standing right next to her. The druidess nodded, then replied aloud.

“Everyone’s in position,” she said. “I’ll give the word.”

She looked back at General Redding and the White Mantle paladins standing behind her.

Their forces had already scattered across the gloomy, half-dead forest by now, and they were waiting for a message from the infiltration team before they started their advance.

“It’s time,” she announced, though some of them had probably already heard her speaking to Vess. “Just remember, don’t pick any fights you can’t win. Once you’re inside the walls, just focus on keeping their attention, but don’t get pinned down. With luck, our secret weapon will handle all the big demons for us.”

She couldn’t tell if they believed her or not. Some of the officers respected her, while others had yet to make up their mind. Frankly, it wasn’t all that different from the last time she’d attacked this city. She remembered being quite skeptical of the Mantle leadership herself.

But it had all worked out in the end, and she was confident the same would be true today. Because regardless of how these men felt about her, the Tahari druidess who had once been in Balphoren’s thrall, they all still nodded and rushed off to regroup with their forces.

The aerial attack force was waiting for her about a hundred yards from the forest’s edge. It wasn’t often that one saw fifty giant eagles and their riders in one place, and she had to admit that they looked pretty damn impressive. Kithani was there too, offering prayers to Aodar as she moved between the riders. Zaelya found it difficult to believe that anyone could be inspired by a few words, though the fact they were being delivered by a literal angel undoubtedly helped make them feel more meaningful.

“Just remember what Duncan said,” Zaelya said quietly to the deva while the riders were strapping themselves into their saddles. “Don’t get anywhere close to the Hands of the Profane.”

“I won’t, Mistress Zaelya,” Kithani promised. “You can count on me!”

The druidess smiled. It was difficult not to whenever Kithani spoke—even Zaelya’s boundless cynicism was no match for the deva’s cheerful earnestness.

“Then let’s go,” she said. “Duncan is counting on us.”

Once the riders were ready, Zaelya dropped to all fours and shifted into a gryphon. She wouldn’t be able to communicate with them directly while in her bestial form, but shouting orders wasn’t usually a feasible thing in aerial combat anyway. They had practiced their overall strategy in Stormcrest, and they were prepared to react to a variety of potential circumstances and maneuvers. But otherwise, a great deal of their effectiveness would be determined by the skill and instincts of the individual riders. She could only hope that they were all up to the challenge.

They lifted out of the forest as a group, then gradually formed up in a loose arrowhead formation before Zaelya let out a screech to signal their advance. As she soared toward the distant city, her keen gryphon eyes scanning the horizon for any potential threats, she was reminded of the last time she’d flown into battle here. Not three years ago when they’d confronted the dracolich, but five years ago when she and Duncan had flown in to rescue Jewel, her brother, and Roderick. Back then, she had been concerned about dodging arrows from Riven wights on the battlements. They would still be a threat now, of course, but arrows and quarrels seemed quaint compared to the weapons that would dominate the battlefield today. She had never expected to be a target of cannonballs that hadn’t been fired by anyone in hundreds of years.

They also had the demons themselves to worry about, and sure enough, Zaelya could see the enemy flyers rising in the distance the moment the battered old city rolled over the horizon. With her sharp vision, she could tell that most of them were vrocks, but the leathery wings and red skin suggested plenty of cambions among their number as well. She also spotted a few other gryphons, and she wondered where Kormak was hiding. With Duncan’s help, she had been able to defeat the Archdruid once, and she was stronger now with Tahleen’s power flowing through her. But underestimating Balphoren and his minions would be unforgivably foolish, and the thought of being forced to kill her former mentor a second time made her stomach twinge.

This wasn’t going to be easy or pleasant…but then, war never was. All she could do was steel herself with the knowledge that it had to be done, and there was no one else who could see it through.

They were still over a mile away when the cannons on the walls fired. The boom was rolling thunder; the flash from the barrels a stroke of lightning. Zaelya’s avian ears could hear the whistle of the iron balls cutting through the air, but they moved so quickly they were little more than a black blur. She held her breath, preparing to roll if one came streaking toward her, but in the back of her mind she knew there was no way she could possibly react in time…

Fortunately, the barrage wasn’t particularly accurate. Only one of their riders took a hit, though the impact was one of the most viscerally disgusting sights she had ever seen. In one instant, the giant eagle was soaring majestically in a loose formation with the others; in the next, it exploded in a cloud of blood and feathers. Zaelya couldn’t distinguish the body parts of the rider from his mount as the pieces fell to the ground.

Her heart pounded in her chest, and she pushed herself to fly faster. They had known all along that their only defense against these weapons would be to get over the city walls as quickly as possible, but nothing was more motivating than seeing such a vivid demonstration of the consequences. She suddenly understood Roderick’s stories about how even dragons had eventually become obsolete weapons of war…

The cannons fired one more volley before they reached the walls, and they were so close that there was almost no delay between the flashes on the battlements and the impact of the weapons. She heard the whistle of a cannonball streak right between her and Kithani, narrowly missing both, but two more of their riders disappeared in a crimson mist.

And then the enemy was upon them. Zaelya’s memories of being trapped in this form while stationed at Canith Mir remained mercifully vague, but she knew full well how merciless the demonic flyers were in close-quarters combat. Yet she would have gladly thrown herself at vrocks all day if it made the cannons less likely to shoot her out of the sky.

She and Kithani engaged the enemy together just like they had practiced during their earlier excursion into the Wending White, and her natural strength and maneuverability combined with the deva’s magic proved to be a lethal combination. When the vrocks attacked with their stunning shrieks, Kithani cast a silence spell to block out the cacophony. At the same time, Zaelya raked the demons’ flesh and shredded their wings.

The deva was also able to protect their eagles from the cambions and their fiery magic with blinding flashes of light that badly disrupted their aim. The Mantle riders also proved shockingly effective with proper support—their arrows and javelins helped disperse the enemy and lessen the impact of their superior numbers.

-

But amidst the chaos and bloodshed and the vile taste of demonic flesh in her mouth, Zaelya finally spotted the iron crawler that their scouts had been so concerned with. Positioned inside the walls rather than upon them, the huge metal vehicle had a cannon mounted on top of it, and it appeared to be capable of firing much more quickly than the other cannons. The crawler didn’t appear to be moving, however, so perhaps it hadn’t been completely finished after all.

It was well-protected, however, with both Dread Knights and Riven surrounding it while it lobbed death over the walls. Zaelya was seriously tempted to launch an attack on it, but she reminded herself that their purpose here was to get and keep the attention of the enemy, not try to slaughter them all. And when she briefly broke free of the melee, she saw a swarm of enemy flyers heading north toward the palace, which could only mean one thing:

The enemy knew that Duncan and his team were here.

She let out a staccato squawk to get Kithani’s attention, then broke off to try and intercept the enemy. There weren’t that many of them yet, perhaps a dozen vrocks and about half that many cambions, but the more time they could buy Duncan and Vess, the better.

Kithani struck the enemy flyers first, unleashing a coruscating beam of radiant light as if the sun were in the palm of her hand. It badly scorched several of the vrocks and forced the rest of the group to scatter. Zaelya picked a target and relentlessly pursued. Her teeth and talons made short work of durable cambion armor and pestilent vrock flesh alike.

Amidst the frenzy of battle, she spotted Duncan’s group atop the old airship platform. They had already formed up around Vess, who appeared to be working diligently to arm the spellfire bomb. Zaelya still didn’t enjoy the fact that they were relying on such a device, nor did she trust it to work as well as Vess had promised. But they were committed, and there was no way to change the plan now. It was time to be a good soldier and follow orders.

The enemy flyers were already regrouping, and the temporary advantage she and the Mantle forces had gained from the unexpected brazenness of their frontal assault was now gone. The remainder of the battle would be far bloodier, and eventually the enemy’s superior numbers would overwhelm them. She had to stay focused on rapid maneuvers and quick strikes on any targets that presented themselves.

Letting out another squawk to get Kithani’s attention, Zaelya banked away from the airship platform and streaked back toward the battlements. She could sense several demons in pursuit, but that was fine—anything to keep them away from the bomb. She was focused on the cannons firing from the battlements and the black-armored Dread Knights crews loading them.

The White Mantle’s encroaching ground forces had become their new target. If Zaelya could hinder their efforts, it meant that more of their soldiers would reach the city. And the more of their soldiers reached the city, the fewer demons and Riven the enemy would be able to send to intercept Duncan’s team.

Zaelya set her sights on a specific cannon. She had seen plenty of the devices while she had still been under the thrall of the Profane, but she hadn’t truly looked at them until now. The rune-covered barrels really were remarkably similar to giant powder pistols. Her target in particular had a crew of three Dread Knights, two of whom were currently feeding a huge, tube-shaped piece of metal into the device rather than one of the cast iron balls. She didn’t know the difference between the types of ammunition, but she didn’t particularly care. All that mattered was that it was about to be used to kill their soldiers.

Two vrocks swooped in front of her in an effort to prevent her from reaching the battlements, but Zaelya tucked in her wings and spiraled between them. Her beak clenched tight in pain when their claws raked across her flesh and drew blood, and her brain felt like it was being turned into mush when they let out their stunning shrieks. But she stayed focused on her target and unfurled her wings as she swept past the cannon’s crew.

The Dread Knights saw her coming, but caught without their weapons at the ready, there wasn’t much they could do besides dive out of the way as she smacked the cannon hard enough to knock it over and break the wheels off its frame. She spotted numerous Dread Knights and Riven wights elsewhere on the wall as she surged past, all turning to try and shoot her down with their crossbows. She heard the whistle of their quarrels cutting through the air, and several came close enough to graze her feathers. Zaelya banked hard to her right, hoping to wind back into the fray over the city and disappear into the chaos again.

But the enemy finally caught up with her. A cambion to her left stretched out a hand and unleashed a fiery beam in her direction, forcing her to twist and slow her momentum. A split second later, a vrock slammed into her from above, its claws pinching her wings and its weight driving her downward. She didn’t have time to throw it off; she was already careening toward one of the city’s many battered, empty streets…

In a final act of desperation, Zaelya began shifting back into her natural form while in midair. The vrock lost its handhold on her wings as they receded into her sides, and it ended up tumbling over and past her once her body shrunk out of its grip altogether. Just before she struck the ground, she whispered an incantation and summoned a wall of buffeting wind beneath her.

It may not have been as fancy or precise as Vess’s feather fall spell, but the magic did the trick nonetheless. Rather than splattering across the street, Zaelya found herself cradled by the air itself. It still hurt like hell when she landed—the hard stone street scuffed her skin and bruised her bones—but nothing broke during her tumble. When she finally came to a rolling halt, she manipulated the buffeting winds to blast the vrock that was attempting to follow her, sending it flying into and through an old wooden building.

“Vita Mortis,” Zaelya incanted, casting a healing spell to dull the pain. As the magic coursed through her, mending torn flesh, it occurred to her that she never could have accomplished such a feat as a Bloodletter. The brutally painful process of transforming had required far too much concentration and discipline to perform quickly. Tahleen’s power really had made her more powerful and versatile all at once.

While she took in her surroundings. No other demons had followed her down, and she didn’t spot any Riven or Dread Knights within a few hundred feet. Her momentum had probably carried her halfway across the city and away from the main battlefront.

Just when she was about to transform back into a gryphon and take to the sky, Zaelya heard a distant rumble that had nothing to do with the cannons. A cold drop of rain struck her forehead, and she looked up to see black clouds rolling over Canith Mir at an alarming rate. An unnatural storm was brewing, one conjured by magic rather than the whims of nature. And it didn’t take long to claim its first victim.

A stroke of blue-white lightning shot down from the heavens and went straight through one of their giant eagles. The bird plummeted out of the air, which would have been horrifying for the rider if not for the fact that he was likely already dead. The result of the attack was nearly as grotesque as the cannons, but even more effective because the Bloodletter druid that was controlling the spell would be much less likely to miss.

Zaelya had to find him, and soon.

With a feral growl, she got down on all fours and channeled her druidic powers to shift back into a gryphon. With her wounds mostly healed, she was back in the air in mere moments. But the sky was already rumbling again, and she knew the Bloodletter would call down another attack soon. She soared east back toward the fray, wondering if it might prove easier to pick up Duncan and get him close to the storm so he could dispel it. Because locating another druid amidst all the chaos—especially one who could be as small as a bird or a rodent—might prove impossible. The Beast Lord didn’t normally allow his thralls to reassume their true form and cast spells, but he had made exceptions before, like back during their fight on the road to Stormcrest.

Zaelya had yet to decide on a course of action when her feathers began to prickle. On instinct, she rolled hard to her left and narrowly avoided the stroke of lightning that was meant to blast her out of the sky. She still felt an intense flash of heat on her wings, and she was momentarily blinded by the afterimage. It was all the opportunity the enemy druid needed to catch her off guard.

Like her, the Bloodletter had assumed the form of a gryphon, and as his enormous bulk slammed into her and sent her spiraling back to the ground, Zaelya realized that he also hadn’t needed to assume his true form in order to cast magic. Because this wasn’t a random Dread Knight druid.

It was Archdruid Kormak, reborn.

Zaelya managed to flip over and steady her descent before she crashed, but only barely. She still skidded across the dirt of what had once been a park near the center of the city. Today, it was little more than dead soil and sickly-looking trees that had been poisoned when the Riven had conquered the city. She braced herself for a followup attack, but the Archdruid didn’t press his advantage. He landed thirty feet away from her, his yellow eyes blazing and his avian beak already covered in gore.

He was every bit as large and powerfully-built in his gryphon form as before. The back leonine half of his body—and the claws attached to the arms—were easily time and a half the size as hers, and so was his eagle-like head.

Yet Kormak did appear different than before. His feathers were black rather than a mix of white and brown, and his fur was a mottled grey—not because of dirt, but decay. In fact, his entire body looked as sickly as the trees in this old park. Was this a result of the Phylactery Tower’s reanimation? When Balphoren had taken hold, Kormak had become more beast than elf. Now he seemed as if he had become more Riven than beast.

And it was up to her to defeat him one last time.


15
The Last Stand


The vrock’s talons were an inch away from crushing the archer’s skull when Sacrothyr cleaved the demon’s arms from its body. The monster shrieked in agony as it soared past and crashed onto the platform, and Roderick swept its vulturous head from its shoulders when it tried to stand up. The demon dissolved into a smear of black ash like the dozens of others which now stained the airship platform.

“How much longer?” I shouted over the din of battle.

“I wish you’d quit asking that!” Vess shouted back. “This is delicate work!”

“You said you could activate it in a few minutes!”

“No, I said I could probably activate it in a few minutes. One of the runes is being stubborn, and I’d rather not have this explode with us standing right next to it.”

Growling in frustration, I reached out to help the stunned archer back to his feet. The man retrieved the bow he’d dropped, then began taking aim and firing at the demons swarming around us again. Miraculously, we had only lost three of our soldiers thus far, two of which had been during the demon’s initial counterattack. Roderick and I had done everything in our power to defend them, but Jolara had also played a critical role. Her healing magic kept the men in the fight, and the radiant aura surrounding her seared any demons who got too close.

But it was still only a matter of time before we were overwhelmed, especially since Kithani and Zae had disappeared into the increasingly chaotic, smoke-filled fray engulfing the city. Even the huge Phylactery Tower and its ominous purple glow were becoming more difficult to make out in the encroaching gloom.

“We don’t have much longer,” I called out. “Eventually, the demons will—”

The remainder of my sentence was drowned out by a deep croaking sound, as if a thousand marsh bullfrogs had all decided to speak at the same instant. A flicker of movement to my left caught my attention, and I turned my head just in time to see a massive, bulbous creature leap up onto the platform from somewhere below. The demon looked like a malformed combination of an ogre and a toad, and its choking stench crashed over us like a putrid tidal wave.

“Hezrou!” Roderick shouted in warning. “Stay back!”

The demon had landed closer to him than to me, and he rushed in without hesitation, his sword glowing with divine power as he infused it with Aodar’s might. He slashed the hezrou in the side, boiling away a chunk of its bulbous flesh and triggering another deep, demonic croak. The monster backhanded Roderick in response, sending the paladin tumbling away and nearly knocking him off the platform altogether.

I sprinted toward the demon, Sacrothyr blazing as I clutched it in both hands. But before I reached striking distance, my paladin senses stirred in warning. Halting my momentum, I whipped my head around and saw yet another giant, disgusting demon appear out of thin air on the platform directly behind me. I lurched away out of pure instinct, and the creature’s long, hideous claws swept through the space my head had just vacated.

Just like all the other demons created by Balphoren, including the toad-like hezrou and vulture-esque vrocks, the newcomer—a nalfeshnee—also possessed a vaguely bestial guise. The demon was a corpulent monstrosity with the body of a huge ape and the head of a raging boar. A pair of leathery, bat-like wings stretched from its back, seemingly too small to carry a fifteen-foot tall creature with two tons of fat and muscle. Not that it needed to fly when it could teleport anywhere it could see.

The nalfeshnee didn’t reek like the hezrou, but its menacing guise was Abyssal dread incarnate. Its red eyes flashed, and it pounded its chest like a gorilla.

The demon was undoubtedly accustomed to terrorizing everything in its path, and it likely expected everything—perhaps including Roderick and I—to flee in fear at the mere sight of it. But despite my frequent annoyance at the self-righteous behavior of the White Mantle paladins during the war, I had witnessed their ability to instill courage in those around them first-hand. Pious aspirants and common footsoldiers alike had held the line against Riven swarms as long as a paladin had been nearby.

The same was true today, even in the face of otherworldly demonic monstrosities. Despite the size and obvious power of the nalfeshnee, the soldiers fighting at our side held their ground and continued firing arrows and swinging their blades.

The demon wasn’t amused by this unexpected development. But I sure as hell was, and I let the nalfeshnee know it by taking a swipe at its fat head and slicing off one of the boar-like tusks jutting from its jaw. Enraged, the demon tried to punch me instead, but I was already pivoting behind it. Sacrothyr swiped across its back, and the blade flashed as it sliced off a hunk of putrid flesh and left a bloody, boiling gash in its place.

But nalfeshnees were nothing if not determined. The demon teleported away when I tried to finish it off with a thrust through its black heart. I felt more than heard it reappear directly behind me, and I rolled forward to avoid being crushed by its huge hands. It slammed the ground instead of my head, which seemed like a good trade until the entire platform began to rumble.

I had noticed how battered and cracked the airship tower was when I had first climbed up here, but I apparently hadn’t realized how unsteady its supports must have been. The right side of the platform abruptly dipped several feet, and I feared that the entire structure might collapse altogether. The huge stone disk managed to hold together, thank the Archons, but the ground beneath us was suddenly quite uneven. The incline wasn’t too extreme for me, since I could brace myself to keep from sliding off. But as for the spellfire bomb…

Vess cried out as the heavy metal sphere unexpectedly slid into her while she was arming the runes. She braced her body against it to try and prevent it from flying off the edge, but she wasn’t anywhere near strong or heavy enough to hold it herself.

Unfortunately, the nalfeshnee seemed determined to prevent me from helping her. The ape demon continued trying to crush me with its fists, and when I rolled away and sprinted toward Vess, it teleported into my path and punched me in the chest. My breastplate crumpled inward and knocked the wind right out of me, but I somehow managed to lift Sacrothyr and deflect the next attack aimed for my head. The strike still battered my weapon to the side, however, leaving me momentarily vulnerable.

But miraculously, I managed to flatten myself against the platform and roll, a task that was made easier by the new incline. As I hoisted myself back to my feet, I caught a glimpse of Roderick kicking the wounded hezrou off the edge of the platform, then dashing over to try and help Vess in my stead. He might not have been able to completely brace the bomb, either, but I was confident he could at least buy me the time I needed to finish off this annoying demonic gorilla.

“Tonita Macto!” I incanted as the nalfeshnee leapt at me again. I charged my blade with thunderous energy, then slammed it into the demon after I dodged its wild punch. The vibrating blast sent it flying back to the edge of the platform, and thanks to the incline it also fell off.

Not that such minor inconveniences mattered when you were a monster that could teleport at will. The demon rematerialized directly behind me a split second after it fell off the side, its fists clenched and ready to punch. But I had guessed exactly where it would reappear, and Sacrothyr was waiting to carve open its fat belly and spill its foul entrails over the platform.

I had never been happier that demons disappeared when they died in our world, because otherwise I would have had to watch its vile, throbbing guts slowly smear down the incline. Instead, its body and intestines dissolved into acidic ichor, and I raced over to aid the others.

“Dammit!” Vess hissed as I slid down next to her. “I can’t activate a world-shattering weapon under these conditions!”

“You’re going to have to,” I said. “They know we’re up to something!”

I clenched my teeth as I tried to help them brace the metal sphere. It was like trying to hold a boulder that desperately wanted to roll down a mountain, and unless we could find a permanent solution, it was going to slide off eventually.

Vess whispered a Word of Power, and there was a faint shimmer in the air as she summoned one of the magical disks she had used to ferry this thing here in the first place. Since the spell was invisible, it was hard to tell precisely what she was doing until I noticed a few loose pebbles moving nearby one of the narrow cracks in the crumbling platform. Apparently she was wedging the invisible disk into it in order to create a more permanent brace against the bomb’s wooden frame.

“That should hold it for a little while,” she said.

I looked at Roderick, and we both experimentally released our hold on the bomb. It didn’t slide, but this was far too precarious a solution for my tastes.

“A little while is all we have left,” I told her.

“I’m aware of that, thank you,” Vess muttered as she began channeling energy into the bomb again. A few more of the runes on the surface had started glowing, but otherwise I couldn’t sense any changes in the device. I just had to trust that she knew what she was doing.

I glanced up to inspect our men. With the last wave of demons felled, they had returned to shooting their bows at any flyers in range. At the same time, Jolara burned anything that encroached too close in holy flame. Against all odds, we were still holding the line.

But that was about to change.

By now, we had all grown accustomed to artificial storms, and I saw the angry black clouds gathering overhead. The proceeding rumble of thunder was always ominous, though today it was nearly drowned out by the frequent boom of the soulfire cannons below. A stroke of lightning flashed down a heartbeat later, incinerating one of our eagle riders.

“Dammit!” Roderick hissed. “I was wondering when the Bloodletters would show up. Do you think Zae can—”

“She’ll handle them,” I said, and meant it. The only real question was how long it would take her to hunt down the enemy druids…and how much damage they could inflict in the meantime.

Thanks to the stormclouds, droplets of cold rain had started plinking off my armor and splashing in my face. Adding a bunch of water was going to make standing on this slanted platform an even more perilous proposition in the very near future…

“All right,” Vess said, swallowing. “It’s almost ready. I just need to infuse the actuator rune with primordial magic.”

“Thank the Archons,” Roderick breathed. “Are you ready to teleport all of us out of here afterward?”

The wizardess nodded. She looked stressed and exhausted and downright miserable in general, which was probably the case for all of us right now.

“We’ll have to move a few yards away from it,” she said. “And everyone will have to stand close.”

“That won’t be a problem,” I told her, sweeping my eyes over the battlefield again. She wouldn’t be able to teleport the rest of our forces out of the city, of course, so they were all going to get hit by the anti-magic blast. But with the exception of Kithani, Vess was convinced that the bomb wouldn’t harm them, and she intended to use one of her sending scrolls to warn the deva ahead of time so she could fly away.

It was possible that the blast might not harm us, either, but Vess wasn’t as sure about that. I certainly had no interest in being right next to this thing when it exploded, especially if it could actually destroy Sacrothyr and temporarily cut me off from Aodar.

Another stroke of lightning flashed down from the sky, and I turned my gaze to the Phylactery Tower to the west of us. The building still looked ruined; there was no purple glowing crystal like when Veracus and his dragon had been here three years ago. But I could see pulses of eerie light from within the cracked walls, and I smiled tightly when I thought about how we were finally going to destroy that tower—and the last traces of the Spellbinders who’d created it—for good.

The spellfire bomb started to hum audibly, and the dormant runes all across its surface started to glow one after another. Vess was muttering an incantation, and her hands were moving wildly in strange, rhythmic patterns, like a conductor trying to direct the tempo of a storm. I could feel her delving deep into the Chaos to overcharge her magic, and I placed a hand on her shoulder so that I could siphon the inevitable flood of corruption out of her.

Or rather, that’s what I attempted to do. But there was a flash of magic beside me as I reached out, and something smacked me hard in the side and sent me tumbling wildly across the cracked platform. I heard Roderick shout in warning as I rolled, followed by the scream of several soldiers. And when my momentum finally came to a halt, I looked up and saw a huge disembodied fist of pure magic hovering above the platform. I’d never seen anything like it—it was like the glowing, semi-translucent hand of a god that had reached down from the heavens to smite unbelievers. Before I could react, it slapped two of our men and sent them flying off the platform.

I almost didn’t believe what I was seeing; I thought that perhaps I’d taken a stiff blow to the head and not realized it. But then there was a swirl of wind at the side of the platform behind Vess, and a familiar figure in the dark robe of a Dread Knight spellcaster floated up behind her, suspended in the air not by wings, but by magic.

High Arcanist Seboren.

I didn’t know him well; I hadn’t spent much time at the Lucent Spire, and when I had been stationed there I’d spent all my time training with Zaelya and Archdruid Kormak. But like all the Dread Knight arcanists, Seboren had forged his Profane Covenant with Ziskalix, the Mad Mage who granted secret knowledge to mortals—knowlege that eventually stripped away their sanity. The High Arcanist himself was tall and skinny, and the visible flesh of his neck and face appeared corpse-like. He may not have been a Riven, but he certainly didn’t look much like a man…

The dark wizard flicked his real hand, and the giant magical version hovering above the platform mimicked the motion by swatting Jolara and several other soldiers as if they were flies hovering over a plate of food. The cleric would have gone flying off the platform with the men if Roderick hadn’t lunged forward and grabbed her foot. But thanks to the increasingly slick, rain spattered incline, I wasn’t sure if he’d be able to hold onto her or not.

The Dread Knights definitely knew what we were doing. And they had finally sent the Hands of the Profane to stop us.

Bracing my boot in a crack in the platform, I pulled myself back to my feet, wary of the giant magical hand as it searched for another target to swat. But the High Arcanist’s attention had shifted to our wizardess and her spellfire bomb. He had floated within a dozen yards of her, and his fingertips were crackling with energy. He mouthed an incantation, and his finger turned a hideous necrotic shade of green as he pointed at Vess—

Only to have the magic fizzle out when she counterspelled him.

“Guess your asshole minions shouldn’t have taught me that trick, huh?” Vess taunted. “Now leave me alone and let me concentrate! Fulminaris!”

Her hands crackled with magical lightning, and she launched a bolt right at the other wizard’s chest. But before it could burn a hole through Seboren, the giant magical hand interposed itself between him and the bolt to absorb the blast.

“Bastard!” she hissed, then hurled a ball of flame instead. The magical hand stretched open this time, making itself larger to absorb the entire fiery detonation.

I grimaced. There was no way for me to attack Seboren with him floating out there away from the platform. Even if I recovered one of the bows from our fallen soldiers, arrows would surely pose less of a threat to him than spells. All I could realistically do was try to lower his defenses for Vess.

I stretched out an arm and prepared to unleash a wave of dispelling magic, but Seboren was faster. With a flick of his wrist, he sent the disembodied hand soaring across the platform and into me like the back of a wrist slapping a disobedient cheek. I went flying over the edge of the platform, doomed to plummet a hundred feet before becoming a grotesque crimson stain in the palace courtyard.

But by some unforeseen miracle, I had managed to fly off the narrow edge almost exactly where we had initially climbed up here. So rather than splattering in the courtyard, I fell back into the palace instead. I bounced off the stone and rubble we’d used to climb up, my vision reeling and my armor buckling from numerous impacts, until I finally came to an abrupt and painful halt on the floor.

For the first few seconds, all I could do was try and breathe. It was even worse than when I’d been swatted around like a ragdoll by the construct in Iltharus. I was frightened to move in case anything was broken, and when I finally did, the pain shooting up and down my left arm was so intense it made my eyes water. It wasn’t just broken—it must have been shattered in multiple places.

I swore viciously as I brought my good hand up to my dangling elbow and released a wave of restorative energy. The pain lessened, if only slightly, and I could feel some of the strained sinew mending. But as incredible as it was, paladin magic couldn’t set bones or fuse broken ligaments. I was going to need a real cleric and a great deal of rest…but neither of those would help if I couldn’t get back up onto the platform to aid Vess.

I heard another crackle of lightning followed by a shout of warning from Roderick, and my stomach clenched at the thought of them fighting the High Arcanist without me. Dragging myself back to my feet despite the pain, I inspected my surroundings. This particular room was reasonably large and empty besides a few piles of rubble, and at least half the ceiling was missing. We had come right through the corridor on the way here; I could still see the bootprints of our men in the layer of dust covering everything.

Clenching and unclenching my good hand, I searched the nearby debris for Sacrothyr. Fortunately, the blade had only fallen a few yards away, so I reached out to recover it. I swore I could feel the sword thrumming with power, as eager to strike down the enemy as I was.

The problem was there was no way up. Earlier, the platform had been reachable with some awkward climbing and magically-enhancing jumping, but more of the stone column we’d used as a handhold had broken away now, making any ascent significantly more difficult. I might have been able to make it with two healthy arms, but not with one hanging limply at my side.

I was just about to shout for aid and hope that Vess might miraculously be able to warp me back up top with magic when I sensed a presence approaching from behind me. I whirled around, expecting another demon to teleport in, but instead I saw a figure moving through the distant shadows in the adjoining palace corridor.

“We tried to warn you. We wanted to believe that you could recover Aodar’s lost weapon.”

The voice was deep and hollow, like an echo from beyond the grave. And there, within the darkness, emerged a towering man in familiar black armor. The sword in his hand was so large it seemed as if it could only be wielded by an ogre, and the Profane runes inscribed on the flat of the blade began to glow a malevolent red.

“We honestly believed that you could use the Crown to free us,” Praevost Laricath said as he came to a halt. “We should have known better.”

I raised Sacrothyr in front of me, and even the golden light shed by the Radiant Blade seemed to vanish into nothingness long before it reached the Hand of Maviroth.

“The Archons are broken,” Laricath said. “Destroyed by the hubris of their own worshipers. There is no lost relic, no crown, no divine salvation waiting to be recovered, only another machine crafted by mortal hands—a machine that led to their own doom.”

I felt Sacrothyr stir in my grip again, and I wondered if it could somehow remember the last time it had carved through this man’s flesh at Blackreach…

“The truth is that we never needed demons to destroy us,” the Praevost said, his face shielded by his opaque black helmet. “We’re more than capable of doing that to ourselves.”

The Dread Knight commander moved with supernatural speed. He lunged forward, his huge blade sweeping for my head so quickly I barely had time to lift Sacrothyr and defend myself. I sent the blow careening wide, but the force of the impact was too strong for me to fully absorb with just one good arm. The blow knocked me out of position and allowed the Praevost to catch me with his backswing. His abyssal blade sliced through my right pauldron as if it were made of linen rather than steel.

I stumbled away, nearly tripping over a block of rubble in the process. Grimacing in pain, barely able to keep hold of my sword now that both my arms were injured, I placed a trembling hand on my shoulder and channeled rejuvenating energy into the new wound. But unlike with my broken arm, there was no soothing current, no dulling of the pain, only an angry sizzle of protest. I could feel the necrotic energy rippling through me, further sapping my strength and nullifying the healing magic.

“I told you once that you would either obey me or die,” the Praevost said, taking a slow, menacing step closer. “But I was wrong. There is no death, not for those who have tasted Maviroth’s blood. The Dread Lord demands obedience…and he will have it from you as well, Keene.”

He lashed out with his blade again, and I no longer possessed sufficient strength to defend myself. The tip cut through my breastplate and sliced a new wound across my chest. I dropped to my knees, paralyzed by the pain, as Sacrothyr went flying across the corridor. The blade’s golden glow faded, as if it were also being consumed by the darkness.

“The Dread Lord demands obedience,” the Praevost said. “And he will have it. From me, from you…”

He pointed the tip of his blade at my throat. “From the very heavens themselves.”


Interlude

Zaelya


As a gryphon, Zaelya was vastly more resilient than she could ever be as a Tahari elf. But even her half-eagle, half-leonine body had its limits, and crashing through the third building in as many minutes was putting her hardiness to the test.

The weary old structure buckled around her and Kormak as they crashed into it while still clutching onto one another, claws and talons frantically rending flesh. The splintering wood and shattering bricks separated their bodies, and when Zaelya finally stopped rolling and came to her senses, she was lying in yet another cracked, empty city street surrounded by splatters of blood and piles of debris. She tried to brace herself on a talon and get herself upright again, but a spike of intense pain shot through her avian arm. Her feathers were matted red, and she could see the shards of glass sticking out of her body in numerous places. There was no way she could hold this form much longer.

She and the Archdruid had inflicted horrific wounds on each other, and they both mended some of those wounds with magic—Zaelya with Tahleen’s spells, Kormak with the unholy regeneration Balphoren had evidently granted him. In the past, she never would have been able to hold her own against him this long, but the grim reality was that despite all her new powers, Zae still couldn’t defeat him on her own. After ten minutes of soaring around the city trying to kill each other, she was losing the fight. Badly.

Focus, she snarled inwardly. Duncan is counting on you!

Zaelya didn’t immediately see Kormak anywhere, which was profoundly worrying. He seemed far less hampered by his injuries than she was thus far, but she had at least managed to disrupt his concentration and prevent him from calling down any more bolts of lightning. A part of her was tempted to simply lift off and try to make him chase her around the city long enough for Duncan to set off the bomb, but their aerial forces wouldn’t last much longer without her help. Glancing behind her to the west, it was clear that the enemy was rapidly overwhelming their eagle riders, and the cannons hadn’t stopped firing even when their ground forces had entered the city. The Dread Knights seemed perfectly content to shoot their own forces as long as the blast took out White Mantle soldiers as well.

I have to help them, she thought. I have to—

A shadow moving across the street was her only warning. Zae lunged forward with her leonine back legs, narrowly avoiding being crushed by the corrupted black gryphon that slammed down behind her. She whirled around, screeching in pain from the sudden movement of her broken right talon, and froze in horror when she realized that Kormak didn’t appear to be bruised anymore, let alone severely injured.

The Archduid growled like a lion—a strange sound coming out of an eagle’s beak—and his eyes blazed in feral fury. When Zaelya had fought him last time, she had been as frenzied and bestial as he’d been, but deep down she had known that there was still some small part of him left inside Balophren’s marionette. It was the same part that Duncan had been able to reawaken inside her.

But now, seeing Kormak’s grey flesh, black feathers, and the growing twinge of corrupted purple in his otherwise yellow eyes, she feared that the man she’d known—the man who had saved her life and forged her into a druidess—was truly gone.

The Phylactery Tower hadn’t brought him back to life. It had only further entrenched his bondage.

Kormak growled again, then pounced at her like a lion rather than a bird. Once again, Zaelya narrowly avoided his sweeping talons. He stumbled on the street when he landed, briefly thrown off balance by the uneven cobblestones beneath his talons and paws. Zaelya took the opportunity to counterattack. Her beak clamped onto his throat, and she tried to hold him off with her one good talon while her rear claws rent his backside. Her bite pierced his withered flesh, and she felt the rush of hot liquid in her mouth. But it was foul rather than ferric, as if poisonous ichor was flowing through his veins rather than blood. And even though she was biting down hard enough to kill any other creature, it didn’t sap his strength or slow his movements. Kormak eventually managed to twist in her grip, bringing his own talons to bear on her exposed underside, and twin trails of fire shot across her body as he ripped her open like a sack of grain.

Zaelya’s vice-grip on his neck faltered as an unbidden screech escaped her beak, and his wings slammed into her side with enough force to launch her body across the street. Between her broken talon and her rent stomach, the pain was so intense she could no longer hold her form. As she crashed upon the cobblestones, her fur and feather reverted to soft skin.

Zaelya’s elven body wasn’t as battered as her gryphon one, but it was damn close. Her left arm was broken, and there were two nasty gash marks trailing across the leaf tattoo on her stomach. She was lucky that her entrails hadn’t spilled across the street.

Kormak loomed over her, his yellow eyes almost completely purple now. Oblivion was still only a heartbeat away.

But if he’d taught her anything during his years of mentorship, it was the power of raw tenacity. Kormak and the Dread Knights had forged her into a warrior above all else, and she intended to go out fighting until the bitter end.

“Ignara Telim!” she incanted, conjuring a curved blade of pure flame in her hand. She slashed it across her body as he lunged at her, burning through his corrupted flesh and causing him to unleash a hellacious scream of pain that seemed to echo across the entire city.

Zaelya froze, stunned by the success of her attack. Kormak had simply regenerated most of the wounds she had inflicted with her claws, but the flaming streak across his torso remained black and sizzling. Had his dark resurrection given him weaknesses as well as strengths?

Rather than waste time in pointless deliberation, she struck again while he was momentarily staggered, swiping across his shoulder and scorching part of his wing. Kormak let out another scream, as pained and shocked as the first, but he nearly ripped off her head with a quick swipe from his right talon.

Zaelya may have had a weapon that could harm him now, but he still had an overwhelming advantage in speed and reach. Without the element of surprise, she might never be able to hit him again, at least not without him shredding her in the process. But he was vulnerable to magic, she had one other spell in her arsenal that might be worth trying…

“Isil Galad!” she chanted, reaching deep into the Primordial Chaos and flooding her body with corruption in order to overcharge her spell. The clouds in the sky above them split open, and a wide column of soft, coalesced moonlight shot down and engulfed Kormak’s body.

Against most druids—or any other creature that relied upon changing forms—a moonbeam spell could often force them to return to their natural form. But Zaelya had never expected it to work on Kormak or any other Bloodletter completely in Balphoren’s thrall. The Beast Lord wouldn’t allow them to eschew his “gift” so easily.

And while her spell didn’t force Kormak back into his elven body, it did set fire to his Rivening flesh as easily as if she’d brought a torch to a pile of dry leaves. He let out another horrific shriek of pain, seemingly paralyzed by the light, and Zaelya tightly clutched her fiery blade and prepared to lunge in for a killing blow.

But just before she thrust her weapon into his chest, she saw the purple glow in the Archdruid’s eyes recede. And a heartbeat later, the yellow drained away as well. Even his gryphon head now had the same big brown eyes as when he’d been a man.

“Kormak?” she breathed.

He looked as if he were about to speak…but Zaelya never had the chance to find out. Another shadow swept across the street, and she was barely able to duck before a vrock ripped her head off her shoulders. The demon landed behind her, and its rotting beak snapped at her arm. She pulled back, then slashed her weapon across its body.

The fiery scimitar had proven effective against Kormak’s Rivening flesh, but it was near useless against a demon. The flames barely singed the vrock, and the towering demon bird opened its beak and unleashed a deafening shriek. Zaelya’s sword vanished into thin air as she reflexively clutched at her ears, stunned by the sonic attack. Her vision became a blurry haze, and even though she couldn’t move, she could see the vrock lash out for her head once again—

Only to explode in a shower of rotting feathers and acidic ichor when a gryphon’s mighty talon ripped it to pieces. Zaelya gasped for breath, then turned around as the body of the dead demon disintegrated.

Kormak was there, looking down at her in his hulking form with the same brown eyes that had saved her from the human villagers all those years ago. His bestial body was badly burned—he had few feathers left, and most of his fur on the back half of his frame had been seared away.

There were a hundred things she wanted to say; a thousand questions she wished she had time to ask. But then she saw Balphoren’s yellow glint starting to return to his eyes, and she stretched out her hand and prepared to conjure another weapon to defend herself. The Words of Power came to her lips, but before she could speak them, the Archdruid let out another roar of pain…

And hauled his own body back into the column of moonlight.

As his rotting flesh burned away, Kormak became a man once again. Tall. Powerful. Proud. A Tahari elf who, like her, had forged a path through the darkness by making his own light. He reached out for her, his withered arm trembling, and even though Zaelya was sure he didn’t speak, she could hear his voice clearly nonetheless.

“Thank you,” he said. “Cub.”

And then he was gone.

As Zaelya stood there next to the ashes in the moonlight, she made herself a promise: she was going to destroy that damn Phylactery Tower no matter what it took. And then the man who’d saved her—and all the other men who had sacrificed everything to save this world—would finally know peace.


16
Aodar’s Light


I was going to die. There was no way to avoid it. My left arm was useless, and my right was nearly as weak thanks to the necrotic gash on my shoulder. Even if I’d still been holding Sacrothyr, I wouldn’t have been able to swing it.

And at the same time, my chest was on fire where the Praevost’s dark blade had pierced my breastplate. My lifeblood was literally draining away, and I was powerless to stop it.

But for some foolish reason, I still tried. With the last of my strength, I rolled away as the Praevost brought the tip of his blade to my chest. But I was so weak and broken that all I managed to accomplish was landing flat on my face against the cold hard stone. My useless arm screamed in protest as I flipped over onto my back, and the Praevost scoffed in amusement.

“Defiant to the end,” he said. “I was the same way. So were many of the others. A lifetime of obedience, yet we couldn’t bring ourselves to accept the inevitable. The Dread Lord had to break us…and he will gladly break you as well. Indebilis!”

Strands of dark energy stretched out from his open black gauntlet and curled around my dying body. They wrapped me in place like bands of necrotic twine, then squeezed my arms so hard I screamed in pain.

“It’s time to rejoin us, Keene,” the Praevost said, lowering the tip of his blade again. It hovered over my chest for several moments as if he were taunting me, and when my pain-blurred vision cleared slightly, I noticed that his arm appeared to be trembling as if it was struggling to hold up the huge weapon. Was Laricath weaker than he seemed…or was he still fighting back?”

If he was, he lost the battle. The tip of the blade finally slipped through the damaged gap in my breastplate, and when a fresh spike of pain blossomed in my chest, I assumed that he had thrust it all the way into my heart. But I didn’t feel any new pressure, and I realized the tip had stopped the moment it touched my skin. The Praevost wasn’t trying to impale me.

He was trying to drain my very soul.

“The White Flame promises redemption, but it’s a lie,” Laricath said, his hollow voice turning into a bitter rasp. I could see two flickering pinpricks of purple light through the thin visor of his helmet. “Why would we seek atonement when we did nothing wrong? Giving ourselves to the Profane ensured our survival. And now, as the servants of the Archons fall, it will ensure our immortality in the new world to come.”

Yet another burst of pain exploded in my chest, this time so intense it stole my breath and made it impossible to scream. My vision was turning red, and my mouth burned as if I’d tried to chew on a piece of smoldering charcoal. I was overwhelmed by memories of when I had first tasted Maviroth’s blood. I could feel his abyssal power flowing into me again, spreading like a toxin through my veins…

“Duncan!”

I heard Kithani’s voice calling out to me, but I was convinced I must have been imagining it—we had repeatedly told her to stay away from the bomb and the Hands of the Profane at all costs. But through my blurred vision, I saw her black wings descending through the huge gap in the ceiling where we had climbed up to the airship tower. The Praevost turned to face her as she landed, but he was too slow—the deva slammed her warmace into his side and sent him stumbling over a pile of rubble.

“Vita Mortis!” the deva incanted as she leaned over me, her silver hands flashing with healing magic. The pain paralyzing me abated ever-so-slightly, but only because the Praevost was no longer touching me with his blade. The necrotic wounds he’d inflicted continued to fester; I still couldn’t lift either arm.

“Get out of here!” I tried to shout, but my voice was feeble and sickly. “You can’t stay!”

“I won’t leave you, Duncan!” Kithani protested. “You’re injured!”

“There you are,” the Praevost said as he regained his balance. “Crohl’s experiment…and the last of his many failures.”

He thrust out a hand, and I watched in helpless terror as more dark tendrils sprouted from his gauntlet and curled around Kithani’s body. She raised her mace as if to strike him again, but the tendrils held her fast.

It was only a matter of time before he corrupted her again. Her skin would turn red, her wings would become a leathery black, and the Kithani I’d come to love would be gone forever, replaced by yet another demonic abomination.

“His magic can’t hide what you truly are.” Laricath said. “Why not embrace the truth and…?”

He slowly trailed off. The shimmering purple bands of his spell were still ensnaring the deva, and her appearance was changing…just not in the way I’d expected. Her feathery wings were slowly becoming a marble white, as was her black hair.

“The truth…is that I am a servant of Aodar,” Kithani said through clenched teeth as she pushed against the strands enveloping her. “In the cleansing light of the White Flame, even the blackest heart can be redeemed!”

With a triumphant roar of exertion, the deva burst free from her restraints. Her luminescent blue eyes seemed twice as bright as normal as she turned to face me and held out her hand.

“Faenya Membra!”

A burst of golden light enveloped my body, and I gulped down the first clean, painless breath I’d taken in what felt like hours. I could feel the necrotic taint being flushed out of me, and the strength began returning to my limbs. Even in my once useless arm, the severed ligaments appeared to be fusing back together.

“No,” the Praevost said, his helmet shaking in disbelief. “No!”

He lunged at the deva, his huge sword clenched in both hands. Kithani didn’t seem to notice; her eyes had closed as she continued channeling energy into me as if she had become a fount of divine power. I still had no weapon—Sacrothyr was lying well out of arm’s reach further back in the corridor. But my muscles were working again, and I vaulted to my feet and rushed to intercept the Praevost.

I slammed into his side just before he could cut Kithani in half, then kept churning my legs until I drove him into the nearest wall. His lungs let out a heavy wheeze on impact, like air rushing out of an ancient sarcophagus, but he still managed to slam his elbow into my chest with enough force to knock me onto my ass. I landed hard on my elbows and tailbone, yet I didn’t feel any pain. Kithani’s spell seemed to be continuously regenerating me; the wounds in my chest and shoulder had closed, and my left arm felt as good as new. I had never heard of healing magic that was this powerful, let alone this quick. It was a damn miracle.

A miracle brought forth by a deva of Aodar.

Kithani finally stopped focusing and reopened her eyes. She lifted her mace, her face hardened in determination, and I was tempted to dive across the room to retrieve Sacrothyr and join her in an assault on the Praevost. Together, we could strike him down and get back to the others.

But then I remembered her words, and I looked at her again. She appeared so different with white hair and wings. So pure, so radiant, so righteous.

Crohl had insisted that she was an angel from the very beginning, just like Kithani had insisted that I was a paladin. Because if a demon could be reborn as a deva, there was no reason that a Dread Knight couldn’t become a holy warrior. A sacred protector.

A Knight of the First Edict.

While I had constantly shied away from that identity every chance I had over the past few months, perhaps it was finally time to embrace what I needed to be.

“Amateen Salavos,” I incanted. “Vinta Mansarakah!”

I reached deep into the corrupted Chaos as I spoke the Words of Power to Crohl’s cleansing spell. The Praevost angrily whirled around to face me, blade at the ready, as if he were about to strike me down in a single blow.

“Zhau Talak Mon Grathin,” I continued. “Jin Maska!”

A wave of energy crashed over him, freezing him before he could attack. Laricath recovered quickly, however, and when I saw his gauntlets tighten around his sword again, I planted my feet and prepared to dodge a sweeping blow.

It never came. The Praevost unexpectedly paused before he lunged, and I heard a strange sizzling sound from his gauntlet. He abruptly dropped his sword and clutched his hand as if it had been burned. My first assumption was that Kithani had used her magic to heat the metal in the blade, but she hadn’t uttered an incantation. It was only then that I realized I could no longer see the purple pinpricks of light inside the Praevost’s helmet. His abyssal blade flashed angrily, as if it had been betrayed…

“He’s gone,” Laricath breathed. “He’s really—argh!”

The Dread Knight screamed as he fell to a knee and tore off his helmet. The head and face barely resembled the man who had commanded the forces at Darkhold for over a decade. His hair had been gradually whitening with age, but now it was as thin and sparse as that of an elderly man twice his age. His skin was gaunt and colored a sickly grey like a Riven ghoul’s. The only part of him which remained the same were his eyes. They were dark and bloodshot, but no longer glowing with corruption.

“The tower,” he managed. “You must…you must destroy the tower…”

“We will,” I said, reflexively leaning down next to him. “You have my word.”

Laricath’s teeth were clenched as if he were in great pain. The cleansing spell must have severed his connection to Maviroth…but without the Dread Lord’s power, his newly resurrected body appeared to be disintegrating from within.

“Save…anyone…you can,” he bit out. “Some of them…they aren’t…they never…”

“We’ll save them, sir,” I promised.

Above us, a ray of sunlight filtered in through the ruined ceiling as the artificial stormclouds summoned by the Bloodletters finally parted. The Praevost’s grey skin began to disintegrate faster, and yet he seemed relaxed, as if the light was burning away the pain rather than causing it. A wide smile—the first I had ever seen on his hard, pitiless face—pulled at his lips even as they dissolved into dust.

His black armor dropped to the ground, empty. I felt a bizarre and uncharacteristic urge to whisper a prayer, but I knew there wasn’t time.

“We have to get back to the others,” I said. “Before it’s too late.”
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With the air of her brilliant white wings, Kithani carried me back up to the sloping and increasingly unsteady airship platform. I held Sacrothyr at the ready, prepared to strike at any other demons the High Arcanist may have summoned to his defense. I feared the worst—that Seboren had already overwhelmed them or destroyed the bomb before we could set it off—but I forced myself to wait and stay focused. Since Kithani could fly, she would at least be able to reach the High Arcanist and take the fight to him directly.

But that fight, it turned out, was already over. I could scarcely believe what my eyes were telling me when we emerged over the lip of the platform. The crumbling stone had been scorched black in numerous places thanks to the magical duel which must have ensued after I’d been swatted off the edge, and High Arcanist Seboren’s body had been torn into two distinct, badly charred pieces. The reason was obvious: Zaelya was there, though she had shifted back into an elf. She looked battered and bruised, though I had a sneaking suspicion that most of the blood covering her leather armor had originally belonged to someone else.

Roderick was bracing himself against the spellfire bomb to keep it from sliding over the edge, while Sister Jolara was crouched over Vess. The wizardess herself looked as bad or worse as in Blackreach when she’d reached so deeply into the Chaos that she nearly turned herself into a banshee. Kithani saw it too, and she immediately flew over so we could try and help.

“Easy,” I soothed. The instant I landed, I reached out to touch Vess’s arm and began siphoning out the corruption. She had gone deathly pale, and ghoulish, creeping purple lines were already spreading across her neck. Kithani’s hands flashed with healing magic as she began tending to the wizardess’s bruises and burns at the same time.

“Archons preserve us,” Jolara breathed, looking between me and the deva. “I’ve…I’ve never seen anything like that. The dark wizard would have killed all of us without her! But she…she held back his spells and then…” The cleric glanced back over her shoulder. “The Hand of Tahleen returned.”

Zaelya was giving me one of her looks that carried the meaning of a hundred different conversations without saying a word. Her eyes alone told me that she was grateful that I was safe, and that she’d been fighting her own brutal battle at the same time.

“We found the Praevost,” I said. “He’s dead…for now.”

The druidess gave a questioning glance at Kithani’s white wings and hair, but she said nothing; she knew I could explain the details later.

“So is Kormak,” Zae replied eventually. “The other Bloodletters are dead or chasing the eagles, so there’s no one left to maintain the storm. But now we have a new problem.”

She pointed out over the edge of the slanted platform in the direction of the battlements. “With the Hands dead, the Dread Knights seem like they’ve decided to blast us rather than convert us. The men on the walls are moving the cannons into position. Wouldn’t be surprised if they started shooting at us in another minute or two. Even if they miss, this platform will be ripped apart.”

I grimaced. “Can you stop them?”

“I tried, but the rest of the flying demons have consolidated to protect the cannons,” Zae said. “Our eagles are being overwhelmed, and our ground forces aren’t doing much better. If we’re going to detonate this thing, it has to be now.”

Nodding, I looked back down at Vess. Color had returned to her face as I siphoned the corruption out of her, and the ghoulish purple streaks on her skin had mostly faded as well. She should have been safe from the threat of turning, but she’d taken such an extreme dose that her body desperately needed rest.

“Kitten?” the wizardess asked meekly as she looked up at the white-haired angel. “What…?”

“We’ll explain later,” I said as I gave her arm a firm, comforting squeeze. “Can you still trigger the bomb?”

Vess swallowed, then managed a stiff nod. “It’s ready…it just needs a flood of primordial magic into the trigger rune.”

“Good. Then we can—”

“But there’s a problem,” she interrupted. “I can’t get us out of here.”

I felt my cheek twitch. “What?”

“It took everything I had to stop that black-robed idiot from killing everyone,” Vess said. “The teleport spell…I can’t cast it again. I have nothing left.”

I looked up at Jolara, Zae, and then Roderick.

“I really hope I didn’t hear that correctly,” he called out, still straining to hold the bomb. “Did you just say…?”

“I’m sorry,” Vess managed. “I wanted to hold the spell, but if I didn’t use the energy to fight—”

“You did what you had to do,” I soothed. My mind raced through the remaining possibilities, but realistically, there was only one option left.

“Kithani can’t stay here near the blast anyway, so she can fly Sister Jolara out of here,” I said, then looked at Zae. “You can turn back into a gryphon and do the same with Vess and Roderick.”

“Wait, what?” Vess breathed, leaning up as her strength returned. “I need to trigger the bomb!”

“No, someone needs to trigger the bomb,” I corrected. “Someone who can tap into the Chaos and safely use primordial magic. Since Zae needs to be flying and you took a huge dose of corruption, that someone has to be me. I’ll arm the last rune and make sure it goes off.”

The looks on their faces ranged from outright horror to stunned disbelief. Vess was the first to recover.

“Duncan, that’s madness,” she said. “You can’t—”

“Someone has to trigger the bomb,” I repeated, “and I’m the only one who can do it. There’s nothing else to discuss.”

Giving her arm a final squeeze, I moved over to Roderick and braced myself against the metal sphere to help hold it in place. I might have been imagining it, but I swore I felt the platform tremble as if the whole thing were about to collapse beneath us. Zae was right—it didn’t even matter if the cannons hit us. A single shot might bring the entire platform down around us.

“There has to be another way,” Roderick said. His face was matted with dirt and blood, which should have made him look older. For some reason, though, all I could see on his face right now was the young man we’d rescued from this dying city five years ago.

“There isn’t,” I told him. “But it’s all right. Vess said that the blast shouldn’t harm anyone.”

“I also said we still shouldn’t be standing next to it when it goes off!” the wizardess protested as she also got to her feet. “The anti-magic blast is one thing, but the explosion could—”

“If I don’t set it off, then this was all for nothing,” I told her. “This battle, the war, the sacrifices…everything. You heard Zae: the demons are regrouping, and those cannons could be in position to fire at any moment. You have to get out here. Now! All of you!”

They all looked as horrified and stunned as before, except for Zaelya. Her silver eyes were as confident and resolute as always. Or at least, they probably appeared that way to anyone else. Only I could see the fear and pain behind them, long suppressed by years of war and the callouses it had forged. She understood in a way none of the others could.

“We’re out of time,” she said, her voice flat and heavy as she turned to Kithani. “Get the cleric out of here.”

The deva glanced between us. “But Mistress Zaelya, we—”

“You have to go,” Zae repeated. “Now get flying!”

It took another moment, but something in her words finally got through. Kithani gently wrapped her arms around Jolara, and her pristine white wings lifted them both off the platform.

“How much space do you need for her to be safe from the blast?” I asked Vess.

The wizardess’s jaw was trembling, and her hands had balled into helpless, frustrated fists. “We…we need to be over the walls,” she said. “That should be far enough.”

“Good. So which rune needs power?”

She hesitated again, a tear streaking down her cheek as she pointed at the sphere. “The…the S-shaped one in the center on your side. All it needs is energy. Just channel some into it, and a few seconds later…”

“I understand,” I said. “Now go.”

I shared a last look with all of them, but my eyes lingered on Zae. My lover. My partner. My best friend.

She gave me the slightest nod—almost imperceptible, before she got down on all fours and transformed back into a gryphon. She didn’t have a saddle ready, obviously, but Vess and Roderick could manage without one long enough to get out of here. The wizardess moved slowly, as if in a trance, and I turned to my fellow paladin.

“Take it,” I said, unclasping Sacrothyr’s sheath from my back and handing it to him.

“Duncan…” He shook his head. “I can’t—”

“Take it,” I repeated. “Please.”

Slowly, reluctantly, Roderick accepted the scabbard.

“Just don’t get too attached—I plan to come back for it.” I gave him a lopsided grin. “But if for some reason I don’t…”

“I’ll take good care of it,” he vowed. “I’ll take care of everyone.”

“I know you will,” I said, and I meant every word. “Archons protect you.”

I grabbed his gauntlet and squeezed. He did the same.

Vess was on top of Zaelya now. And after giving me a final nod, Roderick moved over to join her.

They took off with Kithani in front and Zae behind. I could feel their eyes upon me as they flew away, their faces still drawn tight in disbelief and their hearts still heavy with denial.

I had barely accepted it myself. None of this seemed real until I actually looked at the bomb again and the dormant, vaguely S-shaped rune on its surface. I felt a reflexive wave of regret, a temptation to call them back, as I stared oblivion in the face.

But I wasn’t doing this because I wanted to. I was doing it for the same reason that I’d joined the Dread Knights. The same reason I’d picked up Sacrothyr and fought the Riven at Blackreach. The same reason I had killed Tynolde and gone to Iltharus and convinced the disparate factions of the White Mantle to come together for a final desperate attack on Canith Mir.

Because it had to be done. And because there was no one else who could do it.

Kithani and Zaelya had nearly reached the walls of the city. Their bodies were half concealed by the rising smoke, and I could already see dozens of demons breaking off to chase them. It was time to get this done.

Taking a deep breath, I placed my hand on the device and reached deep into the Chaos. Magic surged through me and then the rune, and it immediately began to glow. The bomb started to hum, and then, to my astonishment, the inner part of the sphere slid open to reveal a golden ball of energy that was so blindingly bright I had to turn away. It was like the Spellbinders had trapped a piece of the sun inside this thing…

The sphere began to vibrate, and I braced myself harder against it to hold it in place. If Vess was right, it wouldn’t be long now.

“You’d better take care of them, too,” I said, glancing upward. “All of them. Everyone who fought and died in this war so that someone else could live. If you have any power left, you need to grant them all peace. Do you hear me? Do you understand?”

The heavens didn’t answer, but the bomb began to shake. Soon the humming was so loud it became deafening…

And then it all vanished in an explosion of light.


Epilogue

Jewel


Jewel Mirabilis had seen the explosion all the way in Stormcrest. Everyone in the city had held their collective breath while the distant ball of light expanded. She couldn’t remember how long it had actually lasted, but for a while it had seemed as if the sun itself had fallen from the sky and landed in the heart of Canith Mir. And afterward, she’d had to wait for many hours before she’d finally learned what had happened.

Everyone had reacted differently to the news. Most had been overwhelmed by joy at the victory; the grief and sorrow hadn’t come until long after the initial celebration when Sister Jolara had conducted a ceremony for the fallen. But for Jewel, it had been the opposite. She had wept for the people they’d lost long before she celebrated the triumph they’d achieved. For many days afterward, she had wondered if the price of victory had been too high.

It’s all the distant past now, Jewel told herself. And it’s time to leave it behind.

As she slowly reopened her eyes, the image of the explosion faded from her vision and was replaced by the ruined remnants of the palace throne room in Canith Mir. Dozens of thin rays of sunlight filtered in through the numerous cracks in the ceiling, providing her with more than enough illumination to see. As unsettling as it was sometimes to come here and sit on the cracked throne amidst the rubble of her family’s legacy, she reminded herself that the fact she was here at all today was a miracle. There was no lingering Riven corruption anywhere in the city. In fact, it was far safer here amongst the ruins than outside the walls in the still-decaying forests.

Jewel smiled at the sound of the birds chirping outside. With both the threat of corruption and the bitter bite of winter now passed, nature was finally returning to her lost home. The rebuilding process would still take a long time, of course—probably a generation, at least—but the Great Darkness was finally over.

And this time she was convinced that the light which had replaced it would never fade.

She sat there in silence enjoying the crisp air and singing birds for several more minutes before she saw a tall, slender figure maneuver through the shattered doorway and approach the throne. Vess looked radiant when she stepped through the beams of sunlight; her elegant green robe of office was a perfect match for her eyes. It had been a long time since the ruler of Canith Mir had been able to rely on the counsel of a Court Wizardess, but the Eladrin had quickly embraced the role.

“I take it that Her Highness is still trying to get used to the chair?” Vess asked with a wry smirk.

“It’s not the most comfortable seat,” Jewel said, smiling as she patted the cracked armrests.“But I like it here. It’s quiet and peaceful…and a reminder that things change.”

“Sometimes a little too quickly.” Vess gestured at the other woman’s stomach. “Last month you were barely showing at all!”

Jewel smiled and placed her hand on the growing bump on her belly. It really did seem to be getting larger by the day; she’d already had her robe let out twice this month.

“You’re still barely showing at all!” Jewel countered.

“Yes, well, we elves take longer to do everything,” Vess replied with one of her dramatic flicks of the wrist. “But don’t worry: he should still be out of the oven before next winter. Zae’s, too.”

Jewel leaned forward. “How is she doing, anyway? I haven’t seen her in almost a month.”

“She’s…well, still trying to cope with everything.” Vess paused for a moment, as if considering whether or not to add anything. “But the Treemother’s Shrine in Stormcrest is really coming along, and she’s still hoping to build one here in Canith Mir once the reconstruction begins in full.”

“I’ll do everything I can to make it happen,” Jewel said. “And I hope that the Tahari tribes in the Western Fold will come out of hiding to come see it.”

“So do I, but we’ll have to see. It’s going to take a while for people to hear about what happened, and even longer for elves who’ve been in hiding to willingly come live among humans again.” Vess shrugged. “My father’s still convinced that there are other Eladrin out there somewhere. Hopefully we’ll be able to find them.”

Jewel nodded, then slowly uncrossed her legs and stood. “Since you’re here, we should take a walk. You’ve missed a lot in the past couple weeks.”

“You can blame the Grand Dukes for that,” Vess muttered. “You wouldn’t believe the number of things they want my help with in Stormcrest.”

“That’s your fault for being indispensable.”

“True. But it’s strange going from a pariah everyone sees as a potential banshee to being so popular I can barely get any of my own reading done.”

“Like you said, some things change a little too quickly.”

They shared a chuckle, and Jewel took the wizardess by the hand and led her through the rubble and around the shattered columns until they were outside the throne room. Most of the current rebuilding efforts were still focused on the center of the city—they had to rebuild an enormous amount of infrastructure if more than a handful of people were going to start living here again—but some of the early renovations were taking place here.

The Temple of the Archons in the palace courtyard, once so tainted by corruption it could have turned a man into Riven in a few moments, was now being rebuilt by the White Mantle. Lord Marshal Roderick had flown here today to inspect the progress himself, in fact. Jewel smiled at the sight of him and Revered Sister Jolara speaking next to one of the new statues of Aodar the sculptors wanted to eventually move inside.

Jewel couldn’t remember the last time she had seen either of them on their own, which she considered a very good thing. Not just because she personally thought they were a cute couple—which they absolutely were—but because the White Mantle desperately needed members of its disparate factions to continue working together if Ikibris was ever going to be reunified. Sister Jolara’s decision to merge the Final Edict with the other knightly orders was a perfect example, and that was only the beginning. There were also the surviving Dread Knights…

“Grand Duke Trelechor keeps asking me if I’d want to open an arcane academy in Stormcrest,” Vess commented as they walked and chatted. “I still think it’s a terrible idea. You can’t ask the people to go from fearing magic and burning books to embracing knowledge in a few months.”

“Maybe not, but you should definitely do it eventually,” Jewel told her. “I’d love to have one here in Canith Mir again, but that will be even farther off. Though whenever it does happen, it’s definitely not going to be shaped like a tower.”

Vess smiled faintly, but it faded when she glanced out to where the Phylactery Tower had crumbled. There was nothing left of the original structure—one of Jewel’s first priorities had been to convert the site into a monument for the fallen as soon as possible.

“How are things in Agronel?” Vess asked. “Have you heard from your brother recently?”

“He’s still planning to visit in a few weeks,” Jewel said. “And he remains adamant about staying in the Western Fold. He’s made a life there the same way I made one in Stormcrest, so I can’t really blame him.”

“Still a little disappointing, I’m sure.”

“Honestly, it’s better this way. Having allies in all the major cities will make it that much easier to eventually reunite everyone.”

“Maybe,” Vess replied skeptically. “But if so, it’s going to take a lot of work.”

Jewel paused as they left the palace courtyard and stopped at the edge of the elevated plateau outside the gate. From here, they could look out upon the entire southern section of Canith Mir. For the most part, it was still filled with ruined buildings and empty streets, but a few neighborhoods were making good progress in their repairs. It would take a long time before it resembled the city she’d grown up in, but she was willing to be patient. What mattered most to her now was ensuring that her children could one day be surrounded by such splendor and prosperity that they’d have trouble believing their home had once been a ruined battleground.

“Speaking of work,” Jewel said, “have you had any more breakthroughs in your research? Do you really think it’s possible that someone could have created a sanctuary to protect themselves from the effects of the Invocation?”

“I’m still not sure,” Vess admitted. “I haven’t been able to dedicate as much time to it as I’ve wanted, but those records from Iltharus were pretty clear. Your brother’s namesake seemed to believe it was possible.”

Jewel nodded soberly. “I suppose we won’t know for certain unless the expedition really happens.”

“Oh, it’s going to happen. We hope to have everything ready for next year.”

“Mincalis is a long way from here,” Jewel said. “There hasn’t been an expedition that’s gone past Avadon in over a century…at least, none that have returned.”

“All the more reason for us to find out what’s there,” Vess replied with a grin. “For all we know, there are other cities like Stormcrest which survived.”

“Or rampaging hordes of Riven.”

“Or that. But I have no intention of giving up on being an adventuress just because I’ll be a mother soon. If anything, they go hand-in-hand.”

Jewel smiled despite herself. She had genuine worries about the danger of this expedition, but she couldn’t deny its potential importance. And besides, the paladin who had volunteered to lead it wouldn’t allow it to end in failure.

“I should be getting back to Stormcrest soon,” Jewel said. “The Grand Dukes and the Mother Confessor are expecting me in the Ducal Palace tonight.

Vess snickered. “It’s wonderful being able to teleport anywhere you want in a moment’s notice, isn’t it?”

“It sure is. And it has the added benefit of further convincing everyone that I really am the heir to the Mirabilis legacy.”

They shared a chuckle. It had taken Jewel a few months to finally copy Vess’s teleportation spell—the nature of their magic was so different that it wasn’t as simple as repeating an incantation or studying a spellbook. But Jewel had eventually figured it out, and while the spell was so draining it often left her exhausted on the other end, it was still worth it to be able to go back and forth between Canith Mir and Stormcrest without the hassle of flying on an eagle. It was also another reminder of why the Spellbinders had been so powerful.

“Before you have to sit down and endure a dozen boring meetings, you should have something to eat,” Vess said. “Kithani was baking today, and now you have an excuse to eat enough tartlets for two.”

Jewel smiled. “I’m sure I could spare a few moments.”

“That’s all it will take.”

Vess took her hand, then traced a pattern in the air and spoke an incantation. The air around them shimmered, and the ruins of Canith Mir were replaced by the vast verdant fields of the Grey Moors. The spring air was quite a bit cooler here in the south, but the afternoon sun was every bit as bright. And the moment the scent of freshly baked pastries reached Jewel’s nose, she knew she’d made the correct decision.

“I bet at least one batch is done already,” Vess said. “Come on!”

They started up the path into the shadow of Kozarin’s Thumb. The cabin had been fully repaired over winter, and a large extension was being built onto the northern side. They were going to need a lot more space for the children that were due this summer and autumn.

As she and Vess got closer, Jewel noticed how much the once modest garden had expanded to triple its original size in preparation for planting season. She smiled when she saw Zaelya out there working on it now, not with magic but with her hands. The druidess had insisted on striking a balance between spending time here revitalizing the Moors and working on rebuilding the Treemother’s Shrine in Stormcrest. Like Vess, Zaelya barely looked pregnant at all from a distance, though since she continued to proudly bear the leaf symbol on her stomach, her bump was more obvious up close.

Jewel could also see Kithani through the window. The deva looked as resplendent as always, with her white hair and wings now matching her apron. She didn’t appear to be wearing anything beneath it, which made Jewel wonder if she’d been up to more than baking recently…

As if on cue, she heard the sound of an ax splitting wood behind the cabin. She flashed Vess a smile, then practically skipped around the side of the house. She knew it wasn’t very princess-like, but she couldn’t help it. There was more here for her than tartlets, after all.

The man with the ax was in the process of splitting another log when she rounded the corner. His legendary golden sword, Sacrothyr, was resting in its scabbard on Kithani’s nearby forge, as was his silver armor. The deva appeared to be working on adding a new symbol to the breastplate to properly recognize him as the leader of the forthcoming expedition. The paladin himself didn’t care about the title, but the men who’d be coming with him would.

While he had been invited to the meeting with the White Mantle leadership in Stormcrest tonight, he had a habit of being “too busy” to attend such functions. Seeing him shirtless like this, his muscled and scarred body glistening in the sunlight, Jewel had a feeling that she might soon find herself too busy to attend as well.

He turned as they approached, a smile brightening his face as Jewel rushed forward and hopped into his arms. He dropped his ax to catch her, and he held her tightly as they kissed.

“When did you get here?” Duncan asked. “I thought—”

“Special delivery,” Vess said, snickering as she moved up beside them and planted a quick kiss on his lips as well. “I told her that Kithani always makes too much, and she’s got another mouth in there to feed now.”

“True on both counts,” he agreed, lowering Jewel back to the ground. “Hopefully you have enough energy to head back to town tonight.”

“I’m sure I can manage,” Jewel said as she gave his thick arm a squeeze. “Though I’m not sure I want to now. I keep telling you that you look better without armor.”

Duncan chuckled and wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. “Funnily enough, I was actually thinking about attending myself tonight. I want to make sure we lay the groundwork for this expedition well in advance. We’re going to need gold and resources to—”

“I don’t think you need to worry,” Vess said, placing her hand on his other bicep as if staking her own claim to his body. “You’ll have volunteers from every knightly order yearning to go on a quest with the Hand of Aodar even if it doesn’t happen for a decade.”

“Maybe,” Duncan said with a shrug. “But I’ve spent so much time away they might have already forgotten about me.”

“That’s not possible and you know it,” Jewel said. “If anything, your absence has only inspired more stories of your miraculous survival. At this point, almost everyone believes that Aodar personally reached down from the heavens to shield you from the blast.”

“They can believe whatever they want, I suppose. What matters to me is learning if there are other survivors out there beyond the Fold.”

Duncan paused and sniffed at the air, then looked at something behind them. When Jewel turned, she saw Zaelya and Kithani coming around the house. The druidess was smiling, while the deva was practically bouncing up and down in excitement on her bare feet.

“We can worry about the big decisions later,” Duncan said, smiling like a man who had everything he needed in the world and more. “For now, let’s go and get something to eat."
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Thank you for reading Dread Knight! If you are interested in the Rivenmire universe, you may enjoy Spellfire Thief, a heist adventure that takes place before the Invocation.
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Duncan Keene, Knight of the First Edict

Medium humanoid, Lawful Good

Armor Class 18 (plate armor)
Hit Points 92 (11d10 + 22)

Speed 30ft.
STR DEX CON INT wis CHA
20(+5) 15(+2) 15(+2) 11(+0) 13(+1) 16(+3)

Saving Throws Wis +8, Cha +10

Skills Athletics +9, Insight +5, intimidation +11, Persuasion +7,
Survival +5

Proficiencies Dragon’s Ante, Vehicles (Land)

Condition Immunities Diseases

Damage Resistances -

Senses Passive Perception 11

Languages Common (lkibrian), Elvish

Proficiency Bonus +4

Great Weapon Fighting. When Duncan rolls a1 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.

Human Spirit. Duncan has 1 luck point, which functions
identically to the Lucky feat, except that this die is recharged
on a short rest.

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. Sacrothyr is a +3 holy avenger (including in
statistics).

Spellcasting. Duncan’s spellcasting ability is Charisma (spell
save DC 15). He can cast the following spells:

1¢t level (4 slots): compel duel, detect poison and disease,
sanctuary,” searing smite, sleep*, thunderous smite

2" |evel (3 slots): calm emotions®, hold person®, warding bond.

34 level (2 slots): blinding smite, counterspell*, dispel magic,
hypnotic pattern,” revivify

*Oath of Redemption spells

Actions

Sacrothyr, the Radiant Blade. Melee Weapon Attack: +12 to

hit, reach 5 ft., one target. Hit: 13 (1d8 + 8) slashing damage
plus 4 (1d8) radiant damage. Deals 9 (2d8) additional radiant
damage against fiends and Riven.

Multiattack. Duncan makes two longsword attacks.

Divine Smite (Improve). When Duncan hits with a melee
attack, he can expend one spell slot to inflict 9 (2d8) radiant
damage on a target, plus 5 (1d8) for each spell level above 1.
His base attacks always deal 4 (1d8) additional radiant
damage.

Channel Divinity. Once per short rest, Duncan can channel
divinity to activate the following effects:

e  Emissary of Peace: As an action, Duncan can grant
himself a +5 bonus to Charisma (Persuasion) checks
for the next 10 minutes.

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.

o Rebuke the Violent: Inmediately after an attacker
within 30 ft. deals damage with an attack against a
creature other than Duncan, he can use his reaction
to force the attacker to make a WIS saving throw
(DC 14). On failure, the attacker takes radiant
damage equal to the damage it just dealt, or half
damage on success.

Aura of Courage. As long as Duncan is conscious, he and
friendly creatures within 10ft cannot be frightened.

Aura of the Guardian. When a creature within 10ft of
Duncan takes damage, he can use his reaction to magically
take that damage instead.

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 Riven within 60 ft. that is not behind total
cover. He can use this feature 4 times per long rest.

Lay on Hands. Duncan has a pool of healing power that can
inflict 55 HP of damage per long rest. As an action, he can
touch an ally and heal damage equal to any number of HP
remaining in the pool, or 5 HP to cure a disease or neutralize
a poison affecting the creature.
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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.






OEBPS/image_rsrc35Y.jpg
Vess
Medium Humanoid (EIf), Chaotic Good

Armor Class 15 (mage armor)
Hit Points 52 (10d6 + 10)
Speed 30ft.

STR DEX CON INT wis CHA
9(-1) 15(+2) 12(+1) 20(+5) 13(+1) 15(+2)

Saving Throws Dex +6, Int +9, Wis +5

Skills Arcana +9, Deception +6, History +9, Investigation +9,
Perception +5

Condition Immunities Magical Sleep

Damage Resistances -

Senses Low-Light Vision, Passive Perception 15

Languages Common (lkibrian), Dwarven, Elven, Orcish
Proficiency Bonus +4

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 5, 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.
Low-Light Vision. Vess treats areas of dim light as if they
were bright light.

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 17). She can cast the following spells:

At will: firebolt, light, lightning lure, mage hand.

1¢t level (4 slots): burning hands, mage armor, magic missile,
shield, unseen servant.

2nd level (3 slots): hold person, invisibility, knock

3 level (3 slots): fireball, haste, lightning bolt, sending

4t |evel (3 slots): banishment, dimension door.

5th level (2 slots): far step, legend lore.

Actions

Dagger. Melee Weapon Attack: +6 to hit, reach 5 ft., one
target. Hit: 5 (1d4 + 2) piercing damage.

Firebolt. Ranged Spell Attack: +9 to hit, range 120 ft., one
target. Hit: 11 (2d10) fire damage.

Teleport. Vess may teleport herself and up to eight willing
creatures following the rules of the teleport spell. When
using this ability, she moves 2 points up the corruption track
and one point up the exhaustion track.







OEBPS/image_rsrc35X.jpg
Kithani, Cleric of Aodar

Medium Celestial, Lawful good

Armor Class 14 (natural armor)
Hit Points 73 (10d8 + 20)
Speed 30ft., fly 60ft.

STR DEX CON INT wis CHA
17(+3) 13(+1) 15(+2) 11(+0) 9(-1)  20(+5)

Saving Throws Wis +3, Cha +9

Skills Athletics +7, Insight +3, Medicine +3, Persuasion +13,
Religion +4

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 +4

Magic Weapon. Kithani's warmace is a +2 Amarian steel
weapon (included in attacks).

War Caster. Kithani can use her reaction to make an
opportunity attack with a spell that has a casting time of 1
action and targets only that creature. She has advantage on
Constitution saves to maintain concentration on spells.

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 17). She can cast the following spells,
requiring only verbal components: 9+5 (14)

At will: firebolt, guidance, light, mending, word of radiance.

15t level (4 slots): bless, cure wounds*, detect magic, healing
word, identify, searing smite”, shield of faith.

2nd level (3 slots): aid, heat metal*, lesser restoration, prayer of
healing*, silence, spiritual weapon.

3 level (3 slots): beacon of hope, daylight*, dispel magic,
protection from energy*, speak with dead.

4t level (2 slots): freedom of movement, guardian of faith®,
wall of fire*

5th level (1 slot): creation®, flame strike*, hallow, holy weapon.
*Domain spell of Aodar

Actions

Warmace. Melee Weapon Attack: +9 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.

Divine Intervention. You can call on your deity or pantheon
to intervene on your behalf. As a Magic action, choose any
Cleric spell of level 5 or lower that doesn’t require a
Reaction to cast. As part of the same action, you cast that
spell without expending a spell slot or needing Material
components. You can't use this feature again until you finish
a Long Rest.
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Zaelya, Tahlem’Val Druidess

Medium Humanoid (EIf), Neutral

Armor Class 15 (leather armor)
Hit Points 63 (10d8 + 10)
Speed 35ft.

STR DEX CON INT wis CHA
8(-1) 18(+4) 13(+1) 10(+0) 20(+5) 14(+2)

Saving Throws Int +4, Wis +9

Skills Animal Handling +9, Athletics +3, Nature +4, Perception
+12, Survival +9

Proficiencies Flute, Herbalism Kit

Condition Immunities Magical Sleep

Damage Resistances -

Senses Low-Light Vision, Passive Perception 21

Languages Common (lkibrian), Elvish

Proficiency Bonus +4

Elven Accuracy. Whenever Zaelya has advantage on an
attack roll, she can reroll one of those dice.

Fey Ancestry. Zaelya has advantage on saving throws against
being charmed, and magic can’t put her to sleep.

Low-Light Vision. Zaelya treats areas of dim light as if they
were bright light.

Mask of the Wild. Zaelya can attempt to hide while lightly
obscured.

War Caster. Zaelya can use her reaction to make an
opportunity attack with a spell that has a casting time of 1
action and targets only that creature. She has advantage on
Constitution saves to maintain concentration on spells.

Spellcasting. Zaelya's spellcasting ability is Wisdom (spell
save DC 16). She can cast the following spells:

At will: control flames, druidcraft, produce flame, shape water

15t level (4 slots): entangle, fog cloud, goodberry, healing word,
longstrider

2 level (3 slots): barkskin, darkvision, flame blade, moonbeam
3 |evel (3 slots): call lightning, wind wall.

4t |evel (3 slots): freedom of movement, stoneskin.

5t |evel (2 slots): control winds, transmute rock.

Actions

Flame Blade. Melee Spell Attack: +8 to hit, reach 5 ft., one
target. Hit: 11 (3d6) fire damage.

Wild Shape. As an action or bonus action, Zaelya can
magically assume the shape of a beast that she has seen
before twice per short rest, max CR 2. Her attacks in this
form count as magical weapons. She can expend one spell
slot to regain 18 hit points per level of the spell slot
expended.
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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.





