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Prologue

The High Magus & the Prince of Darkness
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Something isn’t right.

Gasping in pain from my position on the ground, I attempt to sit up as a faint magical tremor courses through my body.

Energy. Power. Fear.

Oh, Light, I think, panic gripping me like a vice. Something is happening... something terrible.

In an instant the ranger is beside me, his calloused and blood-splattered hands taking me gently as I struggle to get up. “You must rest, High Magus,” he says, his deep voice a rumble. “You’ve been badly wounded. We need to have a surgeon look at you right away.”

“Nonsense,” I reply through gritted teeth. “It would be a waste of time. I’m dying, ranger. Now help me up.”

His slate grey eyes stare at me uncertainly for a moment, then he lifts me, strong arms picking me up off the marble floor. I stand unsteadily at first, my legs shaking from pain and loss of blood, but the insistent magical energy within is enough to keep me from collapsing. My hands go immediately to my abdomen, which bears a grisly wound where the king had stabbed me. Even without medicinal training, I understand that most of my bleeding is internal.

The blade went far too deep.

Staggering forward, I immediately begin making for the palace window, my steps resolute despite the weakness threatening to overcome me.

On the floor to my right, the king lies in an ever-growing pool of gore, his black eyes open in shock as he stares up at the ceiling, a terrible slash across his throat.

No less than he deserved, I think without the slightest feeling of remorse. You reap what you sow... and you, King Aethelgar, sowed nothing but misery and death.

The doors to the entryway burst open and a handful of haggard-looking Nightingales rush inside. From beyond the portal, palace guards shout in alarm and curse. The rebels waste no time in locking the doors behind them and pulling over furniture to barricade their pursuers from gaining entry.

“I’m sorry, Protector,” one of them says, glancing furtively at Elias. “We could not hold them. I fear that we are trapped!”

Protector?

Elias curses under his breath, then rushes to help the Nightingales in their efforts to bar the doors.

I continue moving toward the window, using the last of my strength to open the curtains and lean heavily against the sill. Before me stretches a beautiful view of Tarsys, the sprawling cityscape hazy in the grey skies of winter. Rising like a spike directly in the forefront is the Pillar of Radiance, its top, as always, shooting a beam of light directly into the sky. It continues fueling the Arc of Radiance as it has for a thousand years.

“Everything seems normal,” I mumble to myself dazedly. “But what of this warning in my heart?”

Suddenly, there is a bright flash of light coming from the top of the tower, followed by a distant rumble like thunder. The brilliance is almost blinding, and it only grows brighter with every passing second. Then, when I am about to shield my eyes from the illumination, an immense boom resounds as the pinnacle erupts, exploding outward with a force unlike anything I have ever seen. Blue flame and stone spray out in the blast, and when the smoke clears, the top of the tower which contains the Heart of Light is simply gone.

My stomach twists, mouth gaping in horror as the light winks out, the beam feeding into the Arc vanishing in an instant.

"It has finally happened," I whisper weakly.

Now, the ranger and the Nightingale warriors are all standing beside me, staring out of the window in shock and awe.

“What in the Light was that?” The grizzled man asks, gravelly voice tight with alarm.

Just as the words leave his mouth, there is a dreadful sound of stone rending as the Pillar of Radiance begins to buckle, the middle of the enormous tower breaking and collapsing in on itself. Even from our vantage in the palace, we can hear the screams of the horrified citizens sounding from the streets below. The tallest tower in the city – in the entire world – cracks and begins to fall, knocking down the Azure Tower beside it and sending up an extraordinary amount of dust into the air. The resulting tremor seems to shake the very earth as entire neighborhoods are crushed beneath the rubble.

Then, after a few heart-stopping moments, there is finally silence, the calm only broken by the hysterical cries of the terrified people now flocking to the streets.

Gasping, I find that my legs can no longer support the weight of my body. The ranger catches me before I can completely collapse and lowers me down to the cold marble floor.

“That,” I rasp, answering his question, “is the sound of our destruction, ranger. Now, the entire kingdom is doomed.”

I begin to cough, warm, coppery blood rising up into my mouth as my insides convulse painfully. The banging and the clamor outside the king’s chambers has ceased, and around me, the Nightingales whisper to each other fearfully, uncertainty hanging in the air like the cloud of dust now choking the city.

“Light preserve us,” the ranger murmurs, his eyebrows knitting together uneasily. “The Arc is destroyed. What are we to do now?”

“The only thing we can do,” I reply, licking my dry lips with my bloodstained tongue. “We fight.”

Weakly, I raise a finger and point to the king’s writing desk on the other side of the room. “Parchment... hurry. I need to write a message.”

Still cradling me, Elias nods to one of the Nightingales who jumps to do as I command. Within seconds, he is back with a scrap of paper, a quill and a jar of ink. As I struggle to sit up, I take the quill and dip with a shaky hand, then use the hard floor as a desktop to write. The words are scrawling but still legible, and convey the dying wishes of my heart:

To whom it may concern,

I, Sylvania Holdyn, Head of the Circle and High Magus of the Conclave of Mages, am now dead. I write to the remaining members of the Conclave on this, the hour of our judgment, to lay forth my last will concerning these events.

The day we have long feared has finally arrived. The Arc of Radiance has been destroyed. Now, more than ever, it is imperative that we put our differences aside and unite ourselves to prevent the annihilation of our species.

King Aethelgar is dead and the Pillar of Radiance, the center of magical governance, has fallen. It now falls to the surviving mages, the Nightingales, and the lords of Tarsys to rally the denizens of Tarsynium and prepare for the invasion that will inevitably come.

The bearer of this message is Elias Keen, a ranger with a complicated history. He was at my side when I was murdered and has my trust. He will play a vital role as liaison between the Nightingales and the rangers and must not be dismissed. Include him and his allies on any vital decisions moving forward.

If any members of the Circle survive, I urge you to elect a new High Magus immediately and rally the mages. Your leadership now is more important than it has ever been.

Hope still remains. Cling to the Light and do all you can to fight the encroaching shadow.

With honor, truth, and wisdom,

Sylvania

I scratch my name hastily at the bottom of the missive and fall back into Elias' arms, mumbling for the ink to be sanded before the letter is folded. Then, a bout of wet coughing overtakes me, filling my mouth with even more blood.

When I am able, I gaze up at the ranger with bleary eyes. "Take that to the Conclave. Give it to a member of the Circle if any still lives, and aid the mages in any way you can. They will no doubt need all the help they can get."


Elias nods, his expression hard as stone.


"When they strike... they will come for Tarsys. Everyone will flee to the city. It's defenses... must be made strong. See that this gets done."

Again, he quietly nods.

"Good," I reply, closing my eyes for the barest instant. Sleep suddenly feels like a wonderful refuge from this world of darkness and pain. However, I do not let myself slumber. Forcing my eyelids open, I give him one last, meaningful look. "Ranger... you must unite them. The assassination of the king will not be easy to overcome. Bring the bickering factions together... and forge an alliance. This is... the only way."

This time, he reaches down and squeezes my nerveless hand. "I swear," he replies firmly.

The corner of my mouth twitches up into a small smile.

Closing my eyes again, I feel the sleepiness wash over me like the water of a warm bath. I wish I could have saved them, I think drowsily. Like Sophronia Kent of old. I wish I could have stood before the Prince of Darkness himself, if only to spit in his eye...

I take a long, shuddering breath, then lightly drift away, embracing the warmth that settles over me.

The last word that comes to my mind is 'hope'.

***
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“THE ARC HAS FALLEN, my Prince,” hisses Naz, his quavering voice betraying his unbridled glee. “The human zealots have upheld their end of the bargain. Now, the way is clear.”

My eyes snap open as I regard my most trusted servant, his armored figure kneeling before me and his horned head bowed in reverence. Like the other gorgons in the army, he is armed and ready to do combat at a moment’s notice, his bloodlust so close to the surface that it is almost oozing out of him. My lips curl back into an anticipatory grin at his words.

“I know,” I reply at length, pushing myself up from my carved obsidian throne and descending the steps. “I have felt it.”

Like a boil being lanced, the protective dome shielding the last kingdom of man has been burst. Its energies have at long last been released back into the universe. Now, after a thousand years, final judgment can be carried out on this tiny, insignificant planet.

And my place among my brethren will finally be secured.

As I reach the bottom of the steps, Naz glances up at me, his glowing eyes eager to begin the work of death. “Shall I muster the legions, my Prince?”

“Yes,” I reply, still grinning. “But first, there is something that I must do. Bring forth one of the maidens – one whose mind has not yet been broken. It is time for the Light to be blotted from this world once and for all.”

A look of understanding passes over Naz’s face, then he leaps to his feet, a wicked smile spreading across his features that mirrors my own. “As you command.”

He races out of the enormous tent, pushing through the flaps and running into the camp proper, leaving me alone in the comforting darkness within.

These years have been long, I muse, staring into the flickering green flames of one of the two braziers smoldering in the center of my command tent. So long that I doubt many of the humans even remember my name. Well... they will remember soon enough. They will remember, they will fear, and eventually, they will die.

My elder brothers, the other demonic princes, have long abandoned Byhalya, moving on to other words to conquer and consume. They considered this conquest a partial failure for an age, having wrongly assumed that the humans’ magical barrier was too strong to be broken. Now, their youngest brother Asmodeus, Prince of Darkness and the Eleventh Circle of Hell, will finally bring the rebellious race of men to heel.

It is a victory so sweet that I can almost taste it.

Before long, Naz makes his way back into the tent and stops before me, bowing his head. “The maiden has been retrieved, my prince. She is awaiting your pleasure outside.”

“Good,” I reply evenly. “Now, gather together my generals. They must see what is to come next.”

Once again, the gorgon goes out obediently to do my will.

Feeling the lust for battle course through my veins, I cast my eyes back to where my sword is leaning against the side of my throne. Wailing Death, a name for which it is well suited, was forged in hellfire and tempered with the blood of a hundred innocents. Many of my enemies, and even some of my allies, have felt the keenness of its sting.

I walk over and pick the blade up, feeling its familiar weight in my grip.

It feels good.

Wailing Death in hand, I then make my way to the tent flap and step out into the boiling rays of the sun. The brightness stings my eyes, but I do not let my discomfort show upon my face. The result of our magic may have scarred this world and turned it into an eternal desert, but that doesn’t grant me leave to show weakness in front of my troops.

In life, there is only strength. It is the only attribute that matters to the R’Laar.

Quivering on the ground before me is the slave girl, her hands bound behind her back and a gag shoved into her mouth. She is flanked on either side by gorgon guards, and as I approach she looks up at me in terror, tears filling her red-rimmed eyes.

I stare down at her coldly, noting with satisfaction the way she averts her eyes from my gaze.

Humans are so weak, I think to myself derisively. They do not deserve to inherit this world. They deserve only to be dominated.

Within moments my generals arrive, their armor clinking and their expressions blazing with desire. They kneel as soon as they enter my presence, gorgons and ... and even a hook horror, a variety of demonic cousins all dipping their heads low in a sign of respect.

I nod in turn, stabbing the point of my sword into the parched earth before me and resting my hands on its pommel. “Brothers,” I declare, lifting my voice so that all in the area may hear, “the day of retribution has finally come. The Arc of Radiance has fallen, making the way clear for our mighty horde, and even now the humans quail at our coming. The hour of the R’Laar is here.”

The generals howl in delight and beat their fists and claws against their breastplates, which only causes the human girl to shrink down more. In the periphery, droves of my warriors come forth, drawn by the commotion and the sound of my speech.

“These wretches,” I continue, gesturing at the cowering woman, “cling to their Light and their feeble magic, hiding like worms beneath a stone from the predators above. It is time that we take what is ours by right of strength. It is time, my brothers, that we take their precious Light away from them!”

Reaching out, I place the palm of my hand on the young woman’s forehead, my fingers extending into her tangled black hair. She resists my touch at first, vainly trying to pull away as I reach for her but my movements prove too swift, my grasp too strong for her to avoid. As soon as my flesh touches hers I can feel the essence of her soul, the life force pulsing throughout her frail human body. It is the power that inhabits all living things, an energy that the R’Laar learned to harvest long ago. For a moment I savor it, enjoying the vibrant throb of her beating heart.

Then, I begin to reap.

The life force is sucked out of her, like water being absorbed by the thirsty desert air. It transfers from her body to mine, running through my hand and up into my blood stream, filling me with strength beyond that of my natural state. She lets out a strangled gasp as the energy leaves her, her flesh growing cold and her eyes rolling back into her skull. Soon, she begins to wither and die, the color of her skin fading to a dull grey.

Within seconds I release her head, letting the now shriveled husk of her body fall limply to the dirt. Remorse, pity, guilt... these are the emotions of the weak. I feel nothing for the nameless woman’s death.

Instead, I focus on the nexus of power now oscillating within me.

Like tendrils of green lightning it flickers at the tips of my fingers, causing my sharp, filed nails to glow with an emerald light. Then, without preamble, I thrust my hand into the air and begin uttering the ancient words of power from the very first of the R’Laar.

“Dzhokhk’i hrdehneri mijots’ov, arevy arevot e p’ch’um yev mt’num yerkink’y!”

A beam of fire shoots from my fingertips and races into the sky, flying like a flaming arrow shot into the heavens. The flight draws the attention of all the demons in the camp, who stare transfixed at the clear blue expanse of the wasteland sky.

The fire suddenly bursts alight when it reaches its zenith, flaring outward in a dazzling display of pyrotechnics. For a moment, the war camp is bathed in green light, then, as the shimmering sparks begin to fall, the light evaporates, disappearing as quickly as it had arrived.

My senses, still heightened by the slave woman's life essence, perceive a growing energy in the sky, a feeling of strength being gathered by the atmosphere itself. Black clouds begin to form out of nothingness where my fire at erupted, billowing out like thunderheads and covering the sky above our heads. Soon, even the sun's light is blotted out, shrouding the world around us in a layer of shadow.

Ripping Wailing Death from the dirt, I raise the blade into the sky and roar, "To arms! Today, we march to war!"

My army lets out a powerfully fierce cry and immediately begins breaking down camp, preparing the siege engines and bridling the beasts. I watch the proceedings with an imperious eye, my blood pulsing loudly in anticipation to the rhythm of battle.

When we finally begin our long march to Tarsynium, the clouds seem to follow us, heralding the return of the R'Laar to the world of men.

This time, we will not be stopped, I think to myself in determination. This time, we will be victorious.
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Chapter One

Owyn
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I hold Zara close as the demons descend.

The last of the defenders, bruised and bloodied, fall back to the huddled mass of former slaves while the gorgons gather themselves before us, forming up into ranks of red eyes and black steel.

There’s too many of them, I think, beginning to despair. This is going to be a slaughter.

Readying my already bloody quill dagger, I step in front of Zara and fall into a comfortable fighting stance – feet shoulder-width apart and my shoulders squared. Even against such overwhelming odds, I don’t plan on letting them kill me without a fight. I will go down protecting Zara for as long as I can.

Yari, who is bleeding from a cut on his forehead and another on his shoulder, comes and stands next to me, his face set in grim determination as he hefts his spear. Others come too, their expressions drawn and scared but defiant as they stare down what they know to be their death.

“Alright, you bastards,” I growl, snarling at the army of demons. “Come and get us!”

The gorgons, their impenetrable ranks now fully formed, begin to march forward, their otherworldly malevolence peering out from beneath their shields and armor.

Bracing myself, I whisper a prayer to the Light as the last few yards are crossed by the attackers.

However, before the demons can begin their work of death upon us, something unexpected happens – a distant boom that reminds me of the rumblings of a thunderstorm. A strange rippling sensation echoes through the fabric of the world around us, and everyone, both man and demon, looks about in confusion, sensing that something is about to happen.

The rippling intensifies, becoming a deafening sound that emanates from the Arc behind us, and as one we all turn to see the surface of the magical shield begin to pulse. The image reminds me of a pond disturbed by a thrown pebble, the undulating patterns running down the Arc and growing more violent with each passing second. Then, an instant later, the bluish energy simply vanishes, dissipating like mist and evaporating into the hot desert sky.

With a colossal rush, freezing cold air blows out of the Arc like an angry tempest, knocking many people down like leaves caught up in the winds of winter.

I drop my dagger and clutch Zara as the air washes over us, instantly chilling us to the bone and drenching us with icy droplets of snow. The screams of the terrified people are drowned out by the roar, but within a few moments all becomes quiet and still, the mist rising like frozen steam on the dry, arid land.

Before us lies the kingdom of Tarsynium, still locked in winter and overgrown with an enormous amount of vegetation. The sight is a stark contrast to the desolate world around us, the boiling wastes pressed against the lush, frozen landscape of my homeland. Only now there is an enormous difference – somehow, the Arc of Radiance is no more.

The silence persists for many heartbeats, everyone on both sides too stunned to speak or even move. Within myself I can feel an odd mixture of amazement, shock and worry, the emotions raging with one another for dominance.

Eleven Hells... it’s finally happened. The Arc of Radiance is gone!

The thought it so surreal that for a moment, I can merely sit and stare at the cold world that had felt so far out of reach a few minutes before.

Eventually, though, the stomping sound of boots and the clang of metal armor resumes, pulling me back to reality. Tensing, I turn to pick up my fallen dagger, preparing myself for the attack that will undoubtedly end my life.

Only it never comes.

To my continued shock, the gorgons are running away, fleeing our drenched and huddled crowd and making their way back through the tents, many of which had been blown down. They flee, sprinting as fast as their armored legs can take them until all of them are through the gap in the barricade and out of sight.

“By the almighty Light above,” Zara breathes beside me, her eyes wide and her chestnut hair askew. “Did that just happen?”

“I believe so,” I reply, getting to my feet and helping her up as well.

“The Arc... it just... exploded!”

“I know,” I reply dryly, wiping the moisture from my face. “I was there.”

She reaches out and lightly punches my arm. “I’m serious, Owyn! Do you have any idea what this means?”

Grunting, I slide my makeshift dagger into my belt. “It means that we have considerably less time to save the world than we thought.”

Around us, the people of the wastes begin dazedly getting to their feet. The cold air from within the Arc still lingers in the air, giving it a biting chill that only worsens the fact that we are all covered in melting snow. Still, it is fortunate that we are all still alive – the timing of the Arc’s demise couldn’t have been more perfect.

I am about to comment on our good fortune when Zara wavers, nearly falling to the ground. “Zara!” I exclaim, catching her before she can collapse. “Are you alright?”

“Yes,” she replies after a moment, blinking bleary eyes. “I’m just... a little tired. That’s all.”

Frowning in concern, I prop her up and allow her to lean heavily on my shoulder. Before the Arc had erupted, she had used almost all of her energy, and the energy of her young magical wards, to defend us from the gorgons and prepare a way for us to escape. In the end her efforts proved futile, though, as the Arc remained firm and demons’ numbers overwhelming.

That is, until fate intervened and our path became clear, I think to myself in amazement.

“Well, it seems like we are out of immediate danger,” I say after a moment, casting my eyes about. The people of the wastes still seem subdued, sobered by the sudden and strange turn of events. Many of them whisper to one another and begin making their way to the campsite, picking their way through the wreckage. “You should rest while we get our things together,” I continue. “Then, I suppose we should begin walking to Tarsys.”

“There’s no time for rest,” Zara complains, though she continues to lean against me for support. “Those gorgons can come back at any time and finish us off.”

“I don’t think they will be coming back anytime soon,” I reply distantly. “They seemed just as surprised as we were that the Arc came down. I have a feeling they will be returning to the main army on the plains to join the rest of the R’Laar...”

I let my words hang ominously in the air.

Zara takes a deep breath and exhales, finally stepping away from my shoulder and gazing out into the Emberwood. She still seems a little unsteady, but her jaw is set firmly. “Alright,” she says at length, “we will prepare ourselves for the journey. Let me speak with everyone and then I promise that I will rest.”

Nodding satisfactorily, I move to check on the warrior youths I had trained while Zara addresses the crowd. Within minutes everyone begins busying themselves with organizing their tents and provisions, their demeanor remaining unobtrusive as they whisper darkly amongst themselves.

Yari and the other surviving youths, all battered and bloodstained, snap to attention as I approach, their spears against their shoulders and their postures unbent.

Even after coming within an inch of death they are resolute, I think to myself, marveling. Perhaps I will make true soldiers out of them yet.

Using my halting command of their language, I set up a perimeter to watch for the return of any demons. Even though I am fairly certain they will leave us alone, at least for the time being, I hate the idea of leaving ourselves exposed while we are preparing to depart.

The youths jump into action without a single word, rushing over to the barricade to keep a wary eye on the hills.

With the guard set, I begin aiding the beleaguered desert folk with gathering up their supplies. I start with my own tent first, rolling up the dusty leather and cinching it with fibrous cords, then move on to help the others, loading provisions into various packs. It doesn’t take long, however, before I realize that the truly difficult task has yet to be done: the gathering of the dead.

Working with several of the men, I start the grisly task of moving the corpses of the fallen defenders and lining them up neatly on the ground behind the barricade. There are far more than I had anticipated. Rock throwers, spearmen and even a few women and children fell to the gorgons’ blades, and by the time we finish with the organization, my heart feels extremely heavy.

We leave the demons bodies where they are, not bothering to move them. Instead, we focus our efforts on layering the human corpses with brambles and broken lengths of dry wood, preparing a pyre for burning.

At some point during our labor, a distant streak of green light shoots into the sky, originating from the plains miles away. Then, hundreds of feet up, it seems to burst, sending out a rumble like thunder as the green sparks dissipate. Within seconds, ugly black clouds begin to form, spreading out across the sky like mold devouring a piece of bread. It doesn’t take long until the entire area of the hills is shadowed by the roiling, thunderous clouds.

That doesn’t look good, I think to myself as everyone else continues their work, muttering uneasily to themselves. A bad omen, to be sure.

***
[image: image]


BY THE TIME WE ARE finished, there are still several hours left before nightfall.

Stepping away from the grisly scene, I blow air into my cupped hands and rub them together for warmth. Ever since the Arc came down, the winter climate of Tarsynium has slowly seeped out to inhabit the dry wastes of the land beyond.

In fact, everyone seems to be shivering with the cold, their desert bodies unused to the frigid air.

When I return to the camp, Zara is up and moving about the huddled groups of people. Judging by the tone of her voice and the resulting actions of those she passes, she seems to be instructing them to clothe their exposed skin with every bit of cloth they can find.

As I approach, she looks up at me and gives me an apologetic shrug. “I rested – honestly. I feel much better now.” Even as she speaks, I can see the fatigue in the way she carries herself, dark circles ringing the space beneath her eyes.

Despite this, I say nothing. It is probably good that she is now up and moving. The time has come for us to finally depart.

“Everything seems to be in order now,” I say gruffly, stretching the weary muscles in my arms. “I think it’s time we leave this place behind.”

She nods, then casts a glance over shoulder, looking once more out into the wintry forest of the Emberwood. With the newly formed clouds, the leafless trees look rather menacing. “After all these weeks, a part of me never thought we’d see home again. Now that we are going back, I find myself... apprehensive. I’m not sure why.”

I walk up to her and take her hand in mine, giving it a comforting squeeze. “I feel the same way,” I reply softly. “Now that the Arc is gone, it doesn’t really feel like we are going home at all.”

She looks at me, deep, brown eyes searching as she stares into my own. Then, she smiles. “I’m certain about one thing, Owyn Lund: whatever is to come, I’m glad that I get to face it with you.”

Returning her smile, I lean in and give her a tender kiss on the lips.

The moment quickly passes, though, as the shuffling footfalls of the desert folk bring us back to reality. Turning, we begin making final preparations to leave behind the wastes once and for all.

Within the half hour we all gather around the pyre, the air mournful as we regard the ones who have fallen. Zara uses a small spark of magefyre to light it, and the brambles quickly spring to life. Channeling even a small amount of magic seems painful for her, but fortunately she does not keel over from exhaustion.

After watching the flames consume the bodies for a few moments, we wordlessly turn and begin making our way into the forest, our caravan trudging through the snow that has already started to melt. As we leave the wastes behind, I can’t help but spare a glance at the arid landscape behind me. This wretched place should have become my grave, but instead it had only brought Zara and me closer together. Now, the desolation will only spread, encroaching with the R’Laar as they march ever inward to ravage our homeland.

Taking a breath of cold, humid air, I turn my back on the wastes once and for all and make my way into the trees, remembering sadly the days I had spent training to become a ranger in these very woods.
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Chapter Two

Elias
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Panic grips the city of Tarsys following the destruction of the Arc of Radiance, blood and horror filling the streets as the dust begins to settle.

Leading the Nightingale warriors through the palace, I walk uninterrupted toward the exit with a bloodstained letter in my hand, the guards all apparently having fled from their posts. Behind us, the bodies of the king and the High Magus lie cold and alone, undiscovered by the palace staff who are no doubt running home to check on their kin.

The very world, it seems, has come to the brink of destruction.

We pass the corpse of Sturgis on our way down the hall. The captain lies amidst the bodies of several guards, having brought them down before finally succumbing to his wounds. Pausing beside him, I kneel down and close his eyes which had been staring blankly at the ceiling.

As I get up, I notice something strange protruding from the belt of one of the fallen guards – a simple hatchet, the handle bound in leather and the head embossed with a carving of windblown leaves.

Owyn's hatchet.

Frowning, I reach for the weapon and pull it from the belt. It seems to have been kept in good shape and must have been taken by this man as a trophy. Discarding my swordbreaker, I replace the hatchet on my own belt on the side opposite my knife. Then, we continue on our way, travelling grimly through the corridors and down the twisting servant stairs.

After retrieving Malik and Renlyn, who are still standing guard in the cellar, we make for the streets, walking out of the relative calm of the palace and into the madness outside.

Need to get to the Conclave, I think, watching as soldiers in red tabards attempt to quell the near-hysterical crowds. Even as we stand there at the palace gates, the press of bodies moving away from the destruction at the center of the city is staggering, a thick layer of dust choking the air.

“Come on,” I growl, stepping forward into the multitude. “Stay close and try not to hurt anyone.”

Travelling through the streets proves to be a struggle. Mobs of people rush to and fro, calling out the names of loved ones and pushing roughly past one another in desperation. City watchmen, their faces drawn and pale, call for order with their hands on their swords, but the crowd proves too unruly for their meager efforts to calm. Several zealous citizens even shriek from the street corners, yelling about how the world is coming to an end and that final judgment is coming down to destroy mankind.

Fortunately, we are all experienced warriors. We are accustomed to chaotic circumstances.

We wend our way through the throng with little incident, moving with the flow of traffic and avoiding being trampled. However, the closer we come to the Conclave, the less civilized things become.

Mobs of troublemakers smash storefront windows and loot merchant carts, using the chaos to their advantage. Anyone who ventures too close to these brigands ends up beaten or with a knife in their gut, the crowd naturally parting and giving them a wide berth.

Several of the looters run by our position, their sacks of merchandise jingling as they duck into an alley.

People are avoiding the alleys to avoid being knifed, I realize, pulling myself out of the press of bodies and motioning for the other Nightingales to do the same. That’ll be the fastest way to the Conclave.

Not wanting to fight the crowds, we head into the darkened alley after the thugs, moving swiftly with our dark cloaks trailing behind us. It isn’t long, though, before dark shapes begin to swarm around us, sizing us up like wolves sizing up their prey. I draw my belt knife and Owyn’s hatchet, brandishing the weapons along with the others in a threatening manner. The thugs eye our blades, still coated in dry blood, then back away, apparently deciding that robbing us would be too much trouble.

Without breaking stride, we continue through the alleys, moving from neighborhood to neighborhood on our flight to the center of the city. The way proves much quicker than braving the streets had been, and we close the distance in less than an hour.

As we draw near to the mage towers, evidence of the Arc’s destruction becomes more apparent. The air grows thick with dust and smoke, making it difficult to breath, and almost everywhere we pass is filled with debris, the houses crushed and the cobbled streets broken. Bodies litter the roadways as well, their mangled forms buried beneath grit and chunks of stone.

“Eleven Hells,” curses Malik, before descending into a fit of coughing.

“I’ve not seen anything like this in all my life,” Kris mutters softly, his tone disturbed.

Moaning and the sound of terrified screaming children fills the hazy air, the noise echoing hauntingly through the deserted neighborhood. The crowds, it seems, have not yet made it to this decrepit part of the city.

“We’re almost there,” I reply, noting the unfallen mage towers just ahead. “Let’s keep moving.”

As we step foot into the wide, circular courtyard of the Conclave, it is as if we are entering a war zone and not the cultural center of the world. The ring of towers, all but three still standing, seem like dark monoliths in the grey atmosphere, their forms faint shadows in the dust-choked air of the rubble-strewn enclosure.

The Pillar of Radiance, the centermost and largest of the towers, is completely gone – a long line of destruction cutting a swathe through the city where it had fallen. The Azure tower, which had been taken down with the fall of the Pillar, still partially stands, a broken sliver less than half of its original height still standing in its place. The Tower of Recreants also lies in shambles, it’s pieces scattered like broken pottery.

All over, picking through the wreckage, are the despondent remnants of the mages, their blue robes dull with filth as they search about the ruins for survivors.

“Spread out,” I command in a soft voice, staring out at the scene in detached solemnity. “Help with the relief efforts. Do not hesitate to help out in any way you can.”

Silently, the Nightingales obey, putting away their weapons and making their way through the ghostly courtyard.

So much destruction, I think, making straight for a nearby pile of rubble. So much death... who knew that a broken tower could cause so much devastation. For a moment, I can’t help but think that this is but a shadow of what is to come. The ruin that the R’Laar will bring upon this city will make this event seem small by comparison.

Nearby, someone calls for help, which shakes me out of my dazed and despondent thoughts. Springing into action, I race over to the source of the sound, eyes searching through the debris. Everywhere I look there are bodies, broken, shattered forms lying motionless on the ground. These were mages who were out walking when the Heart of Light exploded, innocent bystanders who were crushed by the rocks and timbers falling down atop their heads.

“Help!” The voice calls weakly from a haphazard heap of stone. “Anyone... please!”

I scramble atop the pile and begin searching, pawing through the detritus for a sign of the survivor. There! I think, catching a glimpse of a dust-covered hand poking out to my left.

“Hold on,” I say loudly, making my way over to the hand. “I’ll get you out.”

Stone crumbles as I begin pushing away chunks of masonry, the remains of what had once been a part of the base of the Pillar of Radiance. Not much remains of the Grand Hall, just broken walls and mountains of debris. As I work, I am quickly joined by others, mages and passersby who have materialized out of the gloom to help.

We slowly clear a path to the wounded man, lifting large fractured stones to reveal a small pocket of air beneath the rubble. There, we find a middle-aged mage lying propped up on one elbow, his right leg crushed beneath a slab and his body covered in a thick layer of grit and dust.

"Don't move," I command, crouching down to examine the wound. "If you try to pull it out, you'll risk losing the leg. We'll have to lift up the stone."

The other mages cluster around me, and I gesture for them to aid me. Then, heaving mightily, we attempt to move the enormous slab. It shifts ever so slightly, sending rocks shifting and causing the trapped mage to cry out in pain, but otherwise it does not budge, remaining firmly locked in place.

"We need more people," I grunt, adjusting my grip on the broken chunk of wall. Eying one of the nearby mages, I use my chin to gesture away. "You there – go and find some help. Hurry!"

The man nods and dashes off, leaving us alone to hold our awkward position.

Fortunately, it isn’t long before he returns with three other mages, who all scramble up the pile of rubble to help us. With their aid, we manage to finally lift the slab up while someone pulls out the wounded man from beneath it. When we set the stone down, it sends up a billowing cloud of dust.

I step away, wiping a bead of sweat from my forehead. The mage's leg is a mangled mess, but with proper treatment he will survive, though he will likely use a crutch for the rest of his life.

Turning, I move on to help the next poor soul, searching amidst the destruction for anyone in need.

Hours pass as more and more people arrive on the scene, the crowds from the outer city arriving to help with the clean-up efforts. It's still not enough, I think as I help an elderly man with a gash on his head hobble away from a collapsed house. It will take months, even years to clean all of this up. Not that we even have that long...

Bodies and parts of bodies are everywhere, strewn amid the shattered tower like broken dolls, playthings seemingly torn apart and left by giants. There are weeping children with tear-stained faces beside wounded adults clutching bleeding limbs, their faces seeming lost and distraught, as if no one truly believes what they are experiencing. All around, voices can be heard crying and lamenting and cursing the Light itself, adding a strange contrast to the eerie silence that hovers over the area.

As night begins to fall, it seems that most of the wounded have been rescued from the collapsed towers. Even so, many people still dig through the wreckage, hoping to find any remaining survivors.

My muscles and joints protest painfully from so much heavy lifting, and as I join up once again with the soot-stained Nightingale warriors, I find myself rubbing at my tender shoulder.

Not as young as I once was, I think to myself, grimacing as Malik approaches.

"We need to go back to the encampment outside the city," he says, pitching his voice low. "The others will need to know about all that has happened."

I nod, then notice a despondent-looking figure standing atop a large pile of rubble. His mage robes, deep blue beneath a thick layer of grey dust, seem to bear finer embroidery than the other mages I have encountered, and the way he carries himself, even when stricken by grief, seems to denote some level of leadership.

"We will leave shortly," I reply after a brief pause. "First, there is something that I must do."

The others nod as I make my way up to the top of the pile, clearing my throat to get the mage's attention.

He shakes his head as if to clear away thoughts and turns, his haunted eyes regarding me curiously. Otherwise, though, he does not respond.

"Are you a member of the Circle?" I ask gruffly. I vaguely recognize him from the battle of Forest Hill. 

He nods.

"What is your name?"

"Roth," he replies hoarsely.

"Well, Roth," I say, reaching into a pocket in my cloak, "I have a letter for you. It is from the High Magus herself."

His eyes seem to focus for a moment, a flicker of recognition flashing across his features as I pull out the bloodstained letter and hand it over to him. He accepts it and slowly unfolds it, then begins reading by the low light of the setting sun.

As I watch, his expression appears to grow even more dejected, tears welling up in his eyes. Then, sighing, he folds up the letter and peers down at me.

"So, she's dead then?"

I nod my head solemnly. "Murdered by King Aethelgar."

"Blackhearted bastard," Roth curses softly. "At least he got what he deserved. It seems that now the kingdom is leaderless, both royally and magically. This truly is the end of all things."

"That is why I am here," I reply, taking another step up the rubble toward him. "Now that the Arc is down, the Prince of Darkness will strike. We need to present a unified defense when he arrives, or all of us will be destroyed. We need leadership, now more than ever."

Roth nods slowly, his eyes narrowing in thought. "First, we need to account for all of the surviving mages. It will... take some time. Then, we will need to call together what's left of the Circle and elect a new High Magus."

"Good," I reply. "Be sure to make haste, Magus. Time is working against us. For now, I return to the Nightingales. They need to be notified of what has occurred here. We will be in contact with you soon."

I turn to leave, but stop when the mage calls out my name.

"You’re Elias, correct?” I nod in reply.

“Thank you for helping us today – you and the Nightingales. This will not be forgotten."

"We're all brothers, now," I reply grimly. Then, I make my way over to the Nightingales and begin our long walk back to the encampment.
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Chapter Three

Zara
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The forest glistens with ice and snow as we make our way into the Emberwood. It looks like something out of a fairytale, and despite our desperate circumstances, I can’t help but look around in wonder at the beauty of it all.

Our weary caravan of desert folk trudges through the winter scene clad in clothing that is entirely unsuitable to our new environment, our feet and legs quickly becoming sodden from the moisture. I notice that am not the only one who seems amazed by our new surroundings. The people of the wastes look around with a mixture of wonder and fear, their eyes wide as they examine this strange new world. No doubt this is more water and vegetation than they have ever seen in their lives.

It isn’t long, however, before the beautiful scenery loses its luster and I am reminded of the mind of numbing fatigue seeping into my bones. My soaking toes quickly grow numb, and before I realize it, my teeth are chattering violently.

“Are you alright?" Owyn asks, his face lined with concern.

“I’ll survive," I reply, vigorously rubbing my arms to stave off the chill. “How much longer do you think we should go?"

He grunts but does not immediately reply. He continues marching forward through the snow, beating a path for the rest of us to follow. Finally, he shrugs. “We need to put as much distance behind us as we can," he replies, not seeming the least bit troubled by the cold. “I fear that the demons will send scouts, and that if we do not move quickly, they will overtake us.”

“Well," I retort, trying hard not to let my discomfort make me sound emotional, “if we go on for too much longer, people will start to collapse from exhaustion. We fought a battle earlier today, remember?"

“I remember,” he replies without looking back.

We fall into an uneasy silence, the sound of many feet crunching through the snow filling the air.

The forest seems so pristine, so deserted around us, and when I push aside my thoughts and worries, I can almost forget that the Arc of Radiance is no longer protecting us. It is as if we are in another place and time separate from the horrors of the real world. Here, there is only nature, a dense woodland of thick trunks under a canopy of leafless branches.

As the sun begins to wane in the sky, Owyn finally motions for us to halt. My teeth are still chattering, and I can barely feel my legs beneath me.

“I know this part of the forest,” he says, sounding wistful. “There’s a spring just ahead, and old logging camp that should have some dry kindling hidden away.”

“Th-thank the Light,” I mutter.

He points to a clearing a few paces ahead of us. “Have them set up their tents up there,” he says. “I’ll see what I can do about getting a fire going.”

Rubbing my hands together to get the blood back into them, I turn and relay the message to the people behind me. They look just as cold and miserable as I do. Slowly, and with a fair amount of grumbling, they do as Owyn commands, spreading out into the clearing and setting up their reedy wooden frames. Those things are made of thick leather, I think, watching as a nearby pair of women unroll a tent. They should hold in heat well enough.

I attempt to help them to the best of my ability, unpacking provisions from the litters and backpacks the men have been carrying, but I quickly become dizzy and am forced to lean against a tree for support.

Magic sickness, I think with a grimace. I never seem to get used to it.

The wave of nausea passes eventually, but it leaves me feeling significantly weakened, my legs literally shaking from the effort of holding me up. Reluctantly, I shrink down against the tree, watching tiredly as the camp springs up around me. Owyn, having found some dry firewood beneath a tarp buried in the snow, quickly builds a large fire, granting light and warmth to the cluster of tents as the sun begins to set. He lights a few more fires, then comes over to check on me, his eyes softening when he spots my pathetic, tremulous form.

“Hells, Zara, you’re shaking! We need to warm you up!”

Reaching down, he scoops me into his arms, picking me up with little effort despite my mumbled complaints.

“I can walk by myself,” I protest, even as I wrap my arm around his neck. “Let me down, you great brute!”

“Hush,” he says, mildly reproving. “You’re nearly dead from exhaustion. I’ll not have you die in the snow because of your stubbornness. You need food, fire, and rest – and that’s final.”

“Fine,” I reply sullenly, resting my head against his shoulder. “But only because I’m too tired to argue with you, Owyn Lund.”

He tromps through the snow to one of the blazing fires, then gently sets me down on a blanket. The heat of the crackling flames feels good against my skin, and I can immediately feel it start to warm the wet clothing clinging to my body. Even so, my limbs continue to quiver uncontrollably.

“I’ll be right back,” he says, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Do your best to stay awake.”

I nod numbly as he departs, leaving me alone with a group of quiet, somber desert folk. We all sit, staring blankly into the fire for an indeterminate amount of time, the night setting in around us.

Finally, Owyn returns with a clay bowl of steaming broth. Apparently, one of the other fires has been set aside for the preparation of the evening meal. He hands me the bowl, which I take gratefully, then unwraps a small bundle that he had tucked beneath his arm. Inside, I can see strips of dried meat and a handful of small reddish berries. These provisions he splits between the two of us.

The others around the fire eye the food hungrily, then shuffle off to acquire meals of their own.

I bring the steaming broth up to my lips, inhaling the fragrant steam and letting it warm my lungs. The oily liquid smells faintly of salt, and I quickly realize that it is nothing more than boiled strips of quill demon meat similar to what Owyn is now chewing on – but after a day like today, and as hungry as I am, it smells absolutely delicious.

Ravenously, I begin to slurp it down.

We sit in silence for a few minutes, devouring our food and staring into the fire. I instantly begin to feel much better, the food lending me strength even though my fatigue still remains. After a time, I turn to Owyn and offer him a faint smile. “Thanks for taking care of me.”

He returns the smile with one of his own. “Don’t mention it.”

After a brief pause, I continue, looking back to the glowing embers. “What are we going to do now? What’s the plan?”

“I’m honestly not sure,” he replies, biting off another strip of meat and chewing thoughtfully. “The logical choice is Tarsys, I suppose.”

“Do you think we’ll be able to make it that far on foot?”

He shrugs. “Our supplies should hold, but I’m worried about our lack of winter clothing. A few more days of this, and we may see people start to collapse, maybe even freeze. Who knows what the weather will react now that the Arc is gone?”

“I’d guess that it will get considerably warmer. Though, truthfully, I’m not sure how long that will take.”

Again, there is a lull in the conversation, and I suddenly feel compelled to voice something that I have been bottling all day. “Owyn... I’m sorry that I failed. It was a miracle that we were able to get out of that fight alive. If not for luck or divine intervention or whatever it was, we would have all been killed and it would have been all my fault. I’m... I’m so....” Tears begin to spring unwittingly to my eyes, and in an instant Owyn is by my side, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and whispering comforting words.

“It wouldn’t have been your fault, Zara,” he says softly. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. You did your best – all of us did. There’s no shame in being unable to get out of an impossible situation.”

“I understand that,” I reply, glaring up at him. I begin wiping my cheeks with the back of my hand. “But that doesn’t change the fact that many people – good people – died because I made a promise that I ultimately couldn’t keep. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to forgive myself for that.”

Visions of dead people flash in my mind’s eye, desert defenders cut down by the wicked blades of the gorgons, their blood being absorbed by the thirsty ground. Again, tears well up in my eyes, and it is all I can do not to let out an angry sob in front of everyone.

Owyn pauses, seeming taken aback by my sudden vehemence. Then, he sighs, turning his head away to stare out into the shadowed forest.

“We all fail, every one of us,” he says after a moment, voice sounding distant. “Sometimes it’s our fault, and sometimes it isn’t. The Light made us imperfect, and that’s simply a fact of life.” Then, he turns back to stare at me, his forest green eyes peering deeply into my own. “What truly matters is what we do after our failures, how we learn from our mistakes and move on. That is the true measure of greatness, I think. And you, Zara Dennel, are one of the great ones. I know, because I have seen it time and time again.”

Sniffling, I ask, "Do you really mean that?"

He turns back to regard me, giving me a long, meaningful look. "Absolutely." There is truth in his eyes, and for some reason, this calms me.

I take a long, shuddering breath and wipe my eyes one last time, then set my jaw determinedly against the guilt. “Okay,” I say at length, offering him a weak smile. “You’re right. Thanks for listening.”

“Of course,” he replies with a small grin, leaning over and kissing my forehead. “Even great mages such as yourself need a shoulder to cry on once in a while.”

With that, I hand him the empty bowl and push myself to my feet, swooning only slightly as a wave of dizziness overtakes me. “Good night, Owyn,” I say with a mock curtsey. “I shall see you in the morning.”

I begin making my way through the camp, almost instantly regretting leaving the heat of the fire behind. Near the center of the clearing, I find an empty tent which is marked with a pinned-open flap. With the recent casualties, and the lack of any discerning features between the tents, the dwellings are claimed on a first-come first-serve basis, and there are plenty of them to go around.

Crouching down, I shuffle inside, finding an oiled tarp and a neatly stacked pile of brown, scratchy blankets on the ground. In my current state, it seems as comfortable as a feather bed with downy pillows.

Shivering, I pull the tent flap closed and fumble for a minute in the dark, stripping my damp clothing from off my body and hanging it up so that it can dry. Then, numbly, I crawl onto my humble bed and curl up on the ground, bundling myself tightly in the dusty fabric.

My body heat eventually warms the blankets and makes the inside of the tent more tolerable, which in turn allows me to begin drifting off. As sleep begins to overcome me, I can’t help but think about what Owyn had said, his words bouncing around inside my head. We all fail, every one of us... what truly matters is what we do after our failures.

Inevitably, the demon dreams come, haunting my already troubled mind. However, Owyn is there as well, standing strong beside me as we meet our bitter end together.
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Chapter Four

Owyn
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Dawn arrives in the Emberwood, much as it had those many months ago when I was apprentice to the most notorious ranger in the kingdom. Those were simpler times, I think to myself idly, watching as the orange light reflects off the glistening ice that clings to the leafless trees. It already seems like so long ago.

The sun’s light brings with it a sense of urgency, a reminder of the looming war and all of the things that we must do to prepare for it. However, for just a moment I allow myself to sit and watch, pushing aside the crushing responsibility and just basking in the coming light of a new day. At this moment I feel a sense of serenity, a feeling of peace that calms my troubled heart as the rest of the camp still slumbers.

How many more of these sunrises will I be able to enjoy? I think musingly, blowing hot air into my cold hands to warm them. Moments like these are fleeting, even before the end of the world.

I turn back to the work at hand, whittling a small piece of oak I had found during the night. It is still mostly shapeless in my hand, a heavy lump of wood the size of a small river stone, but in my mind’s eye I know exactly what it will be, the dull makeshift knife working slowly to fashion the wood into a thing of beauty.

Somewhere out in the woods a tree branch snaps, and I can feel my muscles tense involuntarily as I put away the bit of wood and raise the knife.

Then, out of the winter scene steps a stag, its beautiful pronged head emerging from a dense thicket of bushes. The animal moves into a clearing and begins nuzzling the ground, searching for food on a patch of earth that is not completely covered in snow, and does not yet seem to notice my presence nearly a dozen paces away. Its muscled body, large and proud, moves with an easy grace as it steps through the meadow, and I can't help but marvel at its proud and natural beauty.

My first reaction is to reach for my bow, slowly picking it up and nocking an arrow. That much meat could go a long way in feeding this caravan, especially considering the lack of protein in their diet.

However, as I stare down the shaft of the arrow, I can't help but think of the stag I had slain over the summer and the carnage the darkhound had wrought on its kind.

As I crouch there, conjuring images of a clearing full of ravaged deer parts in my mind, the stag suddenly looks up, noticing me for the first time. My breath catches in my throat, and for a long moment, we simply stare at one another, the silence of the forest weighing down heavily upon us.

Finally, unable to summon the will to release my arrow, I lower the bow, though my eyes remain locked on the stag.

The beast holds my gaze for a moment longer, as if considering whether or not I am still a threat, then turns its antlered head, walking back into the thicket and disappearing from sight.

We're all threatened by the same enemy now, I think, somehow feeling in my heart that I had made the right decision in not killing the stag.

Pondering to myself, I continue my vigil as the burning sun begins to climb slowly over the horizon.

The feeling of serenity eventually passes as the first inhabitants of the camp begin to stir. Sighing, I push myself up to my feet and begin stroking the nearby fire to life. After breakfast, we will need to begin our journey anew.

Time, unfortunately, is not on our side.

Within the hour, most of the camp has awakened and begun the process of breaking down their tents. Rations of boiled grains are cooked on the fires and everyone seems to be mentally preparing themselves for what we all know will be another grueling day of walking.

Zara emerges from her tent looking surprisingly refreshed, her eyes bright and her hair bound in a ponytail. Upon seeing me she smiles, walking through the packed snow and approaching me from the side.

“Good morning,” she says in a raspy voice. “How did you sleep last night?"

“Well enough,” I reply around a mouthful of dried desert berries. Upon closer inspection, she appears to still carry the lingering effects of yesterday’s exhaustion, dark circles ringing her eyes and a washed-out complexion on her face. Still, she seems much better than she had last night and carries herself with an air of cheeriness.

She sniffs, giving me a sly, sideways smile. “You’re a terrible liar, you know that? I can tell by the way you said that that you probably spent most of the night standing watch.”

I give her a small, defeated laugh. “What can I say? Old habits are hard to shake.”

“You make such a fuss about sending me off to bed, and then you turn around and disregard your own advice.” She accepts a bowl of boiled grain from one of the former slaves, nodding in thanks before returning her stern gaze to me. “That isn’t very rangerly of you.”

I raise an eyebrow at her. “Rangerly?”

She shrugs and puts a spoonful of the mush into her mouth. After swallowing, she says, “A figure of speech. You rangers are supposed to be all about honor and fulfilling your oaths.”

“You forget that I am still technically an apprentice. I'm no more a ranger than you are.” I'm surprised at the bitterness that enters my voice as I utter those words. Since finding out that Elias is a Nightingale, and with the near constant running and fighting, completing my ranger training has been low on my priority list. Still, it seems that the wound left by my master has not yet entirely healed.

Zara seems rather taken aback by the sudden and somber turn of the conversation, and I find myself clearing my throat and forcing a smile to push through the lingering awkwardness.

"We should reach Forest Hill before nightfall," I say, changing the subject. "Then we'll hopefully be able to get all of us warmer clothes."

"I think I'd rather have a bath," she says, sighing and looking down at her half-eaten bowl of mush. "It feels like ages since I've had a good scrubbing. I must look absolutely dreadful."

"You look beautiful," I reply, but she only gives me a flat look.

"Don't patronize me," she says before taking another bite.

We continue with light conversation until both of us are finished eating and the rest of the group seems to be finishing up as well. After breakfast, we proceed to break down camp and continue our journey through the forest, slogging through miles of snow and icy terrain. The old game trails are right where I remember them, twisting through the woods in a haphazard fashion, and it is surprisingly easy for me to navigate them despite the wintry conditions.

As the day wears on, the temperature seems to rise above that which is normal for this time of year. Snow begins to thin into muddy slush, and the icicles hanging from the limbs of trees begin to glisten and drip in the sunlight.

Zara seems to think that this is a side effect of the Arc disappearing, that the desert climate of the wastelands will eventually overtake Tarsynium completely. Something about that deeply disturbs me, having spent my recent years closely associated with nature. The thought of losing the vibrant forests and green fields of my homeland to the demon-cursed desert makes my stomach twist into knots.

It is midafternoon by the time we finally reach Forest Hill, the muddy, winding game trails turning into familiar roads which take us through more developed country. Farm houses begin to dot the land, and soon, the hill itself is within sight.

The freed slaves seem wide-eyed and amazed upon seeing the structures, apparently confounded by the permanent buildings made from timber and stone.

Just wait until you see Tarsys, I think to myself wryly. The city makes this place seem miniscule in comparison.

Something feels off as we approach the town, many of the homes standing dark and abandoned. Few have smoke coming out of their chimneys, and those that do have their barns and front doors thrown open, farmers scurrying about with packs of supplies. What’s more, the road seems well-used, with many sets of footprints and wagon ruts marring the packed snow.

Why would so many of these homes be abandoned? I think to myself curiously. It’s almost as if the farmers have fled.

The answer to my question comes when we make our way into town, meeting with almost full-blown hysteria. Carts loaded with personal effects fill the unpaved streets, while townsfolk rush madly about, saddling horses and transporting goods from out of their storefronts and houses. Many of the buildings already seem derelict, and even now, the road heading east out of town is clogged by a long train of people.

“Light almighty,” Zara murmurs, coming up to stand beside me. “This looks like an exodus.”

“Yeah,” I reply, watching as a pair of children weep while their mother explains that the kittens will be unable to travel with them. “We need to figure out what is going on. Perhaps Governor Prior will have some answers.”

“We should have the wastelanders set up camp outside of town,” Zara says, eyes shifting about nervously. “I don’t think that they will be welcome here.”

Looking around, I can instantly see what she is talking about. We are stopped at the base of the hill on the very outskirts of the town, but folk still give our caravan a wide berth, many shooting us suspicious looks and even glares of outright hostility. What’s more, the freed slaves, with their tanned skin and plain but foreign clothing, seem extremely uncomfortable, no doubt feeling very out of place under the scrutiny of the locals.

“Alright,” I say at length, pointing due west. “There’s an empty field out that way they can use. Then, we go to the governor’s mansion.”

Zara quickly communicates with the huddled mass of former slaves, then motions for them to follow me. Then, I lead them through the woods into a wide field which used to belong to a farmer who was killed in the Battle of Forest Hill. They begin unburdening themselves of their supplies, looking mildly relieved as thy begin setting up camp.

Yari and the youths approach Zara and me as we prepare to depart, spears shouldered as if to guard us. I give Zara a look, then explain that I need them here guarding the women and children. She translates. They seem disappointed, but agree in their odd tongue to watch over the camp while we are away. Clasping each of them on the shoulder, I thank them and then depart with Zara, traveling through the trees and back to the road leading into town.

As we make our way back up the hill, we see more of the same. Buildings stand with their windows and doors hanging open while folk scramble about to load up saddles and wagons in preparation for departure. We catch the eyes of several people when we walk past, their faces flickering with recognition, though everyone is apparently too rushed to stop and say hello.

When we reach the inn, though, a high-pitched but powerful voice shouts out, grabbing my attention. “Owyn Lund, is that you?”

I turn to see the innkeeper’s wife Diane Ellis waving excitedly from the wooden porch, a broom clutched in her other hand.

“Hello, Mrs. Ellis,” I reply, stepping up to her with Zara in tow. “How have you been lately?”

She waddles down the steps and takes me in a bone-crunching hug. “I’ve been fine, dear. Light save me, it’s you I’ve been worried about. The world’s gone mad and you look like you haven’t seen a proper bed in weeks!” She releases me, then seems to notice Zara, pulling her into an embrace as well. “And the young mage is with you! Zara, was it? I’m so glad that both of you are safe – if a little underfed.”

“What’s going on here, Mrs. Ellis?” I ask when she releases a breathless-looking Zara. “It seems like everyone is fleeing the town.”

Her expression falls somewhat, lips tightening into a thin line on her round face. “It’s because they are, dear. Rumors have been rampant – first the great explosion coming from Tarsys, then folk from the outlying farms saying the Arc has simply vanished... it’s got people in a panic. Everyone is afraid that demons will be coming to our doorstep any day now. They’re running away to the center of the kingdom for safety.”

Zara and I share a concerned look.

That’s certainly going to complicate things, I think. If this is happening in Forest Hill, it’s bound to happen in other towns as well.

“Wait a tick – where’s Elias?” Mrs. Ellis looks around as if expecting to see him hiding behind me.

I open my mouth to respond, then simply shrug, unable to find an explanation. “It’s kind of a long story.”

“Well, I’d love to hear it over supper. James!” She shouts, looking over her shoulder to the open door of the inn. “Owyn and Zara have returned! Put something in the cook pot for them!”

“That’s a very kind offer,” Zara says diplomatically, “but we need to speak with Governor. Perhaps later we can talk?”

Mrs. Ellis heaves a sigh and bobs her head. “If you say so, though I doubt you’ll find him to be much help. At any rate, we’ll have supper ready for you when you return.” She pauses, then smiles at us. “It is so nice to see the two of you again.”

We say our farewells then continue up the hill, dodging horse-drawn wagons on our way to the Governor’s manor. When we arrive, we find it strangely quiet. No servants scurry about and nobody from the town seems to be waiting for supplication.

Striding right up to the door, Zara knocks and together we wait for a reply.

Nothing happens.

Frowning, I reach forward and bang on the hard wood loudly with my fist. Again, there is no answer.

“Maybe we should see if he is down with the townspeople?” Zara suggests.

I shake my head. “Prior always considered himself above the common folk. In the months I’ve lived here, I’ve never known him to leave his residence to mingle with the people of Forest Hill. He must be inside.”

Zara hisses a protest as I reach for the latch and open the door, ignoring her as I step inside the gaudy house. Muttering to herself, she follows me, pulling the door shut behind her as we make our way down the long hall. It is just as I remembered it, with soft carpets on the floor and rich décor adorning the walls, giving testament to the governor’s noble heritage.

The home appears to be empty, abandoned like many of the other buildings in town, though nothing inside seems to be out of place at all. Our footsteps cause the floorboards to creek ominously, and the usual scents of clean linens and baking bread are mysteriously absent.

Suddenly, I hear a sound coming from the cellar where the mages had interrogated me many months ago. I fall into a crouch, pulling out my knife and cautiously approaching the slightly open door.

“There’s someone down there,” I whisper to Zara.

“What are you talking about?” She replies softly. “I didn’t hear anything.”

There it is again, I think, my ears picking up the faint sound of scuffling feet on the floor below. “Stay here,” I mouth over my shoulder before ducking down the stairs.

The cellar is starkly furnished compared to the floors above, and is lit only by a thin ray of sunlight coming from a small window near the ceiling. Casks of ale are stacked against the far wall along with sacks of grain and other types of food storage, and a layer of dust covers almost everything in a light grey film. Creeping down the wooden steps, I scan the wide, dimly-lit chamber for any signs of danger, but relax immediately when I discover the source of the sound.

Laying in the middle of the stone floor is Governor Prior, snoring softly amid a half dozen or so empty bottles. Even from my position on the other side of the room, I can smell the sickly-sweet smell of fine wine.

“Zara,” I call back, replacing my weapon on my belt, “come down here. Everything is fine.”

Upon seeing the drunken Governor, she lets out a small, exasperated huff. “Oh, for Light’s sake.”

Together, we descend the staircase and walk up to the rotund man, who smells even worse up close. His rich clothing is stained and rumpled, his bald head resting on the bare stone while his chubby hands cradle a half-empty bottle.

Using the toe of my boot, I give him a gentle nudge in the side. “Governor, it’s me, Owyn Lund. It’s time to wake up.”

He groans and blinks bleary eyes, craning his neck to peer up at me. "Ranger...? What are you doing here?" His speech is slurred, and after a few seconds he rests his head back against the ground and squeezes his eyes shut.

"That's not important," I reply, feeling my patience quickly slipping away. "What's important is that you get up off the ground and start leading your people."

"She left me," he mumbles, drool oozing out of the corner of his mouth. "Yvette... she took the children to stay with her sister in Tarsys. Said it wasn't safe here. Told her... I couldn't abandon my post... needed to stay, or else the king..." He trails off and brings the half-empty bottle to his lips, taking a slurping drink that doesn't seem to go down right. He descends into a fit of coughing.

"This is pathetic," Zara mutters, crossing her arms in front of her.

Squatting down, I pull the bottle out of his grasp and toss it to the other side of the room. Then, I work to pull him up into a sitting position. This proves no easy task, as his weight is easily twice that of mine.

Finally, he settles down on his rear, blinking red eyes at the faint sunlight now resting on his face.

"Listen, governor," I say, leveling a finger at him. "The Arc of Radiance has fallen, and that means war is upon us. Right now, there is an enormous demonic army coming this way, and the only hope we have is by standing together at the capital city. Do you understand?"

Prior screws up his face in a comically questioning way, his cheeks a bright red from the wine. "Wha... what are you talking about?"

I snarl, then jab my finger into his soft chest. "We need to get these people out of here – now. If anyone remains in Forest Hill, they'll be dead within the week."

A brief flash of clarity seems to enter the governor's expression, and he finally seems to understand. He gazes up at me slack-jawed and says, "Demons, you say? Light preserve us..."

"There's little time for dawdling, governor," Zara interjects, her voice brimming with impatience. "You need to get yourself cleaned up and then speak with the people. We can help."

He nods dazedly, then tries unsuccessfully to get to his feet. Settling back down on his haunches, he huffs, "Please, just... give me a moment. Then I will go with you to address the town."

"Probably best to wash up and change your clothes," she suggests. "Wouldn't look good for you to be preaching doom while stinking of wine."

He opens his mouth to retort, then sighs instead. "Aye... aye, you're probably right. Alright then, help me up boy. We have a town to save."

Grimacing at the smell, I help Prior to his feet, then walk with him up the stairs.

Drunken fool, I think, lending him my arm for support. The world's crashing down around us and he turns to the bottle. I certainly hope that things are better in Tarsys. Light knows that we need strong leadership... now more than ever.
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Chapter Five

Zara
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The innkeeper and his wife are kind enough to secure extra supplies for the freed slaves of the wastes, including blankets, food, and excess articles of clothing - including dozens of pairs of shoes generously donated by the local cobbler. They even insist that we invite our ‘refugee’ friends to come stay in the inn. Unfortunately, I do not think that their two-story building has enough rooms to accommodate the former slaves, nor do I think either party is equipped to deal with the cultural and language barriers as of yet. We politely decline, saddle a pack mule, then make our way back to the camp for another cold night spent in a tent.

“We should have just sent the supplies to them and then spent the night at the inn,” Owyn grumbles as we make for the field where the others are staying. “We could both do with a good night’s sleep in a bed.”

“They’re our people now, Owyn,” I chide gently. “If not for them, we probably would have perished in the wastes. We can’t abandon them now for a little comfort.”

“I know,” Owyn replies glumly. “Still, it would have been nice to at least take a bath while we were there.”

I give him a sidelong glance, eyebrow quirking in disbelief. “How is it that a pampered mage from Tarsys has a better attitude about this than a guy trained by rangers?” Though, I admit silently to myself, a bath does sound rather nice right about now.

He shrugs, the motion jostling the makeshift quiver on his back. “Just because I’m ranger trained doesn’t mean I don’t like to be clean,” he says matter-of-factly. “Besides, I don’t think this lot’ll care much if we spend the night with our own countrymen.”

“The greater part may not,” I concede, “but your warriors-in-training may.”

This seems to give Owyn pause, his brow furrowing in thought, and he remains quiet as we cross the final divide between Forest Hill and the desert people’s camp.

When we arrive, we are instantly surrounded by the spear-holding youths, their faces looking relieved upon finally seeing us, especially Yari’s. Being in this land with its strange climate and even stranger people must be making them uneasy. We immediately begin passing out the supplies, handing blankets and packages of food over to the men and women who also converge upon us. Almost all of them give the mule a wary eye, as if unsure whether or not the beast will prove friend or foe.

I remember feeling much the same way, once upon a time, I think to myself wistfully, patting the placid animal fondly on the nose.

After all of the goods have been distributed, Kar’ii approaches me, the black-haired maiden bundled up in a scratchy brown blanket. “Har kim tashvishlanmoqda,” she says, expressing everyone’s worry and asking why we were gone so long. “Nega uzoq vaqtgacha ketding?”

I break away from Owyn and the mule and begin walking with her to one of the many cook fires now blazing in the middle of camp. “Biz o'z xalqimiz bilan uchrashgan edik,” I explain, speaking to the innkeeper’s hospitality. “Ular hadyalar berishardi.”

She nods, but still seems a bit unsettled. Then, she asks a bit more quietly, “Qaerga ketyapmiz?”

I stare at her for a moment, studying her expression in the flickering firelight. There is fear there - fear and uncertainty. She must feel the same way as everyone else in this encampment, half-frozen and not even knowing where we are taking them. I quickly realize that they are in desperate need of some guidance, a friendly voice to explain the situation.

“We are going to Tarsys,” I say in her language, though I speak loud enough for others around me to hear. Even now, I can sense them inching closer, hanging upon my words. “It is a large camp... larger than this one many times over, with much food and many resources. There your people will be safe, I promise.”

She eyes me for a moment, then glances away, her voice dropping to a low whisper. “Va jinlarmi?” She asks, using the word for demons.

“We will fight them,” I reply simply, before turning to address the crowd. “This is our quest: to fight and defeat the demons, to protect our families and our homes. It will be difficult, and we will not force any of you to fight if you do not wish to. However, I will not lie to you - if we are going to win, we are going to need every man, woman and child to help us.”

“Amo qanday qilib biz g'alaba qozondik?” A man asks, tentatively stepping forward. He questions our chances of winning in light of our recent defeat.

I consider his question for a moment, trying to come up with an honest answer. Eventually, I reply, “I cannot promise that we will be victorious. Many people will probably die before the end. But we have one thing that the demons do not have: a cause worth fighting for. It is like a fire that casts away the darkness and gives us the strength press on.”

I’m not sure about the grammar, but my little speech seems to have the desired effect. The people listening all seem to hold their heads a bit higher, their expressions less uncertain in the light of the flames. I decide to follow this up with a quote from the Church of the Light. “Even the smallest candle can illuminate the darkest of nights. Let us be a light and not give in to the darkness." The translation isn’t perfect, I know, but the aura of uncertainty hanging over the camp mostly disperses, replaced with a new sense of resolution.

The quiet conversations begin anew as I bid Kar'ii farewell and back away, making my way over to where Owyn crouches on the opposite side of the firepit.

“That was a nice speech,” he says wryly. “I have no idea what you just said, but they seemed to like it.”

"I merely told them what they needed to hear," I reply curtly, pulling out a piece of jerky from a nearby basket and gnawing on it as delicately as I can manage. "They were just looking for a little encouragement."

Musingly, Owyn replies, "We all need that, once in a while."

Together, we eat a plain meal of boiled grain and jerky strips, talking little as the cold of the night sets in. Even after my little speech, the mood of the camp is subdued and there is little conversation to be had. Within the hour, I bid Owyn good night and head off to my tent, eager to go to bed and get some sleep.

I know that it will be a long journey yet before we finally reach the City of Mages.

***
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FIRST THING IN THE morning, we break down camp and begin making our way back through the woods to Forest Hill. The weather seems much milder than it has the past two days, the air considerably warmer and the snow less icy. In fact, the majority of the snow seems to have melted altogether, leaving behind a morass of slush and mud.

The climate is already changing, I think as we trudge toward the town. Before we know it, this whole kingdom will become just like the wastes.

When we arrive at the base of the hill, much of the remaining population of the town has gathered themselves together, preparing to depart. I instantly pick out the innkeeper and his wife packing a heavy-laden wagon, and the governor sitting astride a fine-looking black horse. His eyes have dark circles beneath them, his posture appearing stooped and exhausted, but his clothing is as rich and fine as ever, with an embroidered cloak and supple doeskin gloves.

As we stop before the congregation, many of the people give us odd looks. The appearance of the desert folk marks them clearly as foreigners, and dark whispers already begin to permeate the crowd as we approach Governor Prior.

“Good morning, governor,” Owyn calls cheerily, his tone causing the bald man to wince and rub his temples.

“Good, you’ve arrived,” he replies after a moment. “That means that we can now depart.”

“Indeed,” I say, pulling my robes more tightly around myself. “As you can see, none in our party has any mounts, so the going may be a little slower than usual. Don’t let that fool you, they are a hardy bunch used to being on their feet.”

The governor’s eyes widen when he sees the wastelanders, his jaw going momentarily slack. “Who are these people, Magus?”

“It’s sort of complicated,” I reply coolly. “I’d be happy to tell you all about them on the road.”

He nods, as if getting the hint, then turns to address the citizens of Forest Hill. “Alright, it is time we are off. Every second we waste puts us closer to danger. Off we go!”

With that, the great mass of individuals - including townsfolk and desert people - begins traveling along the northeastern road, making its way toward the Heartlands and eventually Tarsys. Even from the beginning, the townspeople and the desert folk are uneasy around each other, traveling in segregated groups along the path.

The day drags on and when it comes time to camp, the two groups set up their tents in distinct clusters apart from one another, both sides eyeing the other warily. Owyn and I spend a fair amount of time in both camps, mingling with the townspeople we recognize from our time in Forest Hill but staying in tents provided by the wastelanders.

On the second day we make it to the Heartlands, our long train of people marching through the rolling farmlands. The fields, once so green and vibrant, are now drab and washed-out, the snow fully melted and the grass flattened and yellowed. Heavy dark clouds billow overhead, though no thunder rumbles and no rain falls, and a dry, warm wind blows in from the west. The weather feels most unnatural, and it seems to grow warmer with every passing day.

As we continue on the road to Tarsys, Owyn and I walk side by side, chatting amiably about what we will do once we reach civilization again. We laugh, forgetting for a time the threat that hangs over us like the strange black clouds. Many give us strange looks, but we ignore them, fully enjoying on another’s company.

During one of his stories, Owyn stops midsentence and cocks his head to the side as if listening for something.

“What is it?” I ask, suddenly nervous. “What do you hear?”

“Darkhounds,” Owyn replies, then curses, pulling his knife from his belt. “I need to get Yari and the others!”

He runs away before I can question him further, the caravan continuing to plod along as usual. My hand drifts subconsciously to the talisman dangling from my neck and then, after a moment, I can hear the sound as well.

Distant howling.

“Light almighty,” I swear under my breath, dashing off in the direction Owyn had gone. Traditionally, the R’Laar used darkhounds as runners to go ahead of their armies, the beasts rooting out scouts and generally sewing terror.

The fact that they are here now does not bode well for us.

Near the trailing end of our caravan, I find Owyn marshalling a small force of spear-wielding youths, along with a handful of farmers and hunters from Forest Hill. All of them glance around uncertainly, clutching weapons that seem entirely unsuitable to fighting against demons. For a brief instant I think about gathering the young mages I had started training, but quickly dismiss the idea. They do not know how to cast any useful spells and would only give the darkhounds more targets to go after.

The civilians continue on up the road as Owyn organizes us into haphazard ranks, placing the desert spears in front and the bow-wielding farmers in the back. “Zara,” he says, unslinging his own makeshift bow, “help out in any way you can. Burn the miserable dogs if they venture too close.”

I nod, pulling my talisman from around my neck and positioning myself behind the other warriors.

In the west, coming from the direction of the Emberwood, more than a dozen black figures race toward us on all fours, emitting blood-curdling howls every few seconds. They bound over the hills, growing from specks on the horizon into the shapes I have grown accustomed to seeing: black, wolf-like bodies running with razor claws on their feet, red eyes blazing like the Hells themselves.

“Start shooting when they come in range,” Owyn says, nocking an arrow and pulling to his cheek. “They’re tough, but they die just like anything else.”

The others silently nod, following his lead. It isn’t long before the beasts are close enough to shoot.

Bowstrings snap as the archers loose their arrows, lobbing them over the heads of the spearmen and onto the charging demons. The hunters, no doubt accustomed to shooting moving animals, pierce the darkhounds with pinpoint accuracy, sending several of them tumbling in the grass. The greater number of them, though, continue forward unabated, their teeth bared as they descend on the waiting spears.

Filling myself with source energy, I utter the words of power just as the melee begins, magefyre materializing in my palms with a shimmering display of blue light.

A farmer and a desert youth go down immediately, their unarmored flesh being ripped open by the demons’ snapping jaws. Owyn, throwing down his bow, leaps forward with his knife and engages the beasts beside the other spearmen, who manage to keep the majority of the darkhounds at bay with the points of their spears.

I throw my magefyre and quickly conjure more, the magical flames engulfing the monsters in brilliant flashes of blue. Wherever I turn the creatures die, writhing in pain as their bodies are consumed.

Owyn moves like a whirlwind, weaving among the demons with his blade and forcing them back. His presence grants the defenders courage, and they fight like demons themselves, pushing forward even as some of their comrades get picked off one by one.

The first wave is repelled, but more come from the distant hills, howling and snarling as they inexorably make their way toward our position.

“I mark six,” Owyn calls glancing back at me. I repeat his words in the language of the wastelanders, informing them of the new number we face.

Several of the beasts lie dead at our feet while others back away, licking their wounds. Even so, our odds do not look good. We outnumber them, but they had managed to kill more of us than we did of them, our blood mingling with theirs on the muddy road.

You could end this, a voice within me whispers. Don’t limit yourself. You have the ability to channel more source energy than most... use your full power.

Deep down, I know that I should ignore that voice. Just a few days ago, I came dangerously close to burning myself out, and I still haven't fully recovered. If I push myself, I could risk doing that again.

But people are dying, I observe, staring at a desert youth who had had his stomach ripped open, his blood spilling out onto the ground. I can't just stand by and let that happen...

Ignoring the voice of caution within me, I seize upon the source power and begin to draw, filling myself with the radiating energy that makes my body burn from within. It invigorates me, electrifying my skin as it seems to course through my bloodstream. "Fos lasair!" I bellow, conjuring a ball of magefyre. Instead of throwing it, though, I pour more of the power into it, causing it to grow to an incredible size.

"Get behind me," I growl through clenched teeth, trying desperately to control the vast amount of energy at my fingertips. In my peripheral vision, I can see that the darkhounds are almost upon us.

"Are you serious?" Owyn asks incredulously.

I nod swiftly but cannot break concentration enough to speak to him. Reluctantly, he ushers the bloodied defenders to gather behind me.

Just as the darkhounds are about to lunge at us, I release the spell, spraying the magefyre out into a wide cone in front of me. The power drains out of my body, and for a moment I feel like I might black out. There is a loud whoosh and the sound of shrieking demons, but after a minute it is all over, silence filling the plains around us.

Blinking against the dizziness and the blinding light of the flames, I can see that a wide swathe of the grassland in front of us has been completely burned, the grass blackened and smoldering. The darkhounds, all six of the ones who had been about to slaughter us, have all been fried, their bodies turned into little more than smoking husks.

"Eleven Hells," Owyn breathes behind me, sounding utterly stunned. "You absolutely obliterated them!"

I turn to look at him, smiling weakly, then nearly tumble to the ground in exhaustion. "I'm all right," I say as he rushes up to help me, his concerned words falling on deaf ears. "I just need a minute to compose myself."

The assembled defenders see to the dead and the wounded, moving quickly and eyeing the burning wreckage still smoking before them.

“More will eventually come,” Owyn says grimly, sheathing his blade but remaining close by me. “We should be out of here when they do.”

“What of the dead?” One of the farmers asks, gesturing sadly at one of the human corpses beside him.

“Leave them," he replies a little callously. "We cannot afford to dally. The presence of these demons means that the R'Laar army is on the move. We'll all be dead if we do not move quickly."

The farmer gives Owyn a dark look, but he ignores him, turning his full attention back on me. "You've been very reckless lately, I'm worried about you."

I wave a dismissive hand at him and roll my eyes in exaggerated fashion, forcing nonchalance. "I'll be fine, ranger boy. Let's just be glad that for now, the darkhounds have been dealt with."

He eyes me for a long moment, then finally lets out a sigh. "Come on," he says at length, wrapping his arm around me for support. "You're riding in a wagon for the rest of the day. And no arguing."

Feeling his strong, muscled arm pressed against me, I make my way with him down the road, starting our long walk back to the caravan.
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Chapter Six

Talon
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“More bloody refugees? Hells, the city is already at capacity as it is!” I regard the Nightingale runner, who merely shrugs and urges his horse down the road to deliver the message to the rest of the camp.

“Dunno how they’re going to feed ‘em all,” Tael mutters from atop his mount beside me. He proceeds to lean over the side of his saddle and spit a large wad of phlegm into the grass. “Seems like the whole bloody kingdom ‘as moved out this way.”

I absently rub the still-tender stump of my wrist. “Nobody wants to be near the wastes, Tael. With the Arc gone, it’s only a matter of time before the demons start moving in. Even piss-poor farmers on the edge of nowhere can understand that much.”

He gazes out at the western road, stretching into the dismal Heartlands and the low-hanging clouds that seem so common of late. “Ain’t gonna be good, that many people cooped up together. I’d hate to be around when the food starts to run out.”

“You forget one important fact, my simple friend.”

Scrunching up his whiskered face, he shoots me a sidelong glance. “What’s that?”

“We’re probably not going to live long enough for the food to run out,” I reply, flashing him a grin. “C’mon. Let’s go welcome these newcomers to their new home.”

I dig my heels into my horse's flank, spurring her forward as Tael stares after me, a look of confusion on his face. Finally, he too spurs his horse into action, riding behind me toward the distant speck of travelers to the west.

Tael is a good enough fellow, able to hold his liquor and play a decent hand of cards, but he’s not much of a conversationalist, his wit slow and his tongue even slower. Still, he keeps his sword sharp and his armor well-oiled, the scars on his face and hands indicating that he isn't a stranger to fighting. Now, he carries a pole and a plain white flag instead of a spear, though his long sword is still within arm’s reach on his belt. Overall, not the worst sort of companion that I could keep.

Ever since coming back from the city, Elias has had the Nightingales on high alert, treating us as a guard force watching all the roads leading into the city. With the recent influx of refugees from all corners of Tarsynium, the job is a much needed one.

Better to have a well-armed force holding the roads, I think while we ride. Otherwise, this whole area might erupt into chaos. More often than not, a sword is more important than a shield.

Impulsively, I glance down at my handless wrist, though I almost immediately regret it.

Getting along without a hand has been like having a constant hangover – it hurts and makes doing even the most menial tasks almost impossible. In fact, only a constant stream of alcohol has made being a cripple bearable, the ale keeping me blessedly numb while the world descends into madness.

The worst part by far has been relearning how to fight. Rangers, even apprentices, are not worth very much if they cannot even hold their own in battle. Sure, I can still fire a crossbow well enough, but I cannot reload one without any help. The long sword has never been my strong suit, and dual wielding short swords, which had been my forte, is now out of the question. This leaves me with only one option: the spear and the shield, a decidedly unattractive yet utilitarian combination. The Nightingale smith had created a special bracer for my arm capable of holding a shield, and the master at arms has gone through great lengths to ensure that I receive the proper training in spearcraft.

The grueling exercises have made me almost wish for a swift death at the hands of some demon.

For now, I am content to simply have a loaded crossbow hanging from my saddle and a long knife strapped to my hip. None of these frightened border folks are going to pose any threat to us, anyway. That cursed spear can rot back at camp for all I care.

As we draw nearer to the oncoming travelers, I realize that this seems to be one of the larger groups we’ve come across. Most of the incoming refugees have been families and small farming communities, a small, steady trickle rather than a flood, though there have been sizeable groups of dozens and even hundreds to come through. Even so, the steady flow coming from all directions has created something of a refugee crisis in the city.

That is precisely why we are here to speak with them.

We pull our horses to a stop in the middle of the road, waiting for the caravan to come to us. The too-warm wind howls in my ears as we wait, and Tael, as emotionless as a board, sits straight-backed with his pole in the stirrup, blank standard whipping about in the air above his head.

“Well over a hundred,” I mutter, resting a hand on the pommel. “Maybe even two or three. What do you think, Tael? Forest Hill?”

He grunts in response but does not offer a guess of his own.

“Alright then,” I say, heaving a sigh. “Do me a favor and let me do all the taking. You just sit there and look menacing.”

He hawks and spits over the edge of his saddle once more. “Aye. If you say so.”

I resist a grimace. “I think it would be for the best.”

Finally, the head of the long column pulls to a halt in front of us, a fat bald man in rich clothing eying us warily from the front. His horse, a well-groomed palfrey, seems unfettered by his enormous girth, and around him, farm folk in simple garb look around nervously, obviously concerned by our presence.

“Hail, good sir!” I call out in good-natured fashion.

“Hail,” the fat man replies, voice haughty and refined.

A noble, then, I think to myself. Must be their mayor or governor.

“Sorry to delay your journey,” I say after a moment, lifting my voice so that it will carry over the wind. “But we are tasked with speaking with all those on the road this day, especially those making for Tarsys.”

Despite the chill in the air, the man pulls out a handkerchief and dabs his upper lip, as if wiping away sweat. “You do not wear the king’s colors. Who are you to stop us on the road?”

I give him a broad smile. “The king? Oh, no, good sir, we are not agents of the king. I am Talon, a ranger’s apprentice, and this good fellow to my left is Tael, and he is a Nightingale.”

Tael flashes him a smile that is somehow more disconcerting than his usual scowl.

“Nightingale?” The man asks, sounding alarmed. “Good gracious."

“No need to be alarmed,” I say, making a placating gesture with my good hand. "We're not here to rob you or anything – just to relay some information."

This seems to settle the man down somewhat. "I've had dealings with the Nightingales in the past," he says, this time dabbing his forehead with the handkerchief. "However, these days one can never be too careful."

“Of course,” I reply dryly. "And your name is...?"

"Governor Prior of Forest Hill."

"Ah, Governor Prior. I am pleased to make your acquaintance." I give the man a little bow from my saddle, then delve into my oft-practiced speech. “Well, let me get down to it – the city is filling up fast with refugees from around the country. Areas have been quartered off to accommodate...” I trail off as I see a pair of figures emerge from the mob of travelers, their clothes dirty and worn. One of them is tall and lean, in supple leathers and a green-grey cloak similar to my own. The other is a slender young woman in blue mage robes, pretty, with straight, chestnut brown hair. Upon seeing me they stop, surprised expressions mirroring the one I now currently wear.

“Thrice burn me and call me a gorgon,” I exclaim, suddenly laughing uproariously. “Owyn Lund and Zara Dennel... back from the dead to aid us in the eleventh hour!”

Leaping from my saddle, I race over to meet them, throwing my arms wide to embrace them both in a hug.

“It’s good to see you, too, Talon,” Owyn says, patting me on the shoulder. “How have you been lately?”

“How have I been?” I respond incredulously. “Well, let me think... aside from the collapse of the Arc, the death of the king, and the looming threat of worldwide destruction, I think I’ve been fairly well! How about you?”

Zara perks up, eyebrows knitting together in concern. “The king is dead?"

“Aye,” I reply, nodding soberly. Many of the people around us begin to mutter darkly. "Your old master saw to that. Did him in good with that favorite knife of his."

"Elias murdered the king?" The governor seems aghast, his face growing pale. "This is an outrage! He'll surely hang for–"

"Keep your shirt on, governor," I interrupt, waving my hand at him nonchalantly. "Nobody's hanging for anything, especially not after all that has happened. Aethelgar dying was the best thing for the kingdom. Now, we might actually have a fighting chance."

The bald man begins to bluster incoherently, but I turn my back on him and face Owyn and Zara, my smile returning. "It's so good to see the two of you," I say, suddenly feeling oddly emotional. "I was starting to give up hope that the two of you had survived being exiled."

"A lot has happened in our absence, it seems," Zara replies, reaching up and fiddling with that crystal of hers.

"Why did Elias kill the king?" Owyn asks guardedly. "I thought that he was with the rangers in the Ashwood."

I shrug. "They absolved him of his crimes. He returned to our camp in the Heartlands and then commanded a mission to take out the king."

Owyn frowns. "Commanded?"

"That's right. After Xander Thel died, the Nightingales elected him to be their new Protector, with a little help from yours truly,” I add glibly.

Owyn's eyes go wide and Zara lets out a tiny gasp.

"I know, I know," I say, making a placating gesture. "It's a lot to take in. Worry not – we shall have lots of time to catch up when we get back to civilization. I should like to have a mug of ale and listen to your wonderous tales of exile." I sniff the air, then crinkle up my nose in distaste. "After the two of you have a bath, of course."

Zara glares at me but Owyn merely nods, agreeing with my astute observation.

"I'm feelin' all warm and fuzzy, seeing you lot together," Tael snidely calls from his horse behind us. "But if you're done being all sentimental, we need to head back to camp. The sun's goin' down."

"He's right," I reply, sighing. "We need to start moving back. Not safe to be out on the roads after dark. Refugees are not allowed within the city walls, but I think we can carve out some space for you lot to set up camp outside. That's what everyone else is doing, anyway. Come on, let's get moving."

With that, I turn back to my horse, the two of them following me along with their enormous caravan of followers.

We begin making our way on the road east to Tarsys. Tael races off ahead of me to go to the Nightingale camp, and I remain dismounted in order to walk beside Owyn and Zara. There is so much catching up that we need to do.

On the way, they regale me with their exploits, surviving in the wastes and meeting the strange desert people who had been enslaved to the demons for a thousand years. They tell me about the quill demons they fought, the discovery of a large node of source crystal, and the enormous army that is now bearing toward us, bent on our annihilation. When they are finished, all I can do is shake my head in wonder.

“That’s quite the tale,” I reply, giving both of them a disbelieving look. “It makes my own seem downright boring by comparison.”

“I wouldn’t call it boring,” Zara offers. “You were witness to the succession of the Nightingale Protector and the regicide of Tarsynium’s monarch. Those are events of tremendous import, Tal.”

“Spent most of that time in camp, though,” I reply, shrugging. “Cripples don’t really come in handy when it comes to fighting.” I hold up my stump as if to emphasize my point.

Owyn groans. “Again with the puns? Light, Talon, that was terrible.”

I can’t suppress the grin that splits my face. “Just admit it – you missed the humor I bring to this group. You two are brilliant, don’t get me wrong, but neither of you is very funny. That, at least, I can still do with excellence.”

Both of them are now grinning as well, and for a moment, it feels like we aren’t on our way to the biggest showdown in human history – we are simply on the road to an adventure, enjoying pleasant conversation.

By the time the sun finally goes down, we are within sight of the Nightingale camp. The sprawling sea of earthen defenses and tents stretches out across the Heartlands on the north side of the road, just a few dozen miles from the outskirts of the city. Beyond that, in the countryside surrounding the capital, every village, roadside inn and field has been overrun, choked by an avalanche of refugees. They live in tents and inside wagons, their families and their possessions clustered together in ramshackle and temporary dwellings.

Upon seeing the sight, Owyn lets out a low whistle and Zara begins to prattle like a scholar.

“Light almighty,” she gasps, eyes widening. “I’ve never seen so many people! The outlying towns must have completely emptied!”

“Some hundreds more come in every day,” I reply, staring out at the scene.

“It’s extraordinary,” she says introspectively. “What effect will this have on the city? Housing such numbers will prove difficult, let alone feeding them all. And what will become of them when the R’Laar arrive? Light... the city cannot possibly contain such numbers.”

Owyn and I share a suffering look, and Zara heaves a sigh. "I wouldn't expect the likes of you to consider such things. Too much critical thinking."

We share a laugh, then break off of the road and head into the fields.

With the help of some sentries, I manage to find them a suitable place for the newcomers to camp, though the people of Forest Hill and the dark-skinned people of the desert seem to separate themselves as much as possible from each other. Zara and Owyn exchange some words with them, then come with me to the fortified camp of the Nightingales, claiming that they want to learn about the goings on of the city. They seem to share an affinity with the wastelanders, though I suppose it is not unwarranted.

I would probably have a connection with them as well if I had lived with them for weeks on end... besides, the foreign girls are not half-bad to look at.

As we enter the camp, we are hailed by many of the Nightingale guards. After months of mingling with them, I’m fairly certain I’ve developed a relationship with nearly every single one of the rebel soldiers. A fair number of them recognize Owyn and Zara as well, welcoming them with waves and friendly words.

“We can head into the city tomorrow,” I say, leading them to a pair of spare tents. “Elias and most of the leaders are already in there, negotiating with the various factions.” I shake my head in bemusement. “It’s a bloody mess, I tell you. Nothing short of a miracle will get everyone to work together.”

We come to a stop before the tents, and I point in the direction of one of the large nearby campfires. “Supper will be served over there,” I say. Then, lowering my voice conspiratorially, I whisper, “However, I have a good relationship with the quartermaster. I bet I can get us a few pints of ale to wash away the dust of the road.”

“That’s a very kind offer,” Zara replies diplomatically, “but it has been a long and taxing journey, and I should like to rest before meeting the Conclave again.”

“I think I should get an early night as well,” Owyn says, offering me a weary smile. “Sorry, mate, but these last few weeks have been rather taxing.”

Crossing my arms, I fix both of them with a look of disgust. “You two would rather snog than spend quality time drinking with your good friend Talon? I’m so disappointed.” Judging by the glare that Owyn gives me and the sudden flush reddening Zara's cheeks, I realize that I may have just overstepped my bounds. Raising my hands in a motion of defeat, I attempt to put on a suitably contrite look. "Only kidding. Hells, lighten up you two. I suppose a good night's sleep wouldn't be the worst thing in the world. Still, one of these days, I expect you to tell me the story behind these," I gesture at the strange chitinous weapons hung on Owyn belt and slung across his back.

"Goodnight, Talon," Zara says meaningfully. "Thank you for bringing us here."

I sweep a courtly bow. "Of course, Magus. All in a good day's work."

With that, I turn on my heel and depart, making for one of the nearby ale tents. Owyn and Zara may not be interested in carousing with me, but there might be some in this camp who are interested in having a good time.

Best to make every night count, I think, again reaching down to absently rub the spot where my hand should be. Never know which night may be my last.
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Chapter Seven

Owyn
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Feeling refreshed after a night in the Nightingale camp, Zara, Talon and I make our way into the city, leaving at first light. The rebels had lent us horses to use, which is an excellent change of pace from walking, and we manage to close the distance to the city gates in relatively little time.

The baths that were provided to us last night were nothing special, but after weeks spent in the desert – covered head to foot in sweat and dirt – it felt like an incredible luxury. The lukewarm water washed away the grime and the soap, though plain, was fragrant enough to make me finally feel clean. Unfortunately, we did not have fresh clothes to change into, a fact that Zara lamented on more than one occasion, but at least we no longer smell as bad as we did.

Still, we should probably find some clean clothing before any important meetings take place.

As we approach the white stone walls of Tarsys, one fact remains abundantly clear: the Pillar of Radiance, by far the tallest tower in the city, is no longer there. The absence is startling, the city seeming much less impressive than it had before, and even though we could see that the tower was missing many miles away, it hit truly hits home when we begin to approach the front gates of Tarsys.

“I wonder what happened,” Zara muses aloud, her brow furrowed in a mix of confusion and consternation. “What force could have completely destroyed the tower like that?”

“Nobody knows,” Talon replies, his tone unusually somber. “One minute the tower was there, and the next there was an explosion at the top. The whole thing came down a few minutes later.”

She shakes her head sadly. “How awful.”

Outside the gates an enormous crowd gathers, refugees from all walks of life clamoring to get inside of the city. They cluster on the road, hundreds of them shouting for the nervous-looking guards to let them in. As we draw near, we are forced to dismount.

“What’s going on?” I ask one of those gathered, a surly, balding man with a patch over his left eye.

“Damned knights won’t open the gates,” the man drawls angrily. “They say there isn’t enough room in the city. Don’t they know there are demons out here? They’ll kill us all if they don’t let us in!”

A man next to him lets out a frustrated, and vulgar, yell of agreement.

Together, we begin making our way through the crowd, leading our horses by the reigns.

It takes a while, but eventually we manage to force our way to the front. There, we find the portcullis down and the gates barred, a contingent of armor-clad knights standing watch outside. The visors on their helmets are down and their shields are up, swords and spears clutched anxiously in their gloved hands. One of them steps forward as we approach and raises his blade warily.

“Get back,” he warns, eyes narrowing beneath his helm.

“Easy, mate,” Talon says, lifting both hands to show he is unarmed. “This one’s a Conclave mage and this one’s a ranger like me. We’re with Elias Keen. We need to get through and give him some important information.”

I can see the uncertainty enter his stance, his sword point lowering just a bit as he seems to consider Talon’s words. Then, something rather unexpected happens.

“Talon Meacham!” One of the other knights exclaims. “What are you doing on this side of the wall? I thought you’d be holed up in some tavern somewhere, drinking yourself silly!”

Talon squints at the man who spoke, then smiles broadly. “Is that you under all that metal, Gavrin? I hardly recognized you without a barmaid on your lap!”

The speaker, Gavrin, nods toward the knight questioning us. “These ones are clear to enter, captain. They are who they say they are, though I’ve never known a ranger to drink quite so much as this one.”

“Fine,” the captain says, stepping to the side. “But be quick about it! I don’t want this rabble getting any ideas about pushing through.”

We lead our horses past the line of knights, Talon shrugging sheepishly at Zara and me. “Ale is the great equalizer, my friends. Nightingale, ranger, knight... in a tavern, all are the same.”

Zara rolls her eyes and mutters something derogatory under her breath.

Metal grinds on metal as the portcullis is raised, the great gates of Tarsys swinging inward to allow us through. We quickly pass the portal, and when we are on the other side, the mechanisms cause the enormous doors to slam shut behind us.

I take in the scene before me, amazed at how much the capital has changed since the last time we were here.

A cloud of disquiet seems to hang over the entire place, mirroring, in a way, the dark layer of clouds that seem to have covered the entire kingdom. The wide boulevards, once teeming with all manner of people, are oddly deserted, the storefronts empty and the windows shuttered. Small groups of huddled figures move through the streets like packs of wild dogs, eying everyone around them suspiciously as they swiftly make their way around the city. Even the stones beneath our feet seem drab and washed out, everything covered in a dull layer of near-melted slush.

“Light,” Zara whispers, her eyes brimming with sadness. “What has become of my city?”

“This isn’t even the worst of it,” Talon replies softly, leading us forward down the street. “In the poorer parts of the city, riots have broken out. Many of the common folk are accusing the nobles of hoarding food.”

“Winter has only just begun,” I point out, following Talon while keeping an eye on our surroundings. “Surely there is still plenty of food to go around.”

Talon gives me a half shrug. “Crises make people do crazy things. Maybe they’re worried about the demons, or the presence of all the refugees. The point is, distrust has spread like a plague throughout this city, and I think that it’s only going to get worse.”

An uneasy silence settles over us as we walk through the city, passing neighborhood after derelict neighborhood. The king’s army appears to be out in force, armed patrols nearly as common as regular citizens in the open. I also notice a fine layer of dust that seems to cling to everything. Must be left over from the collapse of the tower, I reason. That must have been a spectacular fall.

As we draw nearer to the center of the city, we begin to see even more signs of the Pillar's destruction. Rubble and chunks of stone have been pushed to the sides of the street like refuse, pointedly ignored by everyone passing by. The signs are everywhere – a broken window here, a caved-in roof there – the devastation growing increasingly less subtle the further we go.

Finally, we seem to enter a neighborhood that had been completely decimated by the collapse. Many of the buildings here are absolutely crushed, reduced to little more than piles of debris, while others are left half-standing, broken skeletons of what they used to be.

There is an oddly reverent feeling here, like one would find in a graveyard. The few people we passed coming here seem to avoid this place, as if the memory of such a terrible calamity is still a raw and aching wound.

I turn to see that Zara is silently weeping, tears rolling unchecked down her cheeks as she gazes about the ruined district.

"Such destruction," she says, voice barely above a whisper. "Is this what we can expect from the R'Laar in the coming days?"

I reach down and take her hand, giving her fingers a comforting squeeze. "Not if we can help it." Turning to Talon, I say, "Come on. Let's get out of here."

He nods silently and leads us on, taking us to a slightly less destroyed part of the city.

"It's not much further, now," he says after several minutes, his voice regaining some of its characteristic cheer. "The mages have set up shop in the Academy, now that – well, you know. I guess they figured it would be a good place to run their operations."

This seems to brighten Zara's mood. "The Academy? Light, it feels like I haven't been there in ages."

I smile, grateful to see her spirits lifted.

We begin traveling through a more affluent part of the city, the streets showing few, if any, signs of destruction. Despite the dire circumstances, everything appears well-kept and private security seems to be doing a good job of keeping the neighborhoods clear of riffraff. It isn’t long after that we approach a large complex of old stone buildings surrounded by a finely-wrought iron fence. Large hedges and gardens fill the space between the buildings, and brown shoots of ivy crawl up the outside walls.

As we approach the entrance to the mage Academy, we immediately find ourselves surrounded by guards – both armor-wearing soldiers and blue-clad mages.

“Halt,” one of the lead mages commands, a glowing blue crystal held in one of his hands. “Who goes there?”

Zara steps forward, holding her head high and looking every bit the regal Magus her title ascribes. “I am Zara Dennel, Magus of the Conclave and Seeker to High Magus Sylvania Holdyn.”

Several of the mage guards eye one another uncertainly, while the other non-magical guards seem to relax somewhat.

“Seeker Dennel,” the lead mage says, as if trying out the name on his tongue. “I’ve heard of you before.”

“We have come to confer with the High Magus and the Circle,” she goes on, tone becoming imperious. “There are many things of great importance that must be shared with them.”

Her request is met only with silence, a kind of awkwardness hanging heavy in the air. Finally, the lead mage clears his throat, his eyes growing softer. “You must have come from far away, Seeker. Much has changed in your absence.” He pauses, as if he is unsure about how to proceed, then continues on. “I regret to inform you that Sylvania Holdyn and most of the Circle has been killed. Their remains were laid to rest only yesterday.”

***
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“EVEN AT A TIME LIKE this, the mages live in luxury.”

Talon lounges on a plush couch lined with fur, surrounded by small, decorative pillows covered with embroidery. After only a minute of sitting down, he has sunken so far into the stuffing that it looks rather comical.

“They’ve maintained the Arc for centuries,” I reply, thumbing through a book filled with strange symbols. “That whole time, they’ve been at the top society. Now that it’s gone, they probably want to hang on to as much of their former lifestyle as possible.”

Talon sniffs. “Hells... this is why the common people are rioting.”

After arriving at the Academy, we were immediately ushered into one of the dormitory wings. Zara went off with a group of mages to refresh herself and find some new robes, while Talon and I were given some food and sent to a waiting room. I was also given a fresh green tunic and a pair of doeskin trousers, my ranger cloak and other clothes taken to the launderer for cleaning.

Before she left, Zara had seemed distraught. Although she held her composure well in front of the other mages, I could tell that inside she was deeply saddened by the news of the High Magus’ death. The news had taken a toll on her.

This is a lot for her to take in, I think, frowning slightly as I examine the symbols. This was her home, after all. Many people she knew are probably dead now.

As I stand there, staring at the book and contemplating what I can do to help Zara, the door to the waiting room opens and several figures step inside. All are men, heavily armed though no weapons are drawn, and each of them wears the symbol of the Nightingales – a silver bird in flight sewn over dark fabric.

Talon leaps to his feet with some difficulty, having to extricate himself from the cushions, and I close the book shut with a snap, looking up to regard the men.

One of them, a man with a puckered scar on his cheek, steps forward and extends a hand. "Sorry to keep you waiting. We've been in meetings all day. My name is Cedric Gallow, second in command to Protector Elias Keen."

Talon and I shake his hand in turn.

"Well met," I say formally, meeting his steely gaze. "I'm Owyn Lund, and this is my friend, Talon Meachum."

"Hello, Cedric," Talon says with a smirk.

The Nightingale gives him a guarded look before turning to me. "Yes, I am well acquainted with Apprentice Meachum. He has somewhat of a... reputation around the camp."

I glance over at Talon, who merely shrugs apologetically.

"At any rate," Cedric continues, "I'm told that you were once Elias' apprentice. Is that true?"

"Yes," I reply gruffly. "He and I know each other well. In fact, I need to speak with him. We just came from the wastes, and there is important information that he must be made aware of."

"The Protector has much to deal with," the captain says, crossing his arms in front of his leather-armored chest. "With everything that has happened, he has become an extremely busy man."

"It has to do with the R'Laar," I respond bluntly. "They are moving to strike, which puts all of us in grave danger. I need to confer with him so that we can come up with a plan of defense."

Cedric seems to consider my words, his eyes growing uncertain in light of this new information. Finally, he gives his head a single curt nod. "Aye... that does seem like the sort of thing he would like to know. And it just so happens that you're in luck. Protector Keen will be meeting later this evening with the mages of the Conclave and some of the most prominent nobles in Tarsynium. That may be the perfect place for you to share your information."

I glance over at Talon, who is grinning broadly.

"That'll work," I reply simply.

"Excellent," Cedric says with a tone of finality. "I will notify them at once. For now, these chambers are yours to use. An hour before sundown, we will come and escort you to the meeting chamber. Agreed?"

"Agreed," the two of us respond in unison.

He nods his head again, then turns on his heel and departs, the other Nightingales close behind him. As the last one leaves, he pulls to door shut behind him. 

"Well," Talon says as soon as they are gone, "we have a few hours until the meeting. What do you say we spend it at a nearby tavern? You still owe me some quality drinking time, my friend."

I let out a long sigh. "Alright," I reply. "But not too much. I don't want to stumble into the meeting drunk and smelling of alcohol."

Talon slaps my back and lets out a guffaw. "Oh, come on! That would be hilarious!"

Together, we step outside of the Academy grounds and begin making our way into the city.
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Chapter Eight

Zara
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I take a deep breath as I prepare to enter the antechamber, the location where the great meeting is to take place. Around me, the remnants of the Circle gather together, a handful of mages who had not been crushed by the collapse of the Pillar of Radiance. Glancing around, I cannot help but feel a little disheartened by the depressingly small number of them.

Roth is there, standing close beside me, along with other magisters whom I have not become very well-acquainted. One is named Iver, a bearded fellow with a large, bulbous nose. Another is a woman with long, white hair named Shielea. The third is a mousy woman named Sala, her face covered in an excessive amount of makeup.

Four, I think, heartbroken. Only four remain of the entire Circle. Light, give us wisdom as we go into this meeting.

Giving each of them an encouraging nod, I push open the doors and walk inside, my new silken robes swishing around my slippered feet.

Upon entering the antechamber, I find myself surrounded by a familiar scene. Long, circular rows of terraced seating surrounds a lecture platform in the middle of the room, forming a sort of amphitheater designed for Academy lectures. Now, instead of being filled with initiates, it is only half-filled with an assortment of different people, marked by the various colors of their faction. On one side of the room the Nightingales gather, their dark cloaks blending in with the dusky wood of the polished desks and chairs. Owyn and Talon are there as well, sitting together down near the front. On the other side, opposite of the Nightingales, members of the royal house sit clustered together, the bright reds and golds of their outfits making them stand out like peacocks. They regard the rebels with looks of outright hostility. Other nobles linger nearby as well, wearing the mottled livery of the different houses of Tarsys, and several armed guards stand watching over the factions, a sense of uneasiness hanging heavy in the air.

Together, me and the magisters make our way down the steps of the amphitheater, sitting in an unoccupied section of the lecture hall near the wooden platform. 

When we finally sit down, Elias stands up from his place among the Nightingales and approaches the dais, his face as grim and drawn. He gives me a little nod as he turns to address the hall, the corner of his mouth tugging up in a small smile upon seeing me. He is dressed much as he always has – simple clothing beneath leather armor, a green and grey ranger cloak hanging from his broad shoulders.

"Rulers of Tarsynium," he declares, deep voice reverberating through the chamber, "you have been invited to this meeting because you represent a certain faction within the kingdom. You are the last leaders of men in these uncertain times and possess a vested interest in the preservation of your people – an attribute that we all share despite our many differences."

I am instantly struck by how much Elias has seemingly changed over the last several months. His bearing is no longer gruff and predatory, but almost regal. Before, I would be lucky to hear a complete sentence out of him, I think to myself. Now, he is apparently an orator and a commander. Curious, how the mantle of leadership can change a man.

He continues. "The Nightingales, in league with the Conclave, have called this meeting that we might discuss the many challenges we now face. It is up to us, in this room, to unite under this common cause: to ensure that humanity survives the coming days."

"You should have thought of that before you rebelled against the crown and murdered the king," interjects Leila Olson, former Head Stewardess to King Aethelgar. "You cannot honestly expect us to unite ourselves with traitors and cutthroats."

That didn't take long, I think to myself, just as the room erupts into curses and angry shouts. Many of the guards look about nervously, their hands moving down to grip the hilts of their swords.

Elias raises both of his hands, gesturing for everyone to quiet down, but it does little good. "I understand that at one time, many of us were enemies," he says over the din of voices. "But for the good of the kingdom, we must put our differences aside."

"Murderers!" Some people shout, while others fling curses, lobbing insults like arrows at the other side. The mages and many of the nobles sit quietly, seemingly content to watch the whole thing play out.

Leila's voice cuts through the noise with the sharpness of a knife, prompting most in the room to stop and listen. "The only way that we will consider a truce is if you and the other rebel leaders submit yourselves to the courts for regicide. Only with your deaths will there be peace." Many members of the royal family cloister around her, giving the impression that the willowy woman has effectively taken over command of the palace.

A deadly silence settles over the lecture hall, all eyes going to Elias.

The grizzled ranger maintains his composure, face emotionless as he turns to regard the former stewardess. "I do not deny what I have done. King Aethelgar was a threat to this realm, and his death was well deserved. But even if every Nightingale in this room were sent to the noose, I fear that it would do little good. Peace is no longer an option, Miss Olsen. War is upon us, whether we like it or not."

With that, he turns to Owyn and motions for him to stand, the apprentice getting up and standing beside his former master on the dais.

"This is Owyn Lund," Elias proclaims, gesturing to Owyn. "He is a ranger's apprentice and has important information that all of us need to hear."

Sweeping his eyes around the room, Owyn opens his mouth to speak. "Before the onset of winter," he begins, "King Aethelgar sentenced me and Zara Dennel, Seeker of the Conclave, to exile. We survived in the wastes for many weeks, and only when the Arc fell were we finally able to come home."

He makes eye contact with me in the stands, and I smile and give him an encouraging nod, prompting him to continue.

He goes on. "Before we returned to Tarsynium, I was wandering in the desert, exploring the land when I happened upon a great demon army. There must have been tens of thousands of them, all gathered together in one place as if preparing to march off to war. I've never seen such a force in all my life.... Now that the Arc is down, they will be coming for us, to finish the war that they began more than a thousand years ago."

Whispers fill the chamber as men and women put their heads together, shock and worry painted plainly on their faces. One of the Nightingales, a man I do not recognize, stands up in his seat and looks to Elias. "Did you know about this, Protector?"

"Owyn told me only a few minutes ago," Elias admits grimly. "I would trust him with my life – and have on many occasions. If he says that he has seen this army, then it must be true."

"It is," Owyn reaffirms. "The destroyer of worlds from the legends – the Prince of Darkness himself – is leading this force, and make no mistake, they will be here soon."

"If Tarsys falls, then the entire kingdom is lost," Elias states, his voice firm and commanding. "That is why we must unite ourselves, Miss Olsen. The time to resolve our petty squabbles has long since passed. We must unite or we must die."

The long-faced woman purses her lips and fixes him with a hateful glare but does not otherwise respond.

"Were you able to get an accurate count of their numbers? Siege equipment, cavalry, foot soldiers... we need to know exactly what we are facing." I recognize the speaker as Marius Mohr, the general who had led the attack against Dunmar City all those weeks ago. He is a hulking brute with a face like a boulder, his skin marred by years-old battle scars and his nose looking like it had been broken many times over. Though his eyes are hard, he appears earnest, as if honestly concerned about the threat Owyn had just told us all about.

Owyn meets his gaze and shakes his head. "I wasn't able to get exact numbers, no. Approximations only."

"We'll need to send scouts," one of the Nightingales chimes in. "Riders who can get us more information."

"In order to make battle preparations," General Mohr continues, "we will need to better understand when this army will arrive."

A small, knowing smile graces my lips as I watch the congregation begin to work together, opposing voices finally speaking cordially with one another for mutual benefit. Nothing like a crisis to bring people together, I think to myself, sharing a look with Roth, who is sitting beside me. He stands up a moment later to address the entire lecture hall.

"The Conclave has taken a mighty blow, it is true," he says, all eyes turning to him, "but there is still much that we can offer our people. Many mages yet live who can bolster our forces, and radiant shields can be cast to protect our defensive structures."

“I should like to meet with you privately, Magus,” Mohr says before turning to Elias, “and with you, Protector, to discuss how we can best defend this city.”  

“But what of the refugees?” Someone asks, prompting more concerned murmuring. “The city cannot hope to contain so many people.”

“We may have a solution for that,” Elias offers, sparing a glance over his shoulder at the other Nightingales sitting in the terraced rows behind him. “As many of you know, Dunmar City lies in the Ironback Mountains to the north. Its defenses have taken a beating, true, but it should still be defensible enough to protect those who have come seeking asylum. A small force could protect the pass should any demons try to break through.”

More murmuring ripples through the crowd, and I am pleased to see several heads bobbing in approval. The only one who seems to disapprove is Leila Olsen and her retinue, their expressions dour and their faces drawn.

“So, this is what is now expected of us?” She snarls, her hands like white-knuckled claws gripping the table. “We are going to ignore that this animal slew the king and stand beside him in battle? I, for one, would rather die than allow the Nightingales a place of prominence among our people.”

General Mohr abruptly stands up, his enormous form towering over her from his place nearby. Both of his hands are clenched into fists, and a look of barely-contained rage is plain upon his face. “I fought the Nightingales my entire life,” he growls dangerously, “and recently lost many men assaulting their city. But I would put aside my prejudices in an instant if it meant that I could protect the people of this kingdom. If you would rather die than stand beside them, then that can certainly be arranged.”

His hand darts to the short sword at his hip, and all of the guards surrounding Leila suddenly tense as if ready to do battle.

A deadly silence settles over the room, but nobody draws their weapons. Instead, the stewardess merely laughs, a pithy, haughty sound that sends a slight shiver down my spine.

“I never took you for a traitor, Marius,” she says, meeting his eyes stare for stare. “King Aethelgar would be ashamed.”

General Mohr’s jaw tightens, but he simple responds, “So be it.”

Leila glances around the room, then pushes herself to her feet. “It seems that it was a waste of time, coming here. We will return to the palace and bar the gates. We are all going to die anyway... we at least can meet our end with our honor intact.”

She and a handful of others, including her guards, then proceed to leave the antechamber, climbing the stairs and pulling the door shut behind them. For several minutes, no one seems to know what to say following their departure.

“She brings up an excellent point,” the mage Iver says at length, filling the void of silence that now fills the room. “Should we manage to defend the city against this demon army, what guarantees do we have that the kingdom will be safe? Surely, the R’Laar will only send more soldiers to finish the job?”

More silence follows, the implications of Iver's observation settling heavily down on everyone.

"I may have a solution for that," I reply after a moment, an idea forming in my mind. Instantly, everyone's attention is now on me. Standing up, I try to adopt a look of imperial coolness – the sort of look that the High Magus would have adopted. "When Owyn and I were out in the wastes, we happened upon a large piece of source crystal that makes the Heart of Light look small by comparison."

All of the mages around me gasp at the revelation, but everyone else just looks on in confusion.

I continue on, gaining confidence. "It lies buried beneath a hill just beyond the Emberwood, in an old mine excavated by the indigenous people there. It's a long shot, but it may be possible to use the crystal to create a powerful artifice, maybe to even recreate the Arc of Radiance altogether."

Several people in the room begin speaking out at once.

"You can recreate the Arc?" General Mohr asks.

"This changes everything!" Declares an exultant nobleman.

"Praise be to the Light!" Cries a Nightingale.

I hold up both my hands, trying to quiet them down. Memories of despair, of failing to open a portal in the Arc while gorgons assault us from all sides come flooding into my mind, but I ignore them. I refuse to let my weakness hold me back. "I cannot make any promises," I amend, not wanting to offer false hope. "However, it may be possible to stop the demons from making any more attacks. That is, provided we have enough time."

Before anyone else can interject, Elias looks up at me and rubs his chin thoughtfully. "With the enemy focused on Tarsys, a small party may be able to sneak through the countryside. We could hold Asmodeus' attention here long enough for the crystal to be put to good use."

"That's the plan," I say, holding my hands out to either side of me.

"I like it," General Mohr says, clasping his hands together. "This sort of thing would give the men something to fight for – a boost to morale that we sorely need. I would be happy to help lead the defense of this city."

"But who would go to the wastes?" Roth asks, his voice carrying his usual dry pragmatism.

"I will go," I reply immediately, knowing full well that I would need to guide the expedition to the proper place, "along with any other mages you can spare to help me. The more power we have, the more likely we will be able to turn the source crystal into something useful."

Suddenly, everyone in the audience chamber seems to be chattering excitedly, a new energy permeating the room like a surge of radiant magic. My eyes catch a glimpse of Owyn, who is regarding me with a mixture of worry and disapproval. Sorry, ranger, I think to myself, offering him an apologetic smile. But I am a free woman. You cannot make my choices for me.

"Then it is settled," Elias declares, a note of finality in his voice. "The combined armies of Tarsynium will defend the capital against the Prince of Darkness, while a group of mages travels into the wastes to create a new Arc of Radiance. The Light, it seems, has finally given us direction and a reason to unite ourselves. Now, let us discuss how we can get this city ready for a siege."
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Chapter Nine

Owyn


[image: image]


As soon as the meeting adjourns, I jump out of my seat and race over to Zara, catching up to her just as she exits the large audience chamber.

"Zara," I call breathlessly, prompting her to turn around and gaze at me curiously. "Could I talk with you for a moment?"

Together, the two of us make our way down one of the side halls, finding a small alcove that will offer us a little privacy. Before I can open my mouth, however, she holds up a hand and begins speaking.

"Don't try to talk me out of going," she says, her expression resolute. "It is the only chance we have of pulling ourselves out of this mess."

“That’s not what this is about,” I say, bringing up both my hands in a placating way. “I’m not trying to talk you out of going. I want you to know that I’m going with you.”

She smiles faintly, even as her eyebrows pinch together into a furrow. “Owyn – I’m flattered by your chivalry, but your place is here. The city will need all the defenders it can get.”

“My place is by your side,” I counter, taking an additional step toward her. “And you’ll not talk me out of it. I’m with you to the end, Zara. If you walk to the end of the earth I’d follow you. That’s what you do for love. Besides,” I add, giving her a sly grin, “you’ll need somebody who actually knows the wilderness.”

She sighs, then leans forward and kisses me on the lips. “I’m not sure why I expected anything less.”

I return the kiss, perhaps a little more vigorously than intended, but she doesn't seem to mind. She embraces me and for a moment it is just the two of us, the troubles of the world fading away in the background.

I'm uncertain how long we stand there, but eventually mages and other folk begin to walk past, shooting uncomfortable glances our way.

Finally, reluctantly, she releases me and takes a step back.

“I need to go to the Pillar of Radiance.” Zara says, grimacing. Then, she adds, “What’s left of it, anyway. The Great Library was buried under all the rubble, and I plan on helping with the excavation. There is knowledge there that may be critical to our mission.”

"Ever the scholar," I say with a grin. "Always concerned about a few dusty old books."

She gives me a playful shrug. "Somebody has to be," she counters. "Otherwise, we'd all be in loincloths, bludgeoning each other with sticks."

"I wouldn't mind seeing you in a loincloth," I remark slyly.

She rolls her eyes. "Goodbye, Owyn. I'll catch up with you later."

We part ways, her disappearing to another wing of the Academy and me going down the way I had entered, walking down a long flight of stairs to the bottom floor. There, I spot a pair of Nightingale guards who are conversing quietly in the hall with their hands resting on their swords.

Time to follow up on one last thing, I think to myself, taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly.

Approaching the two guards, I wave a hand to get their attention.

When I inquire about their new Protector's whereabouts, they point me further down the hall, toward the back of the building. I continue on my way, footsteps echoing softly on the ancient stone floor, until finally I reach the end, where a pair of double doors bar my way.

Pushing through the doors, I find myself in a beautifully manicured garden located in the intersection between several of the old Academy buildings. It is complete with a gravel walkway and hedgerows, with flowerbeds, ivy, and bubbling fountains on full display. Even in the depths of winter, the beauty and serenity of this place is apparent.

Elias sits on a bench in the garden, staring thoughtfully at a marble statue overgrown with lichen and shoots of ivy. His back is straight as a spear as he regards the statue, his posture as rigid as ever. The statue's smooth surface is worn from the elements and discolored by the passage of time. The figure appears to be the depiction of a knight, an armored figure leaning heavily upon a sword driven point-first into the ground, his face a mask of sorrow.

I move quietly to sit beside Elias on the bench, noticing the bronze plate fastened to a stone on the ground before us bearing the name of the statue.

“Luca Dhar?” I ask, quirking an eyebrow at him, “Lord Commander of the Legion of Light?”

“The very same,” Elias replies somberly, grey eyes still studying the marble figure.

My questioning look deepens. “I would think the Conclave would have a mage here instead of a knight. This is their Academy, after all.”

Elias pauses for a moment, as if considering, then replies slowly, gaze unwavering. “Luca Dhar is as much a part of the Conclave as any of the mages. Without him and the Legion, none of us would be here today. He worked with the mages of old to create the Arc and laid down his life for the kingdom.” He lowers his voice, his tone becoming almost reverent. “In many ways, we are now like him and his knights.”

We sit there for a time in silence, the weight of his words sinking in. Who is this man? I find myself thinking. He’s so different from the grizzled ranger I once knew – more thoughtful, less gruff. It’s almost as if the role of Protector has changed him, shaped him from a loner into a leader of men.

Finally, it is Elias who breaks the silences, shaking himself out of his musings and turning to look at me. “I knew that you would survive the wastes,” he says, the corner of his mouth lifting into a sort of half-smile. “But I’m glad to see that you and Zara made it out all right. By the sound of it, the two of you will play a critical role in the coming days.”

I offer him a small smile as well, grateful for the compliment. “Thanks, Elias. It’s good to be back.”

He reaches over and grips my shoulder, squeezing affectionately like a proud father, but the moment passes quickly. Awkwardly, he releases me and clears his throat.

“I have something for you,” he says, reaching into the folds of his ranger cloak. I’m not sure why he continues to wear that cloak, I think, watching him curiously. Though, I must admit that it still suits him.

When he reveals what he has hidden, my breath catches in my throat.

“My hatchet!” I exclaim, reaching out and accepting the weapon from him. “Eleven Hells, where did you find it?”

“It was on one of Aethelgar’s guards in the palace,” he explains, unable to suppress the grin on his face. “I recognized it immediately. There’s none other like it in the kingdom.”

Holding the hatchet lovingly in my hands, I can clearly see that he is correct. The worn handle, made from dusky, polished oak, feels familiar against my skin, the leather binding it taught and well-oiled. The sides of its head, which is made from the finest steel, is carved with images of windblown leaves, and the back is studded with a short spike, sharpened to a deadly point. This was my father’s weapon, and as I hold it, I feel a sudden wave of emotion wash over me.

Blinking furiously against the tears, I turn to Elias and simply say, “Thank you.”

He grunts, returning somewhat to his characteristic gruffness. “Don’t mention it.”

Taking a deep breath, I stand up and remove the knife I had fashioned from the demon quill, bending down and slipping the makeshift blade into a sleeve in my boot. Then, I return the hatchet to its proper place on my belt, sliding the handle into the loop before sitting back down.

When next I look upon Elias, I find that any trace amount of animosity I had felt for the man is now gone, replaced with the same warm familiarity I feel with my closest friends: Talon and Zara. I can tell that he feels it, too. The tension that sat in his shoulders is no longer there, his hard face softening into a kind of fatherly expression.

“You’ll need that, you know,” he says after a moment, glancing back at the statue of Luca Dhar. “You of all people know how dangerous the wastes can be.”

“What do you mean?”

His eyes flick back toward me, the corner of his mouth tugging up once more. “I know that you’re going with her.”

I blow out a breath and lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “Nothing gets past you, does it?”

“A blind man could see that you love her, lad,” he says with a small chuckle. “Besides, she’ll need you out there watching her back. I’ll take any warrior I can get at this point, especially one as skilled as you, but your place is with her. Not here in Tarsys.”

I nod, though I do not immediately reply. My thoughts turn to the task ahead, to what I know that we must do.

Honestly, I’d rather die in my homeland than in some desert, surrounded by enemy troops.

“Do you think there is hope, Elias?” I ask suddenly, my heart feeling heavy. “Do you honestly think that we can win this war, with the might of the R’Laar arrayed against us?”

He considers this for a moment before finally nodding. “I do,” he replies, his voice a deep rumble. “There is always hope, Owyn, even in the direst of circumstances. People are capable of extraordinary feats of courage, and in my years as a ranger, I’ve learned that a creature is most dangerous when it is backed into a corner. With the kingdom united, and with the wisdom of the mages, I believe there is a chance – even if it is a rather slim one. In the end, isn’t that worth fighting for?”

“I suppose so,” I respond, not sounding very convinced.

He regards me quietly, his face an unreadable mask, before abruptly getting to his feet and resting his hand on the handle of his belt knife. "Our time is short, I fear," he says stiffly. "No time for idling. There is still so much to do."

I get to my feet as well, standing nearly as tall as him before the statue of the great general of the Legion of Light.

As I turn to leave, though, Elias stops me, his stormy eyes peering into my own. "There is one last thing, Owyn. When I was meeting with the rangers, I submitted your and Talon's names as candidates that should be advanced from apprentice to ranger." A sly look takes over his features, the corners of his eyes wrinkling in a small, knowing smile. "Master Warden Moyle agreed with my assessment, as did the other Wardens. When they arrive, there will be a formal initiation. Congratulations, Ranger." He reaches his hand forward as if to clasp my arm.

My mouth drops open, voice completely failing to produce any words. Is he joking? Apprentices usually take years to become rangers!

Finally, I gather my wits enough to utter a single word. "What?"

He chuckles again, a strange sound coming from him, filled with mirth. "You're going to become a full-fledged ranger, Owyn. And frankly, I can't think of anyone more deserving–"

Before he can finish, I take him in a tight, almost familial hug. He stands there for a moment, completely taken by surprise, before awkwardly patting me on the back with one hand.

Realizing how foolish my impulsivity has likely made me appear, I release him and take a step back, cheeks growing red. "Thank you, Elias. Truly, thank you. I seems that I owe you twice, now." I motion at the hatchet hanging from my belt.

His face grows serious, and he places a hand on my shoulder, giving me an intense look. "You owe me nothing," he says softly, even kindly. Then, he smiles again and takes a step back. "Now, go make yourself useful. Just because you're to become a ranger doesn't give you leave to idle the day away."

With that, he turns and makes his way toward one of the Academy buildings, disappearing inside.

It takes me a moment before I finally have a mind to move my feet. As I begin walking out of the gardens, my thoughts turn to my father and the fact that I am following in his footsteps.

Deep down, I wonder if he would be proud of the man I have become.
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Chapter Ten

Zara
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Another grey day dawns on the city of Tarsys, the heavy clouds billowing overhead and belying the unseasonable warmth of this winter season. The city itself is anything but idle as the morning stretches on. Soldiers patrol the streets in force while work parties are organized, preparing the city for what everyone knows is to come.

Standing in the center of the ruins of the Conclave, I stare out at the wreckage before me with a forced stoicism, my face an unreadable mask. To those around me, the laborers and the masons, I must appear like the quintessential mage – reserved, impassive, cold. Inside, however, my soul is in turmoil, my emotions raging like a storm.

More than two thousand people have been reported dead or missing, I think to myself, watching as a group of men struggle to load chunks of stone into a horse-drawn wagon. Many of them I knew... great scholars and mages alike.

As I stand there, absently rubbing my talisman in my hand, I go over the names of some of those who had perished in the fall of the Pillar of Radiance. Evoker Laramie... Kendrick Wynn... Edric Tel and the other members of the Circle... Richard Dawson...

That last one hurts even more than the others.

Richard had been a steward in training, stationed in the Great Library beneath the tower. He was unassuming and kind, a true friend when I was alone. He helped me uncover the conspiracy regarding the Harbingers and was a willing ear whenever I needed advice. When the Heart of Light exploded and the Pillar of Radiance collapsed, he had been below in the library – crushed by tons of dust and stone. The thought fills me with grief, his death just another addition to a long list of casualties this war has created.

I should have been nicer to him, I think, feeling a pang of guilt. I should have spent more time with him, not just use him for my own needs.

Pushing down the sorrow, I replace my talisman and follow a group of workers over to the broken base of the Pillar of Radiance. Now, the space is little more than a wide circle of debris, with large chunks of stone sticking out haphazardly from the torn and damaged ground. As I approach, I can see a cluster of mages standing amidst the rubble, staring down into a wide chasm with looks of concern on their faces.

They glance up as I approach, several of them recognizing me by the gold-tinged mage robes I am currently wearing.

“Seeker,” one of them says, greeting me shallow nod.

“Has the excavation begun on the Great Library?”

All of them shake their heads.

“We will begin shortly,” a man with short black hair replies, his hands clasped firmly behind his back. He appears to be in his mid-forties, with a fringe of grey hair growing at his temples. “We were just discussing what would be the best way to salvage the books buried down there.”

“The books should only be handled with great care,” an older woman puts in, her white hair pulled into a ponytail. “There’s no telling what sort of damage they’ve sustained, and we will need to preserve everything that we can.”

“Agreed,” I reply, peering down into the gaping black hole below. Unfortunately, I cannot see much in the gloom. “We should organize two teams: one for excavating the books, and one for compiling them, cleaning them, and preparing them for transport. I suggest setting up a pavilion there.” I point to a relatively flat stretch of ground close by.

The rest of the mages nod their agreement before setting off to work.

In short order, we gather a large force of both mages and laborers and set up a canvas tent on the flat expanse of ground. Torches are prepared and magefyre ignited, and soon, the first teams of excavators begin making their way down into the ruined library, picking their way carefully through the wreckage.

Fortunately for us, a large portion of the Library did not completely cave in, a large section of the ceiling remaining intact during the initial collapse. This allows us easy access, at least to a certain section of the chamber. Still, most of the shelves are broken and chunks of rock litter the ground like refuse. A thick layer of dust clings to everything, and laying amidst the detritus are bodies, crushed and broken beneath it all.

Despite the protests of many of the mages, I insist on going with one of the first teams below. I’ll admit – my purpose in coming here is not just to rescue the books that are buried, but to search for something, anything, that can aid me in my mission.

As I pick my way through the dark, crumbling chamber, a ball of magefyre floating near my head for light, I cannot help but shake my head in sadness.

So much knowledge, I think, noting the ruined state of many of the books. So much history lost to the greed of the R'Laar.

Bending down, I brush aside some dusty bits of masonry and pick up a book, the spine smashed and many of the pages crumpled and torn. It is a book of poetry, a collection of works written in a beautiful, flowing hand. Even in the dim light of my magefyre, I can see what it had once been.

Tucking the volume under my arm, I turn and survey a nearby heap of wood and grit. A bookshelf had once stood there. Now, it was buried beneath the rubble.

I glance around, watching as the others begin sifting through the remnant of this section of the library.

Then, I let out a long sigh and set to working, knowing full well that this is going to be an extremely wearisome day.

***
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MANY LONG HOURS PASS, and it seems like we haven't even put a dent in salvaging the enormous library.

Sweaty and covered in dust, I climb out of the cavernous ruin for perhaps the hundredth time and suck in a deep breath of fresh air.

Light almighty, I think to myself tiredly as I make my way over to the pavilion, a pile of filth-covered books cradled in my arms. This is exhausting... and there is still so much that needs to be done!

Behind me, the sounds of chisels and shifting rubble can be heard coming from below, the teams carefully trying to move the chunks of rock that had buried most of the library. Even after a full day of work, we have only managed to clear out a small section of the chamber, large portions still lost beneath the fallen tower.

When I approach the pavilion, a pair of concerned-looking stewards rush up to me, thankfully taking the books and placing them with the others neatly arrayed on the ground.

“You shouldn’t push yourself so hard, Seeker,” one of them says, a bald, older man in crisp white robes. “It is dangerous to go down there, even with the supports now in place.”

I nod, wiping away a bead of sweat with the back of my hand. “I think that was the last time for me,” I say breathlessly. “I’m not sure I would be able to survive another trip.”

The two of them chuckle lightly, though my words are not far from the truth.

Walking up to the pavilion and its dozens of stacks of books, scrolls and papers, I take stock of everything we were able to save today. Even considering the fact that we have only been able to access a small part of the library, my efforts in seeking knowledge have not proved fruitless. I was able to uncover several volumes on ancient magic and artifice, including one curious tome about the Arc of Radiance itself. These, coupled with the books taken from the Cabal in Dunmar City, should prove a good place for me to start my research.

“I shall require these to be boxed up and shipped to my residence at the Academy,” I command, motioning at the stack of books I had set aside for myself. “Don’t worry about cleaning them off – I will take care of that myself. Please see to it at once.”

“Yes, Magus,” the stewards reply in unison.

***
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A WARM BATH AND A GOOD scrubbing do wonders in reenergizing my mind and body. After spending so long in the wastes without proper facilities, I doubt I will ever tire of such luxuries.

Sitting in front of the desk in my old dormitory, I regard the stacks of dusty books in front of me with a look of grim determination. Elias had sent for Ignus to prepare the Cabal books from the Nightingale camp. They were waiting for me when I arrived.

Steeling myself, I reach forward and pick up the first book from the library stack, using a damp rag to clean away the grime from the cover. The title is stamped into the leather in gold leaf, and reads, Discourse of the Arcane.

Pulling it open, I begin to read.

***
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THE EVENING DEEPENS into night, the sun setting outside my window and pitching my dormitory into darkness. Candles, which I had lit during one of my few breaks, flicker from their places on the desk and wall, filling the room with a soft, wavering glow.

Blinking bleary eyes, I close yet another book and lean back in my chair, blowing out a weary breath and rubbing my dust-covered hands together in irritation.

Another dead end, I think to myself, frustrated.

Nothing in these books, including the pages gleaned from my own diminutive book collection, contains useful information regarding the Arc of Radiance or the Heart of Light. Everything recorded is nothing more than hearsay and anecdotes, physical observations rather than scientific facts. The secrets of the artifice seem to have died with the mages who conjured it, Sophropnia Kent and the Circle of ancient times. How they created the Arc remains a mystery, even to this day.

Closing my eyes for just a moment, I mutter a quiet prayer to the Light.

“Please help me, Light,” I whisper, as honestly as I have ever prayed. “Help me to know what I must do. So many people are depending on me... don’t allow me to fall short again.”

Fear of failure driving me on, I open my eyes and lean forward once more, setting out to uncover the secrets of creating a new Arc.

I decide to shift away from reading the books from the library, instead reaching for one of those taken from the Cabal. I have already skimmed through most of them, though one particular volume catches my eye. It is penned in the hand of Edna, one of the three mages who made up the Cabal, and contains a long list of experimental spells she had developed over the course of her life.

Curious, I lay book in front of me and begin to leaf through it, scanning the text for anything that could be considered useful.

There are many spells and theories outlined within, some more fleshed out than others. Many of them seem interesting, though not particularly useful for my needs, their effects ranging from mundane to outright destructive. I am about to give up hope, to toss the book into the pile of partially-cleaned rejects, when something inside catches my eye.

“The Radiant Incendiary”

An explosive artifice designed for destroying demonkind

This idea came to me from a treatise on pre-Doom history, which seemed to indicate that bombs made from radiant magic and source crystals were sometimes used in battle against the R’Laar. Such artifices were said to be unstable at best, though extremely effective.

Needless to say, the text piqued my interest as a possible way to defend Dunmar City against an invading force.

After years of trial and error, I believe I have found a way to duplicate what was referenced in the historical accounts. A source crystal, when imbued with the proper enchantments, can indeed become an incendiary device of considerable pyrotechnics. The results are spectacular, if a little underwhelming in effect. As is common knowledge in the magical realm of study, radiant energy itself is not dangerous to humans. Only when it is used to conjure an outside force (like magefyre), does it pose a threat to people. The explosion of the artifice destroys the source crystal, and the energy blast, though spectacular, does little to harm those nearby.

Due to lack of reliable source crystal, and the ineffective nature of the explosion, I have determined this experiment to be a failure. There is no practical use of this spell at this place and time.

Beneath the notes is a series of inscriptions and figures outlining exactly how she was able to create the artifice. These I glance over only with the barest attention to detail.

By the Light, I think to myself, momentarily amazed by what I had just read. Could this be used to destroy the demons? Perhaps I was thinking too defensively. Perhaps what we need is to attack rather than hide behind another shield.

Of course, I had read this passage before. I remember sharing it with Owyn when we were prisoners behind the walls of Dunmar City. Tonight, the information takes on an entirely new meaning.

I’ll need to test the spell, I think, suddenly growing more excited. If it works, then maybe I will still be able to use the source crystal in the wastes. Once I record the blast radius, then do some calculations to see how far it can extend, I will be able to have a good idea whether or not a bomb would be a decent alternative.

My mind is reeling, going over all the possible outcomes of such a daring experiment. The more I think about it, the more my heart begins to race.

“Thank you,” I whisper, addressing the Light directly. I look up at the ceiling and smile. “Thank you for guiding me.”

If this works, then we should be able to destroy the demons for good, ridding our world of their threat forever.

It would be the greatest magical feat of all time.

First thing’s first, I remind myself, picking up a pen and beginning to write. I will need to organize a test.
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Chapter Eleven

Talon
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“I’m telling you, mate, the end of the world is the best thing that’s ever happened to me!”

“How do you figure?” Owyn asks, raising a skeptical eyebrow.

I level a serious look at him, brushing past a group of off-duty soldiers as we walk. “Think about it – all the most beautiful ladies in the kingdom gathered together in one place, thinking that any day might be their last on Byhalya... it makes them want to seek comfort. Any kind of comfort, physical included.”

Owyn chuckles and shakes his head. “Eleven Hells, Talon. Only you would think of that and a time like this.”

I shrug my shoulders and give him a wolfish grin. “I’d imagine there’s no better time to think of it. Just think – one moment, you’re worried about demons and the destruction of the city, the next, you’re being comforted by a big strong ranger like myself. It’s foolproof!”

Again, Owyn glances at me skeptically. “Has that ever worked?”

“Well, no,” I admit. “But I haven’t really gotten around to trying, yet. Been too busy waltzing around with you lot.”

We round a corner and begin making our way toward the western gatehouse, a great cube-shaped building of white stone and heavy iron. Archers patrol the high walls to either side, and stationed before the portcullis is a troupe of knights, their armor gleaming and their spears held at attention.

“Whatever happened to that nurse from Dunmar City,” Owyn asks as we stride toward the city’s exit. “What was her name? Sybil?”

I barely suppress a grimace. “Yeah... she and I aren’t really talking anymore. Not really sure why. I think I may have said something that offended her.”

“That’s hard to believe,” Owyn mutters, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

Running a hand through my hair, I try to play it off with an air of nonchalance. “It’s all water under the bridge now. Plenty of other fish in the Loch, so to speak.”

The captain of the guard immediately recognizes us as we approach the gatehouse and waves us through, calling for his subordinates to open the gate. There is a screeching wail of grinding metal, and in short order we are on the other side, walking into the Heartlands and the sea of refugees waiting there.

“Speaking of ladyfolk,” I continue, picking the conversation back up, “how are things going with you and Zara? Have you sealed the deal with her, yet?”

Suddenly, Owyn’s whole demeanor changes, his movements growing stiffer, less comfortable. “The two of us – we’re fine. Just deciding to take things slow.”

“I knew it!” I exclaim, grinning widely. “That’s what you get for falling for a mage. What, does the prude expect you to wait for marriage, too?”

He stops short and whirls on me, giving me a hard shove that nearly takes me off-balance. “Shut up!” He growls, face darkening. “You don’t know what in the Hells you’re talking about. She’s not that kind of girl, and that’ not what this is about.”

“Whoa, lighten up, mate,” I say, raising my hand and my stump in a placating way. “I was only joking.”

He gives me one long, hard look then turns away, stomping off down the road toward the camps of refugees. Straightening my tunic, I go after him, making sure to guard my tongue so as to avoid further offending the lovesick fool.

Must be a touchy subject, I think as I fall into step once more beside him. Wonder what happened while they were away?

We begin to make our way out from the city, walking in a brooding silence – the brooding coming mostly from Owyn. Luckily, it isn’t long before we fall back into amiable conversation with one another. Ahead, I can see the area where the desert folk are camped, a little way off from the Nightingales. All the other refugee bands around them seem to be giving them a wide berth.

“Who do you say these people are again?”

“Zara believes they are descendants from the lost kingdoms of Byhalya,” he replies, sounding unsure. “Apparently, they are the ones who were left behind when the Arc of Radiance went up, and have been subjugated to the R’Laar ever since.”

“Burning Hells,” I mutter, feeling a twinge of guilt for the poor blighters. A thousand years of slavery? That’s got to do a number on morale.

“Zara wanted me to check on them,” he continues, stepping off the road and into the dead, yellowed grass. “She’s developed something of a soft spot for them – wants to make sure that they are doing all right.”

“Sure you haven’t developed one yourself?”

He does not respond.

Soon, we can see the odd-shaped brown tents poking up upon the wide plains, a miniature city unguarded and spread out in nomadic fashion. The tents themselves seem to be made out of skins, dried and cured by the sun, and even from this distance I can see the people milling about, tan-skinned and wearing foreign clothing.

As we approach, many of the people on the outer edges of the encampment flee, hiding away as if they are afraid of us. Then, within moments, a group of teenagers, both boys and girls, come rushing out to greet us, handcrafted spears and clubs held in their hands. They assume a menacing stance at first, then relax when they recognize Owyn. One of them, a long-haired boy of about fifteen who I recognize from before, steps forward to greet him.

“Greetings, Owyn,” he says in a heavily accented voice. “It good to see you.”

“Hello, Yari,” Owyn replies with a smile, stepping forward and clasping arms with him. “How are things in camp?”

“Things good,” Yari says, his grasp of the language slow and halting. He scrunches up his face as if in intense concentration. “No harm. No demons. People cold, but safe.”

“That’s good,” Owyn answers with a curt nod. Then, he turns and points at me. “This is Talon. He is my friend. Talon, these are warriors who helped us in the desert.”

They all offer greetings in a strange tongue I do not recognize.

“They look like they should still be in nursery school,” I murmur, smiling uncomfortably and nodding at them.

“They are the only ones who were willing to fight,” he replies somberly. “Everyone else is too beaten down, probably because of their history. I have been training them, and they have already weathered a few good fights.”

“Veterans, then,” I say, half-sarcastically. “Alright, warriors. Care to show me around your camp?”

Yari nods after I repeat myself a couple of times, then proceeds to lead us on a tour of the camp. The other youths fall into formation around us, all of them seemingly deferring to Owyn as their leader.

Light, Owyn, I think to myself, more than a little impressed. Looks like you have yourself a nice little honor guard here. How do I get one for me?

Everyone we pass seems timid, the women clutching their children and the men standing around with downcast eyes. They do not seem to be starving, but neither do they look well-fed. The air in the camp seems heavy with uncertainty, and everywhere I look, it is as if I am looking at a herd of scared deer, not a hardy encampment of humans.

"Everything seems to be in order," Owyn says to himself, inspecting the food stores. He then exchanges a few words with Yari, asking him in the simplest possible terms about the status of their food.

I tune them out after a moment, instead turning to regard a group of young ladies who seem to be eyeing me from the opening of a nearby tent. I smile at them, giving them my best roguish grin, and they begin giggling, putting their heads together and whispering excitedly.

Maybe this place isn't half bad, I think, hiding my handless arm behind my back.

As Owyn and Yari continue to exchange words, several of the youths move off to a nearby patch of grass and begin training, falling into fighting stances with their spears and moving with a grace that I find surprising considering their age. Based on my observations, they appear to have become rather competent warriors – even the women among them. While they train, I can't help but feel a pang of regret, my hand moving to rub the uneven surface of my stump. There was a time when I was like them, having full range of motion. Now, I am a cripple who can barely manage to hold a decent form.

Taking a deep breath through my nose, I try to banish the thoughts before they can turn me into a depressing raincloud like Owyn.

The other apprentice breaks off abruptly, having spotted something in a nearby basket. He grins wickedly and reaches inside, pulling out an unmarked clay bottle. Pulling out the stopper, he holds it up to his nose and sniffs only to quickly pull away, crinkling up his nose in distaste. Then, surprisingly, he offers the bottle to me.

“Here,” Owyn says, giving it a shake. I can hear liquid sloshing about inside. “You need to try this. I have a feeling you of all people will appreciate it.”

The youths, who had gathered themselves around Owyn, eye the bottle and me in mute curiosity.

“What is it?” I ask, my own curiosity piqued.

“Uzqi,” Owyn answers, as if the name itself should mean something to me.

I take the bottle and peer inside with one eye. “And uzqi is...?”

“Liquor.”

My own face brightens considerably. “Why didn’t you say so in the first place?” Bringing the bottle up to my nose, I give it a deep sniff. It stings my nostrils, filling my lungs with a pungent vapor that flushes my chest with heat.

“Eleven Hells, this stuff’s strong,” I state, glancing up at Owyn. “You ever have any of it?”

He nods. “Me and Zara both.”

“Well then,” I reply, holding the bottle just in front of my mouth. “I’ll not be shown up by lightweights like yourselves. Bottoms up!”

With that, I pour a mouthful of the stuff down my throat.

As soon as the uzqi touches my tongue, it is like a fire has been ignited inside my mouth. It quickly spreads, rushing painfully into my gut within seconds, and before I know it, I am doubled over and coughing uncontrollably.

Everyone around me erupts into raucous laughter.

“Burning Hells, Owyn,” I wheeze, eyes watering. “What’s in this?”

Owyn shrugs. “No idea,” he replies, still chuckling. “Good stuff, though, right?”

“Good?” I ask incredulously, standing up and taking a ragged breath. “It’s bloody magnificent! I’ve got to bring some of this to the boys in the Nightingale camp! They’ll love it!”

Owyn shakes his head, and I notice that something of a crowd has gathered around us. Men, women, and even some children watch me like I am some sort of sideshow animal, most of them smiling broadly. At least they’ve seemed to have warmed up to me, I think to myself wryly.

“Yari,” I call, taking care to speak slowly. “Find me some more uzqi. I’d like to take some with me when I go.”

He looks to Owyn for approval, who merely nods, then scampers off to do my bidding.

“There’s a good lad,” I mutter, taking another swig of the stuff. Like the first time, it burns like fire going down, though not nearly as bad as the first time. Putting the stopper back on the bottle, I turn to regard Owyn. “Right obedient bunch of spearmen you’ve got here, mate. Should come in handy when all the fighting starts.”

Owyn opens his mouth to respond, when something on the wind catches his attention.

I hear it too, a sound like a hunting horn blaring from back by the city gates. I recognize it almost immediately. “Is that what I think it is?”

Owyn nods his head excitedly. “Yes,” he replies, cocking his head in the direction of the sound. “The rangers have come.”
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Chapter Twelve

Owyn
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We make haste to the city gates, abruptly leaving the wastelander camp and sprinting toward the road. Talon makes sure he grabs an extra bottle of uzqi, though he struggles to hold it with his one good hand. The youths stay behind, taking my breathless charge to guard the camp seriously. There's no doubt in my mind that they will do an excellent job.

Even though the two of us are in good physical shape, it isn't long before we are both panting and gasping for breath. The walls of Tarsys are several miles away from the camp, and the rolling hills make it difficult to run, especially over such a long distance.

Eventually, we make it to the gatehouse, closing the distance in what I consider record time. Even as we arrive there is a large commotion happening before the portcullis.

Rangers, hundreds upon hundreds of them, march into the city in a single file line, their grey-green cloaks hanging from their shoulders and their quivers bristling with arrows. Very few of them are mounted, but all of them are armed to the teeth, with swords, axes, flails and spears strapped to their hardened leather armor. Around them, many refugees gawk in open-mouthed wonder, their whispers drowned out by the sound of many marching boots.

Talon and I stop short just before the great column, breathing heavily with sweat pouring from our faces.

"Remind me," Talon says between gasping breaths, "to never... drink uzqi... before a miles-long sprint."

"Sure thing," I reply, reaching up and wiping my forehead with the back of my hand.

Several of the rangers from the column glance other their shoulders and apparently recognize us, waving their hands in a friendly manner before falling in with the rest of their comrades.

Thank the Light, I say to myself inwardly, feeling a profound sense of relief. I was wondering when they would arrive. And it looks like every ranger in the entire kingdom has come here... that's sure to have a positive effect on morale.

Indeed, seeing my brothers and sisters in such great numbers fills me with a renewed sense of hope. These are the most competent fighters in all Tarsynium. Having them to fight in the siege is going to be a huge advantage.

"Let's go," I say to Talon at length. "I want to be in there when Tamara meets with Elias and the others."

"Are you sure you don't want to just hang back?" Talon asks, having finally caught his breath. "It's sure to be taxing, having that many egos in a room together, and I know a few good taverns that are practically overflowing with good ale."

"Not a chance," I reply stubbornly, already walking after the rangers. "This concerns all of us, and I'll not stand by while important decisions are being made."

Talon lets out a long, exaggerated sigh before eventually coming after me. "I don't know why I hang around you, Owyn. Most of the time, you're no fun at all."

We begin our run anew, albeit not quite as fast as before, coming right up on the tail end of the column of rangers.

It takes some time for everyone to pass through the city gates, but eventually we make it through, the guards waving us on with everyone else. Walking under the yawning maw of the portcullis, we can see that the rangers have formed ranks in the western square, almost completely filling the wide cobblestone plaza. At the forefront, I can barely make out a golden-haired woman standing amidst a handful of men, her hair pulled into a long braid hanging down her back. She appears to be speaking with a delegation comprised of mages, knights, nobles and Nightingales, and unsurprisingly, she seems to command an enormous amount of respect.

Tamara Moyle, I think to myself, a small smile gracing my lips, Master Warden of the Rangers.

We go around the perimeter, passing the neatly organized ranks of green cloaks, until finally come within earshot of the delegation.

"House Banderwynth welcomes you to Tarsys, Master Warden," some self-important noble is saying. He pridefully gestures to his retinue like he is showing off his favorite hunting dogs. "With the king dead, we are one of the highest-ranking families in the entire kingdom."

Tamara nods her head impatiently, causing her braid to dance behind her like a golden serpent. "Yes, yes," she answers brusquely, "but where is Elias Keen? I was told he now has command of the Nightingale army."

"Protector Keen is currently on his way, Master Warden," one of the Nightingale captains says reassuringly. "He was surveying the eastern defenses with General Mohr and has been notified of your presence."

In the square, the rangers all stand at attention like statues, perfect examples of military discipline.

I decide that now is as good a time as any, striding with Talon up to the retinue and clearing my throat loudly. "Perhaps we can be of assistance, Master Warden," I say, trying to keep a straight face. "The two of us have some grasp of what is going on in the city."

Tamara turns and locks piercing blue eyes with mine, her face softening somewhat, if only for an instant. "Owyn Lund and Talon Meecham," she says, her tone commanding yet also tinged with warmth. "I knew you'd turn up eventually. Whenever the fate of the world hangs in the balance, you seem to be at the center of it all."

"Begging your pardon, Master Warden," Talon says, "but that isn't our fault. This one seems to be cursed with bad luck, if I'm being honest." He jabs his thumb at me.

She gives him a suffering look, her lips tightening as if suppressing a smile. "Be that as it may," she continues, "It is good to see that you are both well. Last I heard, Owyn, you were captured by the king's agents. I should like to hear that story – but first thing's first. What is the situation with the city?"

Together, we begin to fill her in, explaining everything that we know to her and the Wardens. It isn't long, though, before a group of soldiers arrive from the east, accompanied by Elias and an armored General Mohr.

"Master Warden," Elias says stiffly as he approaches.

"Elias," she replies, giving him an odd look. Something passes between the two of them, something that I can scarcely understand, but it is over within seconds, a knight clearing his throat and gesturing to the General.

"This is General Marius Mohr, leader of the combined armies of Tarsynium, and protector–"

"We've already been acquainted," Tamara interrupts curtly, giving the man a nod. "It's good to see you again, General, this time under friendlier circumstances."

Mohr reddens at the statement, but merely says, "Yes. Likewise."

Tamara then turns her attention back on Elias, one of her slender eyebrows quirking up questioningly. "How are preparations going?"

"There is still much work that needs to be done," he replies, heaving a sigh. "The general here will be able to fill you in on the details of the defenses. Suffice it to say, we are hard at work making this place ready for a siege."

"Excellent," she says in her typically stoic way. "I shall like a full report on the status of the defense, starting with the situation with all those refugees out there. Then, once our rangers are given proper lodgings, we have some business to attend to. There's a pair of apprentices here who need to receive their advancement." She glances over her shoulder and shoots us a wry smile.

Talon and I both look at each other, eyes going wide.

Several of the Wardens begin to chuckle around us. Many of them I recognize from my time in the Ashwood, stalwart warriors with battle scars and silver in their hair.

Elias nods his head once in agreement. "Of course. I have the perfect place in mind. After we debrief you, we will head over there at once."

With that, they begin discussing as Nightingale porters head out to find the rangers some quarters. The whole time they talk, I can only focus on one thing: fulfilling my life's ambition to become a ranger.

***
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FIRE CRACKLES IN THE iron brazier, sending fragrant smoke wafting up toward the vent in the high-vaulted ceiling. It is a slow-burning blaze, the coals smoldering and consuming the blocks of incense that have been scattered throughout the wide basin, its heat steady and intense.

Talon and I sit on a bench before the brazier, similarly consumed by our own thoughts as we wait for the ceremony, the only sound being the popping of the flames.

Questions swirl inside my head like the smoke from the incense, causing me to wonder vainly without any immediate answers. What will this ceremony entail? Will this change anything? How would my father react if he were to see me today?

Exhaling slowly, I focus on the bit of wood in my hands and attempt to force myself to calm down.

The carving is coming along nicely, the once-shapeless chunk of oak resembling what I had envisioned since the beginning. I have taken every opportunity to work on it, whittling it carefully almost every night and every time I find myself alone. Since coming to the city, I exchanged my makeshift demon carapace for an actual pocket knife, which makes the process of shaping the wood much easier. With a little more time, and perhaps a gloss of lacquer, it will be ready.

Footsteps echo in the large waiting chamber, soft doeskin boots padding quietly on the polished marble floor.

The two of us turn in unison, squinting as our eyes adjust to the surrounding darkness, and I quickly put away the knife and the wood. A form materializes out of the darkness, a tall figure with broad shoulders, grizzled face showing a few days’ worth of grey stubble.

“The time has come,” Elias rumbles, his voice filling the chamber. “Follow me to the audience chamber. The Wardens await.”

We rise, turning out backs to the brazier and following Elias down the shadowed hall. We walk in silence, our combined footfalls echoing off the floors and walls. This building used to be an old church, a chapel to the Light dedicated to the poor whose status would not permit them entry to the cathedral near the palace. It was certainly beautiful, if a bit small, and was apparently donated by a philanthropic noble more than a hundred years ago. Now, it sits mostly empty, a monument to the faithful in an age of terror and strife.

Elias leads us to a plain wooden door, which he pushes open and motions for us to pass through. We go, shuffling reverently through the portal and entering a circular room on the other side.

There, we can see another brazier similar to the one we had just left, only this one is surrounded by a ring of people. Wardens, painted red by the glowing embers of the fire, stand regarding us stoically, their swords drawn and resting point-first on the ground before them. In the middle, I spot Tamara, who seems to fill the room despite being physically smaller than the other rangers.

“Come apprentices,” she intones formally, “and kneel before your Wardens.”

We obey. Walking forward, we kneel before the brazier and the semi-circle of rangers. For a moment, there is only uncomfortable silence, and I can’t help but feel small beneath their collective gaze. Then, finally, one of them speaks, a man with a crescent scar on his forehead.

“Owyn Lund,” he says, voice stern. “What have you learned during your apprenticeship?”

The question takes me off-guard, but fortunately it doesn’t take long for me to reply. “To fight, Warden, and to serve. I have learned the importance of protecting the weak and standing up for what is right, no matter the consequence... even when I stand alone.”

He nods, as if pleased by this answer, then turns to Talon and asks the same question.

“I’ve learned the importance of making friends and treating your allies well,” he says, sounding oddly serious for once. There is no glibness at all when he speaks. “I’ve learned to never give up, especially when the going is hard. But most of all,” he glances down at his missing hand, “I’ve learned how to overcome a weakness.”

Again, the Warden nods, apparently satisfied by the answer.

Another speaks up, this one a younger man with more black in his beard than white. “Why do you serve, apprentices? What motivates you?”

This answer comes easily to me. “My father,” I reply simply. “Aaron Lund was a great ranger, and I wish to honor his legacy.”

The others bob their heads in approval.

“I serve for the kingdom,” Talon answers after a moment’s hesitation. “I wish to travel the width and breadth of Tarsynium, winning glory and helping others as I go.”

This seems to earn less approval from the Wardens, though none of them say anything to chastise him.

Finally, after a long moment of drawn-out silence, Tamara speaks up, her icy eyes moving between the two of us. “Becoming a ranger is no small thing. Rangers are rangers for life, and the oath is binding. You swore this oath once already when you became apprentices. Now, swear again, that your fates may be sealed twice over.”

Talon and I look at each other, then in unison begin reciting the ranger’s oath.

“I swear by my life and my hope for salvation that I will abide by the Oath of the Rangers until my dying breath.

“Our solemn duty is to protect the borders of the realms of men from those enemies who would seek our destruction. The wilderness shall be our homestead, the sun and stars our only hearth. We will sacrifice everything, even our very lives, for the defense of the kingdom, unto the death of those who would do us harm.

“We are the watchers in the woods, the arrows in the darkness. None shall pass by while we stand guard.”

Silence fills the chamber as we speak the final words, the void being filled by the crackling flames. Nobody moves, I can scarcely hear anything beyond my own breathing, and so we deign to remain still as well, our forms kneeling on the cold hard floor.

Eventually, after what feels like an eternity, Tamara comes forward, breaking away from the other Wardens and waking around the brazier. She reaches over her shoulder as she approaches us and pulls out a massive longsword from a scabbard on her back, the steel making a metallic whisper as it comes free. It is a beautiful sword, expertly crafted with an intricately forged cross guard and runic embossing along the blade.

She stops right in front of us, the weapon held firmly in her hand, and for a brief moment, I am not sure if she is going to knight us or execute us on the spot.

“Apprentices,” she states, her voice heavy with traditional reverence, “this is Light's Edge, the Grandmaster's Sword from the ranger who first founded our order. As has been done for centuries, it is our wish to raise you to the rank of ranger and confer upon you all duties and responsibilities pertaining to this ancient charge. You will be required to serve Tarsynium and her subjects, to go where you are assigned by the Wardens, and to keep the countryside clear of any and all beings who seek to do harm.” She pauses, and a small, ironic smile graces her features. “Admittedly, there seems to be no shortage of enemies these days. Still, I must ask: are you willing to accept these duties and responsibilities as the have been explained to you?”

Both of us respond, “Yes, Master Warden.”

She proceeds to lift the sword and touch each of us on the shoulder. “Then arise, rangers of Tarsynium, and serve your country with valor.”
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Chapter Thirteen

Elias
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As the ceremony ends, the Wardens break away from their places around the brazier and move to congratulate Owyn and Talon. I step out from the shadowed alcove I had retreated to and step into the light, drawing the gaze of Tamara as I approach the two newly-advanced rangers. She arches an eyebrow as she appears to study me, her face an emotionless mask. Her eyes, however, betray her true emotions: puzzlement, and a hint of remorse for what might have been.

I have always been able to read those eyes, I think wryly, even when others could not. Glancing away from the Master Warden, I clasp Owyn on the shoulder from behind.

He turns, his face split by a wide grin.

Light, the boy is almost as tall as me, now, I think to myself in amazement. The lad I had first met so long ago has since become a man, growing into a frighteningly close resemblance to Aaron.

“Congratulations, Owyn,” I say, reaching out a hand to shake. “Your father would be proud.”

Owyn takes my hand in a firm grip and shakes, his eyes meeting mine. They glisten, though only faintly, the vibrant green bright in the low light of the room. “Thank you, Elias,” he says enthusiastically. “And thank you for training me. I wouldn’t be where I am today without you.”

I slight smile tugs at the corner of my mouth, and I feel a small swell of pride upon hearing his words. “A teacher is only as effective as his student allows him to be,” I reply, releasing his hand but holding his gaze. “You were an excellent apprentice and have done well despite everything that has happened. Just remember this moment. Never forget the oath and never give up, even when you know that you are going to lose.”

He gives a strange look and then nods. “Of course.”

More of the Wardens begin crowding around, and so I take a step back, allowing them to have access to Owyn. “We’ll talk later,” I say to him just as Eldrin Gibbs steps in.

I am about to leave the building, walking toward the exit in the dark, when a voice quietly beckons me from the shadows off to my left. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten about you,” Tamara says, her blue eyes glittering in the darkness. “We still need to talk. You left things... unclear when you left the Ashwood. I’d like to continue our conversation.”

Closing my eyes, I let out a long, drawn-out breath, knowing full-well that I am now trapped like a rabbit in a snare. She won’t let me go until she has the answers she is seeking, even though more important matters still need to be taken care of.

She steps out from the dark and approaches me, moving with the lithe grace of a hunting cat ready to pounce. “Come,” she says, voice still quiet. “Let us take a walk.”

Together, we exit the chamber while the other Wardens are still speaking with the two former apprentices, imparting words of wisdom around the glow of the fire. Instead of going to the street exit, however, we go by another way, taking a narrow set of spiral steps up to the roof of the chapel. When we step out of the stairwell, we are immediately greeted by an unseasonably warm wind blowing in from the west and grey clouds hanging over the bustling city like a shroud.

We walk in silence, moving across the flat-topped expanse toward the ledge three stories above the street. It is a plain-looking building, as far as churches go, but it does offer a splendid view of the city, the remaining towers of the Conclave rising up before us several blocks away.

Finally, Tamara breaks the silence, her blue eyes still scanning the enormous cityscape. “You’ve changed, you know,” she says bluntly.

I lean out on the ledge beside her, following her gaze. “Every man changes, Tamara.”

“Not like this,” she replies, giving her golden head a shake. “You were a respected ranger, then you became an outlaw. Now, you’re the leader of the Nightingales and organizing the defense of the greatest city in the world.” She pauses as if considering, then turns to regard me. “You’re no longer the man I once knew.”

Glancing away from the city, I meet her gaze, nearly a full head lower than my own. “Is that such a bad thing?”

“I’m not certain,” she admits, eyes searching. “However, there is one thing that I am sure of: what we had all those years ago was real, and despite your protests, you still feel the same way.”

Hells, I think, trying vainly to gather my thoughts. She’s never been one to mince words, has she? Some things never change.

“Tamara,” I say, at a loss for words, “it’s been years, decades even. Why this? Why now?”

She turns to face me, the hilt of the Grandmaster’s Sword sticking up from behind her left shoulder and her cloak shifting slightly in the breeze. Despite her battle-hardened appearance, she looks vulnerable – an incongruous feature on the infamous Tamara Moyle. For a brief moment I can see the young lass I met when I myself was an apprentice, a demure girl with a warrior’s heart and a ferocity that could match my own.

“Because unlike you, I am not willing to die with regret in my heart. The end is close... I can sense it, and I know that you can as well.” She takes a step closer, her eyes intense as she stares up at me. That look causes my heartbeat to quicken, something that has not happened in a long, long time. “When we became rangers,” she continues, “we put everything on hold – family, children... our entire lives. Now, with the Arc gone and the end times upon us, I can’t help but think about what’s truly important in this world.”

I stare at her for a moment, astounded by what she is saying. Then, after the shock wears off, I turn back to look out over the city, letting out a sad, bitter chuckle. “Light, Tamara. Even now, you make me wonder if I am mad. Maybe I am, for listening to you.”

"You've changed, Elias Keen," she says again, "but not that much. I can see it as clearly as the stars on a cloudless night. You still feel for me the same way that you once did."

"Perhaps," I assent. "But perhaps not. It no longer matters. What matters now is the fulfillment of our duty."

"We can have both," she insists, reaching out and touching my hand. The touch of her soft skin sends a shockwave up my arm, an energy like the radiance of a mage's spell. "I did not see it before, but I do now. I'm tired of being alone, and I do not want the end to come with this regret in my heart."

My eyes linger on her for a long moment, the promise of a romance rekindled glowing hot like an ember. However, with the resurgence of those long-suppressed feelings comes the same hurt I felt when we had parted ways, a hurt like an old wound that never fully healed. I pull away, my gaze dropping to my boots almost painfully. "You'll have to live with your regret a little longer, Tamara. I'm not in the same place that you are."

She stiffens, and I can tell that my words have cut her deeply. When I look up, the vulnerability is gone, replaced by the hardened exterior that I know so well. Still, there is sadness those icy blue eyes. Sadness, and perhaps embarrassment.

"Tamara," I say, suddenly feeling the need to apologize for my bluntness. "I'm sorry–" 

“Don’t,” she interrupts, the familiar edge entering her voice once more. “Just... don't. Think upon my words. There is still time yet, before the end. If anything, I shall enjoy fighting by your side one last time."

Before I can respond, she is already walking away from me, striding determinedly toward the stairwell. After she departs, I stand up on the roof for a time, pondering the strange and unexpected conversation I have just had.

***
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TAMARA’S WORDS FOLLOW me as I go about my daily tasks, needling the back of my mind like a burr caught in my boot. They chafe, rubbing my deeply-buried emotions raw as I consider things that I haven’t thought of since I was much younger, probably about Owyn’s age. Even as I walk the city walls at sunset, watching as barbicans are erected from timber and stone below, my thoughts stray to the blonde-haired ranger who had once meant so much to me a lifetime ago.

What is she thinking, opening up old wounds at a time like this? How irresponsible of her. It was her who ended things between us! When we were young, she chose the life of a ranger over love, and now, when things are most dire, she wants to revisit out past? Foolishness. Plain and simple foolishness.

Phillip, one of my advisors, says something at my side. Blinking, I turn to look at him, pushing thoughts of the Master Warden aside. “I’m sorry, soldier. Can you repeat that?”

A look of puzzlement comes over him, but he repeats the question. “What of the excess debris, Protector? There is still much stone left over from the Pillar of Radiance.”

“Have the masons take what they need and build barricades within the city itself,” I answer quickly. “If the walls fall, I want the demons to have to fight for every single street they take. The rest can be used as fodder for the catapults.”

“Understood,” Phillip replies, scratching something down on his handheld slate. "And what of the granaries? Food is already growing scarce the more people arrive from the countryside."

"Work with the city planners," I respond, folding my arms behind my back and examining the workers as they construct the fortifications. "My initial thoughts are that rations will need to be instituted, but I'm not sure those are warranted yet. The planners will understand more."

"Of course," Phillip says, still scratching notes on his slate.

I am about to open my mouth to inquire on the status of the shipment of pitch I had ordered, when I begin to hear warning bells ringing out from a watch tower down the road to the west. They are soon joined by others, sounding in a distinct pattern meant to be discerned by those standing watch on the walls.

"Three rings followed by five," I mutter. "That means a scout has returned."

Squinting, I can barely make out the shape of a rider galloping hard up the road toward our position. "Phillip," I command, causing him to snap to attention, "gather my advisors and everyone from the council. They need to be here to hear the scout's report."

"At once, Lord Protector!"

He dashes off and I lean against the crenellations of the wall, staring off into the distance. As I do, I think that I can see smoke rising from a point far off to the west.
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Chapter Fourteen

Zara
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My horse’s hooves clatter noisily on the cobblestone street, the wind whipping at my robes and my messy ponytail as I ride swiftly through the city. The news that the scouts had returned reached me just moments before, and I immediately left the Academy in a rush, wanting to reach the city gates as soon as possible.

Light, I hope I don’t miss it, I think to myself as I guide my horse into the westernmost district. Whatever news they bring will be imperative, and I want to hear it from them first hand.

Fortunately, the streets remain relatively empty as most people remain inside. Commerce has almost completely stopped in the city, the shopkeepers and the merchants hoarding their goods and spending time alone or with their loved ones.

Because of this, I reach the western gate in no time at all. Pulling my mount to a halt, I dismount just as the portcullis is being raised, admitting an exhausted-looking man on a horse lathered in sweat. He clops into the city and practically falls out of his saddle, several soldiers rushing over to assist him.

“Get the man some water, and bring him to the guard room,” Elias barks, descending the stairs set into the wall beside the gatehouse. “And for Light’s sake, give him some room to breathe.”

“Report, sir,” the scout says, leaning in to whisper something as Elias approaches him.

The grizzled ranger does not immediately react to whatever it is he says, but then nods his head gravely and then gestures toward the gatehouse. “Get yourself inside and rest for a moment,” Elias commands as I come over to where they are standing. “The council will be here shortly, and you can give them a full report.”

The man offers a weak solute and then walks off with a pair of knights, disappearing inside the great stone structure.

“Seeker,” Elias says respectfully as I approach.

“What did he say?” I ask, mildly annoyed that the scout spoke only with Elias.

“Nothing good,” he replies dryly, resting a hand on the large, curved knife on his belt. “The demons are on the march, and more refugees are coming to the city.”

“How close are they?” I pry, surprised at the haughtiness in my own voice. “What do their numbers look like? Are they coming from the west as we suspected?”

Elias eyes me, looking mildly bemused. “He did not go into much detail,” he answers. “And I suspect they will be here sooner rather than later. Patience, Zara. We will find out more once everyone arrives.”

“Why wait?” I continue to press. “It could be time-sensitive information. We should hear him out instead of waiting around.”

“It’s about trust,” he replies. Judging by the tone of his voice, his own patience is wearing thin. “We have many different factions here, and trust is in short supply. A few minutes of waiting is a small price to pay so that no one feels their authority is being undermined.”

I resist the urge to let out a frustrated sigh, instead nodding coolly and then moving off to ensure that my horse is being cared for. Luckily, I do not have to wait long as several groups of people arrive within moments of each other. Owyn and Talon are with the rangers, looking somehow different as they walk up to the gatehouse with the Wardens. The newly-appointed High Magus Roth arrives as well with his assistant, as does General Mohr accompanied by several knights on horseback.

Upon realizing that I am already here, Owyn comes over to stand beside me, his hand slipping into my own, fingers intertwining.

“Why do you look so chipper?” I ask, eying him curiously.

He merely shrugs and offers me a half-smile. “No reason.”

“Stop playing coy,” Talon scoffs, stepping up beside us. “You’re now looking at the two newest rangers in the kingdom, Magus. You’re not the only one to get promoted earlier than normal.”

“They raised you?” I ask, a wide grin splitting my face. “Owyn, that’s amazing! Congratulations!”

He shrugs again, trying to play it off like it isn’t a big deal.

Typical.

“Nothing’s really different,” he says, glancing around as everyone dismounts and begins peppering Elias with questions. “It’s really only a title. I’ll still be doing the same things I did before. It’s not a big deal.”

“Well, it’s a big deal to me,” I insist, giving his hand a squeeze.

He smiles at me and is about to respond when Elias raises both hands in the air and speaks out. “I haven’t gotten a full report from him yet. He’s inside the guard house. It’s not very big, so essential people only – you’ll have to leave your guards outside.”

No one argues as he leads the way into the guard house, General Mohr, High Magus Roth, and Tamara Moyle following him. Looking over his shoulder, Elias gestures for us to come as well.

“I guess we’re considered ‘essential’,” Talon says with an air of self-importance, wearing his usual smirk.

We follow the group inside, squeezing into the cramped guard room where we find the scout sitting in a chair, a wet towel around his neck and a pewter mug held in both hands. He looks up to regard us, his face pale, but when he gets up to stand and salute us, Elias motions for him to sit back down.

“No need for that,” he says gruffly. “We’re all here. Now, what is your report?”

The scout settles down in his seat and clears his throat nervously, sweat beading on his forehead. “It’s the demons, Lord Protector – the R’Laar. They’re coming, just like you said they were, and they’re heading right for the city.”

“How many are there?” General Mohr asks, his tone urgent. “Were you able to get a rough count of their numbers while you were out there?”

He licks his dry, cracked lips and wipes his forehead with the back of his hand. “It is a force of two hundred thousand, maybe more,” he says, prompting everyone in the room to let out an audible gasp.

“Eleven Hells,” Talon murmurs.

Even the general blanches upon hearing the staggering number.

The scout continues. “Two thirds are heavy infantry,” he reports, eyes growing distant. “The rest is a mixture of ranged and... bestial forces. No cavalry that I could see, but they have hounds and flying things, and monstrosities so large they looked like they could crush a house with their bare hands.”

Balors, I think to myself, remembering the hand-drawn images from the book on demonology.

The room falls into an uneasy silence as the scout's message sinks in. If his words are accurate, which something tells me they are, that would mean the R'Laar command the greatest army that has ever marched on Byhalya. Even with the city walls and the considerable defenses in place, we will be hard-pressed to stand our ground against such force.

"There we have it," Elias says at length. Though his demeanor is as stoic as ever, there seems to a be a faint apprention to his words. "Now we know what we are dealing with. How soon before they arrive."

"Three days," the scout answers immediately. "Right now, they are on the borders of Loch Morloch, and they are moving slowly." He hesitates as if dreading what he is about to say next, then adds, "My lords... Green Harbor has been completely destroyed."

Another silence fills the room, the weight of his statement crashing down.

Green Harbor? I think, feeling a queasy knot form in my stomach. That is one of the seven great towns of Tarsynium... its destruction would leave hundreds dead, maybe thousands...

Again, it is Elias who breaks the silence. "Were there any surivivors?"

The scout shakes his head. "None that I could see. Many people fled for the center of the kingdom before the demons arrived, but those that remained..." He trails off, visibly suppressing a shiver. "I couldn’t be there long – the R'Laar have scouts and outriders, monsters lookin’ like they came right out of a nightmare. The other scouts... I’m not sure if they made it out."

Elias turns to face the group. "We need to get the refugees out of here now. They'll move slowly and will be extremely vulnerable when crossing the Heartlands."

"Protector, there's more," the scout interjects, setting down his cup on a nearby table. He runs a hand through his hair and takes a deep breath. "Before I left... well, it looked like the demons were harvesting the people of Green Harbor. They... used them, fueled their magic and discarded them like empty wine skins... I've not seen anything like it." He shudders and squeezes his eyes shut as if to banish the memory.

"The R'Laar devour the energy of living beings to grant them power," I mutter, all eyes turning to me. "It is why everything outside of the Arc has been turned into a wasteland."

"And that is the fate all of us will face if we do not stop them," Elias growls, resting his hand on his belt knife. "Thank you, soldier. One last thing – there was smoke rising to the west when you came in. Did any of the demons follow you into the Heartlands?"

The scout frowns and shakes his head. "It's possible, but I do not think so."

"Something out there was burning," Elias replies darkly. "We need to figure out what it was. Did you pass any villages on your way here?"

"The only one I can think of was Oaken Branch," he answers after a moment of thought. "It is a small community... only two dozen people at most."

"Perhaps it is some of the outriders he mentioned," General Mohr offers, looking at Elias. "We need to send troops there to stop any demons that may be heading our way."

"Leave that to me," I offer, suddenly perking up. Again, all eyes turn toward me.

Owyn looks at me incredulously. "Zara, are you mad?"

"No," I reply determinedly. "Merely seizing upon an opportunity. There is something that I need to test, and this may be our only chance to do it." Turning to Elias, I ask, "May we have some support from the Nightingales? I'll need a few soldiers to watch my back, but it shouldn't take long."

He considers this for a moment, then finally nods.

"Excellent," I say, turning to smile at Owyn. "Come on. There's no time to lose."

***
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WE MAKE HASTE THROUGH the city gates, hooves thundering on the road as we race on horseback toward the growing column of smoke to the west. Our group is small, consisting of myself, Owyn, and a small honor guard of three Nightingales, their dark cloaks whipping in the wind behind them.

Passing refugee camps and throngs of beleaguered-looking people, we ride in silence, pushing our horses hard as we try to arrive at Oaken Branch as fast as possible.

Eventually, we leave behind the ramshackle campsites outside the city walls, entering the rolling hills of the Heartlands and the small farming communities spread throughout. Though the bulk of the army is still more than three days out, the outriders of the R’Laar could be anywhere at this point, ravaging communities like Oaken Branch all over the kingdom. It is up to the combined armies of Tarsynium to prevent as much of that as possible, although in truth their presence has been less than ideal.

It takes little more than an hour of hard riding for us to reach the small village, the column of smoke rising up before us in a billowing black mass. As we draw near to the settlement, we pass streams of people fleeing the scene, women with tear-streaked faces and ashen-skinned men.

“What attacked you?” Owyn calls from atop his horse, pulling on the reins and addressing a cluster of frantic villagers.

Shouts of demons and hell spawn come babbling out from the group, and Owyn is forced to shout above them. “What did they look like? How many are there?”

One man, who seems less hysterical than the others, addressing him directly. “Dog-like things, my lord,” he replies, his suntanned face stained with soot. “There were creatures that walked like men, but had beaks like birds and great hooks for hands!” He shudders as if disturbed by the very thought.

Prompted by Owyn’s questioning look, I give him my best guess. “Sounds like darkhounds and hook horrors,” I reply, recalling what I had read in the past. “They are dumb creatures, but extremely dangerous in close combat. We should proceed with caution.”

He nods and turns to address the fleeing villagers. “Head due east to Tarsys,” he commands. “There, you will find safety in numbers. Move quickly so that you are within sight of the city walls by nightfall. Go, now!”

With that, he spurs his horse, leading are group further up the road and toward the burning village.

When we finally see the thatch-roofed buildings, many of them being consumed by fire, it is like we are entering a warzone. Corpses litter the ground, and the last remaining humans who were not fortunate enough to escape are being run down by darkhounds, their jaws wet with fresh blood.

The Nightingales draw their weapons and Owyn unslings his bow, nocking an arrow and pulling while still atop his horse. He looses and strikes one of the darkhounds in the flank just as it is about to devour one of the last remaining haggard-looking villagers.

“Whatever you’re going to do, do it quick,” he says, readying another arrow. “I’m not sure how long we’ll be able to last.”

Sure enough, the darkhounds all turn their attention toward us and begin to growl, about a dozen of them in total on the village green. Further up, I can make out the shape of a gorgon setting a farm house on fire, and standing over the half-eaten corpse of a man is a monstrosity I have only seen in pictures. It looks like a grotesque combination of human and featherless bird, with an enormous beak on its face and clawed, buzzard-like toes on its feet. Instead of hands, it has a long, curved blade like a scythe fused to each arm, and upon seeing us, it opens its beak and lets out a loud, horrendous caw.

“Okay,” I say grimly, dismounting and pulling out my talisman. “I’ll only need a few minutes. Cover me.”

The four of them form a defensive perimeter around me, their horses whinnying nervously as the demons approach. As the fighting commences, I attempt to tune them out, focusing all of my energy on the task before me.

Alright, Zara, I think to myself, recalling the spell I had memorized the night before. Now is the time for you to redeem yourself.

The crystal in my hands begins to glow a soft blue, radiating with light as I begin to channel. Source energy courses through me, a trickle at first, then a rushing torrent, filling my body with an intense but wonderful buzz of power.

“Cuir a-steach a 'chlach seo le cumhachdan sònraichte,” I utter, starting the incantation that will turn the talisman into a magical artifice.

The azure surface of the crystal begins to darken, taking on a deep amaranthine hue, and its surface grows hot to the touch, becoming almost unbearable to hold. Still, I wait the customary thirty seconds for the spell to set in before moving on, gritting my teeth against the discomfort.

Ahead of me, Owyn tramples a darkhound and looses another arrow, the horses giving my defenders a bit of an advantage over the much smaller beasts. Still, I realize that it is only a matter of time before they get overwhelmed, several of the horses bearing nasty cuts from the demons’ claws. The hook horror begins lumbering forward, walking with an awkward gait that would appear comical if it wasn’t so terrifying.

I continue the spell, chanting the words in an almost sing-song voice. “Thoir dhomh an cumhachd seo. Tionndaidh an uidheam seo a-steach do bhoma. Sgriong mo naimhdean.”

The fighting grows more desperate by the second, the darkhounds swarming around the horses like snapping wolves. Gorgons begin to pour out of the village carrying torches, and the hook horror reaches the farthest defender, a hapless Nightingale who isn’t paying close enough attention. With a swipe the great monstrosity decapitates the horse entirely, sending it and the rider tumbling to the ground.

Light, I think to myself, feeling sick to my stomach. If this doesn’t work, we are probably going to die here.

But if this spell doesn't work, we are all going to die anyway.

Finally, the artifice is ready, the crystal glowing an angry red in my hand. Without hesitation I shout the command word to break it, hoping that this will set off the bomb. “Sgrios!”

In a flash of light, the talisman explodes, sending shards of crystal shooting out like shrapnel. The shards slice up my hand and I scream, but the sound is drowned out by the terrible boom that resounds through the air.

Red light blooms from my palm like a rose, spreading out in all directions in a blinding flash of shimmering radiance that seems to consume the entire village. It grows, raging like a violent storm of rushing winds until everything is nothing but varying shades of light and darkness.

Then, in an instant, it is all over.

The radiance fades, taking us back into the grey light of winter, everything and everyone in exactly the same place as before. Only now, the demons are no longer a threat. They stand in place like statues, skin grey like ash and eyes dimmed until one by one they begin to vanish, crumbling into dust and blowing away in the light Heartland breeze.

Overwhelmed, I sink to my knees, my hand torn and bleeding from holding the now-obliterated source crystal. My ears are ringing from the blast, and a strange sense of shock overcomes me, making it difficult to breathe.

Owyn rushes to my side, wrapping his arms around me and speaking words that I cannot hear.

Finally, the ringing fades, and I can begin to make what he is saying. "Zara, talk to me. Are you alright?"

I nod my head numbly.

"Oh, thank the Light," he says, holding me close. "You scared the Hells out of me. I thought for sure that your spell had seriously hurt you." He glances down at my lacerated hand and grimaces. "It doesn’t look bad, but we need to get this cleaned up."

He helps me to my feet, and together, we make our way to the horses. The Nightingales are staring dumbly at the piles of dust littering the ground.

Despite the pain in my hand and the shock of the blast, I can't help but smile. Owyn looks over and frowns in confusion.

"Everything alright? Why are you smiling?"

"Because," I answer, chuckling tiredly, "it actually worked. Our plan can move forward. Now, we actually have real hope."
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Chapter Fifteen

Owyn
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The ride back to Tarsys is long and exhausting – especially considering that we are now down one horse. Zara and I share a mount as we ride and eventually, we make it back through the city gates. Elias and General Mohr are waiting for us when we arrive, anxious for any information that we can provide.

We dismount and the Nightingales who had accompanied us return to their posts, departing without so much as a word.

"It worked," Zara says, holding her wounded hand close to her chest and grimacing as I help her get out of the saddle.

"What worked?" Mohr asks, ruddy face twisting in confusion.

"The spell," she answers tiredly, though her eyes are triumphant. "It is an ancient spell that will help us defeat the demons. We now know for a fact that it will work, so long as I have sufficient help and you can hold the city long enough."

"The city will hold," Mohr affirms stiffly, his polished armor glinting in the light of the setting sun.

"That's excellent news," Elias says at almost the same time, though his face becomes lined with concerned upon seeing the bloody bandages binding Zara's hand. "And what happened here?"

"A small inconvenience," Zara replies quickly, tucking her hand into a pocket in her robes to hide it from view. "Consider it a small price to pay for something that will help us save the kingdom. Needless to say, the demons have been dealt with and the refugees are safe – for now."

Elias quirks an eyebrow at her but does not argue, nor does he press her to explain any further.

The two of them depart and begin busying themselves with other matters, seeing to the defense of the city and the migration of the refugees to Dunmar City. All around us, soldiers bustle this way and that, knights in steel-plated armor and Nightingales in dark cloaks.

These are strange times we live in, I think to myself, standing in the middle of the square beside Zara. Strange times indeed.

"I need to go to the Academy," Zara says after a moment, her slender figure pulling close to mine. "The Conclave needs to be involved with this mission. I won't be able to replicate the spell on such a large source crystal without considerably more power."

I let out a long sigh. "Hardly a moment to take a breath."

"I know," she replies, leaning against me with her head resting against my chest. Her hair smells so fragrant, like wildflowers on a midsummer's day. "I wish that we could just run away with each other and forget the troubles in the world for a time."

"Well – why don't we?"

She glances up at me, her eyebrows furrowing questioningly. "You know as well as I," she replies, soft brown eyes holding my gaze. "So much depends on us... on what we do. Time is the one thing we don't have."

Again, I sigh in frustration. "It just doesn't seem fair."

She regards me for a moment, then stands up on the tips of her toes and plants a soft kiss upon my lips. "There's much about this world that isn't fair. I'm just glad that we get to spend what little time we do have together."

I lean down and kiss her back, a long, lingering kiss that causes my heart to burn within me. Then, all too quickly it is over. She backs away and shrugs her shoulders apologetically.

"I'd better get going," she says, voice gentle. "Catch up with you later."

"Of course," I reply, forcing a smile. Then, I hand the reins over to her. "You take the horse. I don't like the idea of you walking these streets alone after dark."

She takes the reins, but replies, "I can take care of myself you know." Her hand reaches up to grasp at something around her neck, a look of shock crossing her face when she finds a broken fragment of crystal. Then she seems to remember that her talisman was destroyed. More contritely, she says, "Thanks, Owyn."

"Don't mention it."

I help her into the saddle, then walk beside her to the street leading to the Academy.

"Make sure we have enough supplies for the journey," she says after a moment, brushing a stray lock of hair out of her face. "I have a feeling that we'll be heading out first thing in the morning."

"Yes, of course, Magus," I reply in mock deference. "Is there anything else I can do to serve you?"

She rolls her eyes at me and nudges the horse forward. "Just make sure we don't starve on the way to the wastes. Oh, and Owyn," she adds, looking over her shoulder, "I love you."

"I love you, too."

I watch her go until she disappears around the bend, the enormous city swallowing her up like some kind of creature made from stone. Then, not wanting to idle away the evening, I set out to secure supplies for our trip, making my way to the city's provisioner.

As I walk, my mind strays to the events that occurred earlier in the afternoon, to the dead villagers and the burning buildings, to the demons that had been turned to ash...

The memory of the explosion disturbs me, far more than I would ever admit to Zara. The blinding flash of red light enveloped me and my horse, consumed us, and for a time I was not sure whether I was living or dead. Then, after everything cleared, the demons had been destroyed, transformed into pillars of dust that crumbled when the slightest breeze hit them.

A shiver tingles my spine at the memory. Eleven Hells, that was so strange... I've never seen anything like it. And the wounds on Zara's hand... she had to have been in much more pain than she led on.

That simple fact disturbs me more than anything else. It still does.

What will that mean for us when we create an even bigger bomb?

My thoughts swirl about my head like the winter snows that no longer exist in the kingdom. In fact, without the Arc, the weather seems to have reverted back to summer. If not for the constant layer of dark clouds that choke the skies, the sun would probably be baking us all like an oven.

By the time I reach the provisioner's office near the palace, night has completely fallen, shrouding the city in darkness. Even so, the gaudy building is well-lit and surrounding by an ever-present retinue of guards.

They recognize my ranger cloak as I approach and allow me to enter without any hassle, holding the door open for me to walk inside the main hall. A servant materializes from out of a side room and leads me deeper into the mansion, eventually taking me to a large dining hall where a large man sits alone, eating a feast.

He glances up at me in annoyance as I enter, grease staining his chin as he tears at a chicken leg with his teeth.

"And who in the Hells are you?" The provisioner asks, continuing to eat his meal without offering for me to have a seat.

"Owyn Lund, ranger and close associate to the Nightingale Protector," I reply, resisting the urge to curl my lip in disgust at the fat man. People are starving, the city is rationing food, and this man sits and feasts as if it is his due. I guess that's one of the perks of being in charge of the city's granaries.

The Provisioner sets down the chicken bone and lets out a small burp before turning in his chair to fully face me. The wooden seat groans in protest under his weight. "And what can I do for you, Owyn Lund?" There is little warmth in his voice.

"I need to commission supplies for an expedition. Horses, food, and provisions for about twenty people. I have a writ from the Nightingales."

He fixes me with a beady-eyed look of contempt. Then, the corner of his mouth turns up into a smirk. "A writ from the Nightingales, you say? How very official of them to send me a writ."

I struggle to keep my temper in check. "Yes," I reply through gritted teeth. "This comes straight from the Protector, General Mohr, and the Circle of Mages."

The smirk remains on his flabby face and he continues with his meal. "Rebels and traitors, all. The king is dead, young ranger, and the city has broken down into factions. I’ll not bow to the whims of those who threw this whole kingdom into chaos. I’m in charge of all the city’s food. That means, once people grow desperate, I’ll become the richest man in Tarsynium. So, take your writ and clean out your chamber pot with it – that’s how much it is worth...”

He trails off as I approach him, my hand darting down to my father's hatchet. His eyes widen, and for a moment, it looks like they are going to pop out of his face. "Guards! Help! This man is–"

He cuts off as I slam the head of my hatchet into the table in front of him, the blade biting deep into the finely polished wood. The silverware on the table rattles with the force of the blow, and the blood drains from his complexion almost immediately, leaving him as white as a sheet.

"I don't have time for your games, provisioner," I growl, dropping my voice to a dangerously low volume and leaning in to face him. "In case you haven't heard, an army is marching on the city as we speak. We're all doomed unless the mages and I can complete our mission. In order to do that, we need supplies. Now, I guarantee that the Protector and the General will have no qualms if I have to hurt you to complete this mission, but I would prefer not to do that. However, know this: I will do what I must in order to save this kingdom, and nobody is going to stand in my way."

The provisioner gulps loudly, his eyes still bulging as he reaches into a pocket and pulls out a small wooden token.

"What's this?" I ask, voice still menacing.

"A permission chit," he explains, setting the token on the table in front of him. "It will allow you to take whatever you need from the granaries, no questions asked."

I eye the bit of wood of a few seconds, then reach over and pull my hatchet out of the table. The provisioner yelps frightfully at the noise it makes wrenching free. "That wasn't so hard, was it?" I mutter, sliding the hatchet into my belt loop. “By the way, you may want to rethink your logic. When the people grow desperate, they’ll storm your home and kill you – not pay for the food your hoarding.” Then, I pause as a new thought strikes me. “On second thought, do what you want. Having you as an enemy may get the people of this city to finally unite.”

With that, I proceed to scoop up the chit and walk out of the dining room without a second glance.

As I leave, I can hear the fat provisioner let out a shuddering, if not relieved, breath.

***
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BY THE TIME I RETURN to the Academy, it is already well into night. The clouds obscure the moon and the stars, and it is somehow darker outside than any other night I have ever experienced.

Dark times indeed, I think to myself as I make my way doggedly up the stairs to my temporary dorm room.

I had managed to secure enough food and drink to keep us well supplied for our expedition into the wastes, both for the ride there and the journey back. In addition to ordering the supplies I also managed to send a runner to the royal stables, conscripting twenty mounts and half as many pack horses to carry our supplies. With any luck, Zara will be able to speak with the Conclave and get us enough mages to ride those animals.

When I finally reach the door to my room, I am exhausted. The fighting from earlier, as well as my efforts running around the city, have left me wearied, and I find myself looking forward to crashing onto my bed and falling asleep as soon as possible.

However, when I push open the door, I find that my bedroom has been occupied.

Talon sits with his feet up on the room's writing desk, a skin of wine held in his only hand and his head drooping down to his chest in sleep. The sound of the door opening jolts him awake, and he blinks bleary eyes in my direction, obviously trying to remember where he is.

"Good evening, mate," he says, words slurring ever so slightly. "You have a nice stroll through the city?"

I make my way inside and close the door behind me, removing my cloak and kicking the boots from off my feet. "Nice enough," I reply gruffly, annoyed at the intrusion.

"Such a lovely night," he mumbles, bringing the wine skin up to his lips and taking a drink. "Not many of those left in the world, I think."

Walking over to the bed, I sit down heavily on the mattress and rest back on my elbows, staring across the room at Talon. "It's late, you know," I prod, trying to get him to take a hint. "Going to have an early morning tomorrow."

He takes another swig of wine and shifts in the chair to face me. "What, it's not like you're going to be leaving the city tomorrow, right? If that were the case, you'd probably be worried sick that it would be for the last time."

I barely manage to hide my grimace. "You heard about that, did you?"

"The whole bloody Academy is practically buzzing with it," he replies bitterly, lifting the skin to take another drink. When he realizes it is empty, he grunts and tosses it to the floor. "The mages are leaving tomorrow," he says in a high-pitched voice, as if imitating someone. "Light be with them all. They're heroes, every last one." The word 'heroes' he says with a sneer.

I do not respond, instead staring quietly back at him from my place on the bed.

Talon eyes me for a moment before continuing. "Why didn't you tell me, mate? Why did I have to hear that you were leaving tomorrow from a bunch of sculleries here at the Academy?"

Keeping my face neutral, I shrug. "I was busy. Didn't think about it at the time."

He looks at me for a long moment before smirking, letting out a sad chuckle and shaking his head. "Hells, mate. And I thought we were friends."

"We are friends."

"Are we?" His face suddenly flushes with anger and he raises his voice to almost a shout. "It's always Zara this and duty that with you. Never stop to think about poor old crippled Talon and what he might be feeling. Why do you get to be the hero? Why do you get to go on a quest to save the world? Of all the injustices in the world, I never thought I'd get the shaft from my own best friend."

I blink in surprise, momentarily taken aback by the outburst. Eleven Hells, I think to myself. I had no idea that he felt this way.

"Talon," I begin, trying to sound as gentle as possible, "all of this has happened so fast. I didn't think to invite you along because–"

"Because why?" He interrupts sharply. "Because I'd just be a liability?" He holds up his missing hand.

"No," I reply, shaking my head emphatically. "It's because you're needed here. Elias will need every soldier he can get to defend the city, and we need to keep our group small enough so as to avoid detection."

He harrumphs and settles back in his seat, expression still dour. "Bloody good I'll do here with one hand. Maybe I'll find use on the front line as a human shield."

I grunt. "Now you're just talking rubbish."

"Am I?" He asks, voice full of uncharacteristic scorn. He must have had more wine than what was in that skin. "I can't fight worth a damn anymore. I'm officially a ranger, but that doesn't mean anything. My own best friend doesn't even want me to come with him on his quest."

"Listen, Talon," I reply, starting to get frustrated. "This isn't my quest. Hells, this doesn't have anything to do with me. It has everything to do with Zara. She's the one who is going to pull us out of this mess, and where she goes, I go. It's as simple as that. You can either accept that, or you can sit around, drinking yourself silly and feeling sorry for yourself."

I'm surprised by the heat that enters my voice, and by the looks of it, Talon is as well. His mouth drops open, and for a moment, he looks totally astounded. Then, curiously, the corner of his mouth goes up to form a wry smile.

He heaves a breath. "You're probably right – except about the drinking myself silly part. I tend to do that regardless of the situation."

A smile spreads across my face as well. "Talon, aside from Zara you are my closest friend in the world. You know I'd do anything for you."

He nods and runs his hand through his unruly black hair. "Yeah... I know that, mate."

"And besides," I add, a touch of somberness entering my voice, "you'll probably be glad that you're staying behind. I saw what that spell of hers did. If we succeed... well, everyone here will be safe. As for us..." I trail off, letting the thought hang in the air.

Talon eyes me for a moment, then lets out a boisterous guffaw. "Hells, mate. You put me to shame when it comes to being dark and gloomy."

He pushes himself to his feet and staggers over to me, and I get up as well. We embrace like brothers.

"I'm... I'm sorry for acting like an idiot," he says, voice smelling strongly of wine.

"It's alright," I reply dryly. "I'm used to it."

He releases me and makes his way to the door. Before leaving, he looks over his shoulder at me. "You take care of yourself out there, alright? And look after that mage you’re so fond of."

I nod, giving him a small smile. "Of course. And you as well."

Hiccupping, he pulls the door shut behind him, leaving me alone in my room. As I extinguish the oil lamp and lay down to fall asleep, I can't help but think that this may have just been our last meeting.

When sleep finally does find me, it comes with familiar nightmares of demons.
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Chapter Sixteen

Zara
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"It's a good thing you came to me when you did, Seeker. Infection would have set in these wounds if you would have waited any longer."

The old nurse turns away from me and begins rummaging through her cupboards, muttering to herself in an entirely disapproving way.

Sitting on a stool in the Academy's infirmary, I cradle my torn and bloody hand and mentally go over the events of the day. The spell actually worked, I think to myself, recalling the violent explosion and the demons which had been turned to dust. There is hope. Now, all I need to do is recalibrate the spell, expand it, so that it will work on an even greater scale.

The nurse returns with bandages and a little black jar, which emits a foul smell as soon as she uncorks it. These she sets down on the table beside us, then picks up a pair of steel tweezers with needle-nosed tips.

I wince as she inspects the lacerations with a practiced eye, plucking out bits of source crystal embedded in the skin. When she starts applying antiseptic, though, it is all I can do not to cry out in pain. The solution bubbles in the cuts, stinging painfully as it works its way into the broken skin. Once all of the medication has been applied, she begins wrapping the hand with the white bandages, completely covering the palm but leaving my fingers visible.

"There," she says with satisfaction, stepping away and looking over her handiwork. "Luckily, none of the cuts needed stitches, but it will still take several weeks to fully heal."

The hand, tightly bound and sterilized, does not offer much in terms of functionality, but already it begins to feel better. "I don't suppose I will be able to do much writing in the interim?"

"Unfortunately, no," she replies, expression stern.

Blast, I think in frustration. Why didn't I hold the talisman in my left hand?

"You'll need to keep that dry for the first week or so," she continues, gathering up her supplies and returning to the cupboard. "Come back to me every day so that I can check on it and reapply antiseptic."

"That's going to be a bit of a problem," I reply, getting to my feet. "You see, we are going to be leaving the city – most likely tomorrow."

"Leaving the city?" She asks, glancing over at me incredulously. "Whatever for?"

"It's a long story," I say, shrugging my shoulders apologetically. "But it's for an important cause, and I'll be travelling with members of the Circle."

"I see," she replies, eyebrows furrowing in concern. "In that case, here." She gets the black bottle and the bandages back out and hands them to me. "Take these. Apply the antiseptic once a day and rewrap your bandages when they get soiled. Do your best to keep your hand clean, and you should see a noticeable difference within the week."

I accept them with my good hand and stuff them into a pocket in my robes. "Thank you, madam."

"Don't thank me, Seeker," she says, face softening. "It's the least I can do. I'm not sure why you're leaving the city, but if it's Circle business, then I'm sure it's important. Take care of yourself, and if there's anything I can do, please let me know."

Smiling, I thank her again and depart, stepping out into the dark hallway and staring glumly down at my hand.

Nothing can be done about it now, I think, letting out a long sigh. The only thing I can do now is move forward.

I begin making my way to the Circle's council room.

The sun outside has already begun to set, time slipping quickly away as if through an hourglass. Soon, the hordes of the R'Laar will surround this entire city and everyone inside will be trapped. They are already on their way, marching inexorably to wipe out the last seat of human civilization left on Byhalya.

That is, unless we can stop them.

By the time I reach the council room, the sun has fully set outside, shrouding the world in darkness and making me wish I had brought a lamp with me. When the Pillar of Radiance fell, the Academy became the primary meeting place for the Conclave, requiring professors and students to go home. The hallways now are sparsely-lit and empty save for busy mages hurrying to and from their appointments.

I push open the door without knocking, stepping into a large rectangular room with a long wooden table set up in the middle. Around it, the members of the new Circle sit in conversation with High Magus Roth sitting at the head.

All turn to look at me as I enter, and I take my place at the table opposite the High Magus without breaking stride.

"Seeker Dennel," High Magus Roth says, one of his eyebrows raising curiously. "How kind of you to join us this evening."

Several of the other mages do not look so enthusiastic.

“My pleasure, High Magus,” I reply a little breathlessly.

“What is she doing here?” One of the members of the Circle asks haughtily. “This is supposed to be a closed meeting.”

Two or three of the others grumble and nod.

“I’m here on urgent business regarding our upcoming venture,” I answer impassively, meeting his gaze and holding it firmly. “That is why we are all here, is it not? As mages, we are to protect the kingdom from the R’Laar.”

“What have you learned, Seeker?” Roth’s voice, though cool and even, seems a bit stern, as if determined to move the conversation along as quickly as possible.

I turn to face him directly. “I’ve come to report on the status of the spell I told you about: the radiant incendiary.” Without preamble, I proceed to pull the cord that held my talisman out of a pocket and lay it on the table before me. A broken fragment of source crystal, all that remained after the explosion, clicks against the hard wood. “It was successful.”

The room falls quiet, the mages all leaning forward to get a closer look at the destroyed talisman.

“What do you mean, it was successful?” The same hard-nosed mage asks with a frown.

“I mean that the spell worked,” I reply, motioning to the talisman. “It reacted in the precise manner it was supposed to – I used the source crystal to create an artifice that then exploded.”

Roth, perking up, quickly asks, “And what of the demons?”

“They were destroyed.” I answer. Then, grimacing, I hold up my bandaged hand. “Though, admittedly, there were some complications. The shrapnel cut up my hand pretty badly. Fortunately, the blast did not cause me mortal harm.”

A barrage of questions begins pelting me like rain, coming in all directions from the excited mages.

“Were you able to measure the blast radius?”

“How many demons did you destroy?”

“What words of power did you use?”

“Were the demons struck dead or simply obliterated?”

High Magus Roth holds out his fist and begins rapping his bony knuckles against the surface of the table. “Let the young Magus have a moment to breathe!”

I brush a strand of hair from my eyes and give him a grateful smile. “Thank you, High Magus. I will answer all of your questions in time. However, we must first discuss our next steps. I assume everyone here has been informed on the status of the R’Laar army?”

Everyone around the table nods their heads.

“Good, then you understand that time is of the essence. We must leave as soon as possible to give those defending the city a fighting chance at survival. Now that we know for sure that the spell is possible, I propose that we leave tomorrow morning at first light. It is a long journey to the wastes, and we need to leave as soon as possible.”

“What do you mean we?” Asks the same blustering old mage as before. “And who are you to presume ordering us around? We know next to nothing about this spell you claim works so well, and even less about this crystal you claim exists out in the wastes. I still say our best chance is to keep all the mages here, to assist with the siege and do all we can to recreate the Arc.”

The High Magus steps in to confront the man. “You know as well as I do that it would be next to impossible to recreate the Arc, Vargus. And I have worked with Seeker Dennel for some time – if she says that this spell can work, then I believe her.”

Again, all eyes turn to me. “It did work,” I insist, once again holding up my hand, “and with help, I know that we can recreate the incendiary on a greater scale, maybe even a global one.”

"But why didn't the ancient mages use this spell?" Vargus complains, digging in his heels despite the High Magus' support. "Certainly, they would have dispensed with creating the Arc if they could simply blow up the demon hordes."

"The artifice is documented as being terribly unpredictable," I respond. "And I have first-hand experience of the collateral damage it can cause. The ancient mages must have thought that creating the Arc was the better option. However, that was then, this is now."

“How many mages would you need?” The High Magus asks, the question hanging hesitantly in the air as if fearing what I might say.

“Honestly, I’d say no more than a score of your most powerful mages."

This response prompts gasps from several of the mages in attendance.

"I understand that this sounds like a lot," I continue, raising my voice to be heard over the dissenters, "but I assure you, with a source crystal of this size, it is necessary. When the Arc was created, the entire Circle was present to lend their strength to the spell."

Arguing ensues filling the meeting chamber with a clamor that drowns out any attempt I make at speaking. Vargus is the most vocal of those in opposition to my proposal, but there are several others who are just as passionate. For a moment I begin to lose hope, frustration bubbling up like boiling water from a hot spring. Why are they fighting me so hard on this? Can't they see that we are engaged in a losing battle? They haven't seen the R'Laar armies in person. If they have, then they would be volunteering to go with me on this quest.

Luckily, Roth stands up to quell the arguments, raising his normally quiet voice to a commanding shout. "Silence!"

The others quiet down in surprise.

Still standing, High Magus Roth clasps his hands behind his back, regaining his composure in a matter of seconds. “We’ve scoured the archives. Nothing exists today that tells us how to recreate the Arc. If the information ever existed, then it was lost when the Pillar fell.” He nods at me, his expression hardening like stone. "Seeker Dennel offers us the best chance we have at survival, and I for one believe that we would be foolish not to take it. That is why we will be sending out top mages to accompany her to the wastes. This is my command."

I give him a grateful smile and bow my head in thanks.

"We will submit to you a list of names within the hour," he continues resolutely, pointedly ignoring the angry glares levelled at him by Vargus and the others. "The chosen mages will be notified and be ready to head out first thing in the morning. Will that suffice?"

"It will, thank you, High Magus."

"Very well," he concludes, sitting back down at the head of the table. "You may leave and prepare yourself for the journey. Be sure to secure a new talisman for yourself from the requisitioners before you leave." He gestures at the chord lying on the table.

I nod and thank the Circle for hearing me, then leave the room without a second glance.

Thank you, Light, I think to myself as I step out into the dimly-lit hall. Now, please guide us so that this mission is a success.

With that, I begin making my way to my dormitory, thoughts turning like the wheels of a carriage.

There is still so much to do, and so little time to do it all.
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Chapter Seventeen

Owyn
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No birds chirp with the coming of the rising sun – the city is devoid of wildlife, an enormous labyrinth of stone filled with people. Instead, the first light of day is accompanied by the sounds of industry, of pinging hammers and horse hooves on cobblestone.

Rolling out of bed, I quickly go about my daily routines. Dawn’s light filters through the window as I do pushups on the floor, working my muscles in a steady, methodical manner. Next, I head over to the chamber pot and wash basin, relieving myself and splashing water on my face. Refreshed, I begin dressing myself, pulling on my leather tunic and throwing my ranger cloak around my shoulders. Then, after grabbing my weapons, I make my way into the hall, chewing on the crusty heel of a loaf of bread and still blinking the sleep from my eyes.

I find Zara and the other mages gathering in the courtyard of the Academy, their blue robes resplendent in the light of the rising sun. Porters are bringing out the horses already saddled, along with a steady stream of supplies which are wrapped, packaged and ready for transport.

“You’re finally up,” Zara says with a wry smile. “Sleep in?”

I grunt in response, looking around at the dozens of mages and stewards milling about. “I take it you were able to convince the Circle to aid us?”

“Of course,” she responds lightly. “Deep down, they know that this is the only way. There is twenty of them in total, which, if my estimations are correct, should be enough for us to create the artifice.”

Glancing down, I see that her hand is covered in a thick layer of bandages. “How is your hand?” I ask, voice brimming with concern.

“Fine,” she replies quickly, snatching the hand away and stuffing it into a pocket on her robes. “No permanent damage was done. It should heal perfectly in no time at all.”

I do not reply, but instead nod, taking in a fresh breath of morning air. This late in the season, the temperature should be bitterly cold, the air biting and frigid. Instead, it is lukewarm at best, with a promise of heat coming later in the day.

Unnatural, that.

“We’ll be taking a secret tunnel out of the city,” she says at length, accepting the reins of a white spotted mare from a porter passing by. “The Heartlands are crawling with roaming bands of demons, and the refugees have already begun their migration to Dunmar City. In order to move quickly and avoid detection, we will be travelling underground.”

I look at her, frowning. “Underground? I did not know such a tunnel existed.”

“Neither did I,” she admits, patting the horse affectionately on the neck. “Apparently, it was created so the royal family could escape if the city was ever besieged. It lets out in the Heartlands, in a small village called Emonstead.”

“Fine by me,” I say simply, taking the reins to a brown gelding from another porter. "It'll be nice to travel without fear of being attacked by demons for a change."

At a sign from Roth, the new High Magus, we all mount up and begin riding out of the courtyard, clopping into the city proper and toward the western wall. Of the twenty mages who are accompanying us, I only recognize a few, and even then I do not know their names. Still, I am grateful that Zara is with me, her companionship filling me with a familiar warmth despite the gravity of our mission.

She is my entire world, now, I think, glancing over at her while we ride. Her eyes, large and intelligent, stare ahead in determination, riding atop an animal that she used to mistrust and fear. Her chestnut hair streams behind her in the breeze, and as we continue on, I cannot help but marvel at the slender shape of her body, the way her legs grip the saddle with a delicate yet practiced strength.

Hells, she’s beautiful. Somehow, I need to let her know.

“Promises and vows,” I whisper to myself as I ride, remembering the words she had said to me that night in the wastes. “That’s what she said we need... promises and vows.”

Eventually, we reach a small butcher’s shop in the western quarter of the city, an old yet sturdy building constructed of thick timbers and stone. Elias and Tamara are there, along with General Mohr and a handful of other dignitaries.

Here to see us off, I think, pulling my hose to a stop. Pity that Talon didn’t come to say goodbye. He’s probably sleeping off a terrible headache right now.

We dismount and approach the group, mages leading their horses laden with packs and supplies.

“Good, you’ve arrived,” Elias states with his typical gruffness, giving Zara and I each a nod. “This is where you will be leaving. The tunnel beneath this building goes northwest for about a day’s walk and will deposit you into the Heartlands.”

“Scout reports came in just before dawn,” Mohr adds, his gauntleted hand resting on the hilt of his sword. “The R’Laar are even closer than we thought. They will be within striking distance of the city before nightfall. This route should be the safest way for you to get clear of them.”

“Excellent,” Zara says formally, speaking on behalf of our entire group. “Thank you, general.”

“These mages are under your command, Seeker,” Roth says, coming up to stand beside her. His usually dour face seems softer today, his eyes regarding her with a strange mixture of concern and hope. “The fate of the entire kingdom rides with you, and our thoughts and prayers ride with you as well.”

“We’ll hold off the blighters as long as possible,” Mohr says, a small smile cracking his expression like a broken stone. “They’ll pay for every inch of ground they take in this city. But do your best to move swiftly. Time lost is the same as lives lost, the way I see it.”

“We trust you,” Tamara puts in softly. Then, she levels her blue stare at me. “Take care of her, ranger. Take care of them all.”

“I will,” I reply, setting my jaw firmly.

“Is there anything else you would ask of us before you go?” Elias asks, looking over the two of us like a father looking over his own two children.

Zara glances at me and shrugs. “I don’t think so, Protector.”

“No,” I reply, shaking my head. Then, I add, “We’ll not fail you.”

He nods, as if this was the only answer he expected. “Well then, if there’s nothing else, then–”

“Wait!” Cries a heavily accented voice. All of us turn to see Yari, Kanik and Vas, three of the youths from the wastelander camp, swiftly approaching with a peeved-looking Nightingale in tow. All of them carry spears resting against their shoulders and wear mismatched leather armor over their coarse, outlandish clothing.

“I’m sorry, my lord Protector,” the Nightingale growls, addressing Elias. “These desert-dwellers convinced us to let them in, saying they had an urgent message for the ranger Owyn.”

“It’s alright,” Elias says, his face impassive yet mildly curious. “Let them speak.”

“Yari?” I ask as they approach us. “What are you doing here?”

As one, the three youths kneel down before us, laying their spears on the cobbles and bowing their heads in deference. Yari begins to speak in his odd wastelander tongue, and I look to Zara for a translation.

She frowns. “He says that his people have begun moving north with the other refugees, and that the rest of his fellow fighters are going with them as protection. He says that he, Kanik and Vas will not abandon the war leader Owyn, and that they will gladly die defending him.” She glances over at me and her frown deepens. “That’s all.”

I approach the kneeling young men and crouch down before them, prompting all three of them to look up at me. “Thank you for coming,” I say, speaking slowly, “but we will be going fast on horseback, and may not return at all. You cannot come with us.”

Yari, defiant as ever, looks me in the eye. “Horse... no fear. We practice...” he trails off and mutters something that sounds like a curse, then turns to Zara and begins speaking quickly in his own language.

“He says that they have practiced riding with some of the farmers outside the city walls,” she says, translating. “He claims that they will not be a burden.”

I sigh and look over my shoulder at her. “What do you think?”

She considers for a second before responding. “Honestly, I think that we will need all the help that we can get. If they can keep up, I think they should be allowed to come with us.”

Grunting, I stand up and extend a hand to help Yari to his feet. “Good enough for me.” I pull each of them up and thank them for their aid, then turn to a nearby guard and ask him to bring us three more horses. He races off to do as I say.

"It appears your entourage has just acquired three more guards," Roth muses, standing beside Elias and the others. "This is well. In the wake of the army, there's no telling what dangers you might face."

"Unfortunately, there is no time to tarry." Elias turns to a guard and gives him a signal. The man steps over to the wall of the butcher's shop and pushes in one of the bricks, which presses inward like a button. Then, with the scraping sound of wood being dragged across stone, the ground on the side of the building begins to move. The cobblestones shift as the slab slides away, revealing a dark tunnel. It starts at street-level, a rift wide enough for two or three horses to ride down the ramp, then gradually descends until the path vanishes from sight.

"May the Light protect you on your quest," Elias continues, his voice sounding oddly formal. "You carry with you the hope of Tarsynium. We anxiously await your return."

The leaders all approach us, clasping our hands and wishing us luck in turn. When Elias reaches me, he does not hesitate to pull me into a paternal hug. I return it eagerly, embracing the man who has become something akin to a father to me. Then, when all of the goodbyes have been said, we take the reins of our horses and begin making our way down, striking up torches to help light our path.

Zara and I move to go down together, our horses beside us as we stare down into the yawning shaft.

"It's actually happening," Zara says softly, a slight tremor entering into her voice. "Today we say goodbye to the City of Mages; my city..."

"Don't worry," I reply, reaching down with my unoccupied hand and holding hers. "We'll be back before you know it."

Zara glances up at me, her brown eyes full of emotion. "Owyn, you saw my hand after setting off that bomb. The source crystal exploded – and this one is going to be much bigger. If we manage to pull this off..."

"Don't think about that," I interject, giving her hand a tight squeeze. "The only thing you need to focus on is the fact that we are saving the world. That, and not falling of your horse." I give her a sly wink.

Despite the sadness in her eyes, she smiles. "You know, I'm probably a better rider than you, now."

"When we get out of this tunnel, you'll have to prove it," I reply.

Together, we begin our descent into the abyss, with Yari and the others pulling up the rear behind us. In the flickering light of the torches, I can make out the moisture-slick walls of the stone tunnel, the sound of clopping hooves reverberating in the air around us. As we start on the long, winding path out of the city, I note the fact that crumbling stone is being pushed into the tunnel behind us, blocking the entrance and effectively sealing us inside.

There's no turning back now, I think as I walk beside Zara through the dark. Hells, there's no turning back for any of us, now. We're all trapped in this world, and we'll either survive or die trying.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]







Chapter Eighteen

The Prophetess
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Rats skitter in the darkness as the last of the Chosen gather together, convening for what will likely be the final time. Night has fallen, and it seems as if the entire city is holding its breath. Everything is quiet and still, waiting for what is to come.

Even now, the R’Laar bear down upon us, I think as the masked figures enter through the branching tunnels, heads bowed somberly. The last days are finally upon us.

I rise from my place on the slime-covered stones to regard the huddled group of figures, the light of a single flickering candle illuminating the underground chamber. They form a semi-circle around me, twelve men and women when there used to be so many more.

“Why have you called this meeting, Patrinia?” Micah asks without introduction, using my given name and not my title. “There are those of us who would prefer to live out our final days in debauchery rather than slinking around these sewers.”

Several of the others mutter darkly their assent.

Pushing back my hood, I reveal my face and let my dark curls fall down around my shoulders. There’s no point in hiding my identity any longer – these people are my brothers and sisters, and they already know my name. “I called this meeting because there is still work to be done.” My voice carries strongly off the cold stone walls. “The Arc has fallen, true, but there are still powerful defenses standing between the Prince of Darkness and his enemies. We must act to ensure their victory.”

“Their victory is already assured,” remarks Titus, a heavyset man with a hideous scar marring his face. “My sources tell me the Prince has brought hundreds of thousands of demons to bear against the city.”

“Yes, they will probably win,” I concede, “but how much demonic blood will it take? Lord Asmodeus will not be kind when he learns that we idled away the battle while his troops fought and died for our salvation.”

More muttering voices fill the chamber, only now they sound less certain.

“Who are you to presume to command us?” Micah growls, voice muffled by his mask.

I draw myself to my full height, squaring my shoulders and looking him in the eye. “I am Patrinia Kent, Sister of the Chosen and descendant of the High Magus Sophronia Kent of old. I am the last remaining mage in our brotherhood, and before he died, the Prophet named me as his successor.”

Everyone gasps upon hearing the declaration.

As proof, I pull out a document that is written in the Prophet’s own hand from the folds of my robes, handing it to the nearest Chosen for them to examine personally.

“This... this is impossible,” Titus murmurs, snatching the document and holding it close to his face so that he can read it.

“It is the truth,” I reply coolly, allowing each of them time to view the writing themselves. “Even in death, the Prophet does not want his children to be leaderless.”

Finally, they all review the document and stand staring at me in the wavering candlelight. Then, one by one, they drop to their knees, kneeling before me as their new Prophetess.

“What would you have us do?” Cynthia asks, her voice supplicating as she peers up at me.

“I would have you serve,” I answer, motioning for them to get up off the ground.

I begin to pace, clasping my hands behind my back as I begin to address them as their leader. “Our numbers have dwindled in the recent weeks, the power we once commanded a mere shadow of what it once was, but that does not mean that we are worthless. There is still much we can do to aid the Prince of Darkness in his conquest.”

“You would have us sew chaos,” Titus says, the meaning behind my words dawning on him.

“Precisely,” I respond, still pacing. “We can distract the defenders, drawing their focus inside the walls instead of outside. This way we can ensure that the battle ends swiftly, and that the Prince can end the conflict before too many of his troops are destroyed.”

“How can we do this thing?” One of them asks. “We are so few in number.”

“Our ability to blend in will be our greatest ally,” I respond. “We can start fires, poison wells, and undermine the defenses so that the demons can break through. It will not take much – their courage is fragile. Only a little pressure will cause it to break. And the Prince, upon hearing of what we do, will no doubt reward our efforts.”

“Yes,” Micah hisses fervently, nodding his hooded head in agreement. “The Prophetess speaks truly.”

Stopping before them, I reach to my belt and pull out a dagger. It is a simple thing, plain steel polished to a dull sheen. The edge, though, is extremely sharp, and the point almost needle-like, the metal long enough to punch through a chest and into the heart.

“Swear, then, by your blood,” I command, holding out the dagger, “that you will work to undermine the defense of this city until your dying breath.”

The nearest brother takes the blade and zealously slices into his hand, grunting in pain as blood begins to ooze from his palm. He hands the blade to his left and the process repeats, every single one of the Chosen drawing blood with the dagger in a solemn covenant that he or she will fight until the end. Until our sweet salvation. 

Finally, after the dagger has made its way around the circle, I take the weapon back, the blade dripping with the mingled blood of the Harbingers. I rest the edge against my palm and begin to slice, feeling sharp pain as the flesh opens up, and smile as the blood pact is complete.

Dropping the blade to the ground with a clatter, I raise my bloodied hand into the air and turn to address the Chosen once more.

“We are all bound by blood now,” I declare, voice heavy with fervor. “And by our blood, our master’s victory will be assured. All hail Asmodeus, Lord of Byhalya and Prince of Darkness!”

“All hail Asmodeus, Lord of Byhalya and Prince of Darkness!” The others repeat solemnly.

Then, as one, we begin laying down our plans, intently discussing what each of us will do to create an atmosphere of chaos within the city.

Never before have I felt such a profound sense of purpose in my life.
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Chapter Nineteen

Elias
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The rising sun looks like a ball of red flame, painting the land in violent crimson as it inches its way above the horizon. To the east the clouds have parted ever so slightly, allowing the radiance of the sun to break through – a good omen, if such things are to be believed, even if the land surrounding the City of Mages is now bathed in a color like blood.

Standing on the balcony of my Academy rooms, I watch silently as the clouds slowly overtake the space previously carved out by the sun. The crimson slowly fades to a dull orange before eventually being swallowed up by the monochromatic grey that we have all grown accustomed to.

Another sign, perhaps? I shake the thought away as soon as it enters my mind, turning to enter my sleeping chambers and not looking back.

The domicile is open and well-furnished, no doubt reserved for some tenured professor of magic now conscripted into the army. My bare feet tread upon a finely-woven rug as I pass the enormous plush bed, ruffled for me having slept in it the night before. It wasn't a restful sleep – I haven't had one of those in years – but it gave me plenty of time to think about the upcoming battle, and what I must do to hold back the tide.

I reach the armoire holding my clothes and pull open the door, reaching for a tunic and some breeches to cover my nakedness. Under normal circumstances, it should be the dead of winter. Now, it feels like midsummer, stiflingly hot and muggy from the clouds.

Resting at the bottom of the armoire is my battle armor, well-oiled and cared for despite having not been worn in more than a decade. The boiled leather, plain but extremely well-made, reminds me of a time long gone, when fighting meant protecting the realm from other humans, not demons out of storybook legends. In truth, I would have liked to have worn the armor at the siege of Dunmar City, but it remained in a footlocker at the Grand Lodge. When I returned from my hearing with Tamara and the other Wardens, I was sure to bring it with me.

Taking a deep breath, I reach for the armor and begin putting it on. The shin guards and thigh protectors go on easy enough, the leather straps tightening securely against my legs. The brigandine proves a little more difficult, the chest armor difficult to cinch on the back and sides. Fortunately, age does not prevent me from twisting my body and I manage to secure it well enough. The arm guards come next, hardened leather vambraces and heavy, studded gloves. On the right hand, the middle finger, forefinger and thumb remains uncovered to make it easier for me to fire arrows. Finally, I reach for my boots, the worn footwear protecting my feet and matching the rest of the armor perfectly.

I pull the ranger cloak over my shoulders and turn to look at myself in the mirror, grimacing at the man I see staring back at me: dark hair with more grey in it than black, features weathered by the sun, wrinkles just about everywhere. The only thing I recognize is the eyes, dusky like iron and as sharp as a blade.

"How did you get put in this position, old man?" I say to myself, heaving a sigh. "You're much too aged for this sort of thing."

Turning to the table, I pick up my belt and strap it around my waist, the belt knife my master had given me bouncing against my thigh. Then, I reach for the quiver of arrows hanging from a hook on the wall, slinging the thing over my back with the fletchings within easy reach.

I hesitate for a moment when I notice the sword leaning against the table. The hilt and cross guard glint dully in the light of the candles, as if daring me to draw the blade.

Probably going to need something a little bigger than my belt knife, I reason, picking it up and strapping the scabbard to my belt.

A knock sounds at my door, three heavy thuds that cause me to look up.

"Lord Protector," says one of my bodyguards through the heavy oak. "It's time."

Setting my jaw, I reach for the final weapon in the room: my unstrung longbow. It rests near the exit, the polished yew a faded brown and completely unadorned. Grunting in exertion, I bend the bow and set the string, then give it a few test pulls before hanging it on my shoulder.

Then, having finally prepared myself, I push open the door and begin making my way to the western wall, bodyguards in tow.

***
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THE MORNING REVEALS a city made ready for war.

As I ride through the streets I pass armed patrols and citizen militias, construction crews building barricades and craftsmen repairing weapons and armor. Nearly everyone hails me as the Lord Protector of the Nightingales, saluting me and bowing their heads in deference.

How things have changed, I think to myself as I ride. The last time I was in this city I was in chains. Now, they hail me as some kind of hero – a Nightingale of all things!

The end of the world must truly be upon us.

The closer we get to the wall, the more frantic everyone becomes. Soldiers rush this way and that going about final preparations, and captains and other ranking officers shout orders, cursing those who move too slowly. No city folk are anywhere to be seen, the houses and shops closest to the wall are boarded up or serve to house weapon caches or troops.

“Lord Protector,” a knight calls as I pull my horse to a stop before the barred gatehouse. “General Mohr awaits you on the wall. They... they’re here, sir. The demons have arrived.”

“Thank you soldier,” I reply, dismounting with my bodyguards. “Now, back to your post.”

The man races off and together, the Nightingales and I climb the stairs, making our way to the battlements.

When we reach the top, we find the walls choked with people – knights and Nightingales alike gawking at the scene before them. It takes several minutes for us to make our way to the front, and when we do, my pulse starts to quicken.

A sea of glowing red eyes greets me, a flood of demons so vast that it practically swallows up the land around the city in black and red. Monstrosities of every shape and size march in disorganized ranks through the Heartlands, approaching the walls like an unstoppable tide of death from the Eleven Hells themselves. Around me, men curse and pray, whispering to one another in frightened tones and echoing the thoughts that are no doubt on everybody's minds.

Light almighty, how can we survive against that?

Tearing my eyes away from the terrifying scene, I spot General Mohr a little way down the wall. He stands apart from the common men with a small group of knights, resplendent in plate forged to look like a roaring lion. His men are wearing similarly well-made armor, undoubtedly representative of their noble blood, with hawks, dragons and boars emblazoned on their breastplates and pauldrons.

Trailing my gloved hand along the whitish stone of the battlements, I make my way over to him, trying not to let my own fear show on my face.

You'd better know what you're doing, Zara, I think, setting my jaw grimly. Because now we're trapped like rats in this city. There will be no retreat for us.

"Protector Keen," Mohr says stiffly as I approach, glancing over at me for only an instant before looking back out at the encroaching enemy.

"General," I reply somberly, standing next to him on the parapet.

"It seems your apprentice did not exaggerate when he told us about this demon army," he says musingly, gesturing toward the R'Laar with a gauntleted fist. "I, for one, was hoping that he was for all our sakes."

"Owyn's never been one to mince words," I reply dryly. "My only hope is that we've done enough to prepare."

"We're prepared," Mohr answers with a confidence that I do not feel. "This 'Prince of Darkness' will find that Tarsys is no easy target for him to conquer. We've a few surprises up our sleeve that're sure to waylay him, if not halt him altogether."

I nod, resting a hand on the hilt of my sword. "You're in charge of the defense of the city, general. Tell me where me and my men need to go and we will stand firm."

Mohr glances over at me, a small hint of amusement glinting in his dark eyes. "Oh, I believe you. It wasn't long ago that we faced each other on the battlefield. You Nightingales fight like devils when backed into a corner. I'm glad that now you are on our side."

Beyond, the R'Laar horde marches onward, drawing ever nearer to the walls with a rumbling thunder of footsteps. In the distance, plumes of smoke mark where farmhouses and villages have been burned, their inhabits either fled or slain or enslaved.

After a moment, the general turns back to regard the scene, resting his metal-clad hands on the battlements as he leans forward to observe.

"I have the rangers stationed strategically along the western wall. Their arrows will prove useful in keeping the demon scum from advancing. Battlemages are also scattered strategically to provide cover as needed. My knights will hold the gate, city militia hold the south, and I have engineers manning the ballistae and the catapults – the rest is held by your Nightingale archers." Looking to the side, he points to a nearby watchtower, a circular behemoth of heavy stone. "Might I suggest commanding from up there. It is a good vantage point, and central to where your men are stationed."

I offer him a salute and wish him luck, then depart swiftly, going to the appointed place. As we make our way along the wall, passing muttering soldiers who stare out at the R'Laar with uncertain expressions, I take a deep breath to steady my nerves. Fighting never gets easier, I think to myself in resignation. Even after all these years, a stray arrow or a stupid mistake can end my life. I know exactly what these men are feeling.

Climbing the stairs, I am surprised to find Tamara waiting for me at the top of the tower. As always, she is wearing her ranger cloak and light, form-fitting leather armor. Light's Edge, the Grandmaster's Sword, is strapped to her back, and a long recurve bow is held in her hands, and a bristling quiver of arrows on her hip.

"Took you long enough," she remarks coolly, glancing at me from over her shoulder before looking back out at the enemy. "If I didn't know any better, I'd say you were napping," she narrows her eyes as a small smile graces her lips, “old man.”

I grunt in response, brushing off the playful jeer, and step up next to her. Beside the two of us, everyone else on the tower is wearing Nightingale black, their crossbows held as nervously as any of the city's defenders.

"What are you doing here, Tamara?" I ask, feeling a bit uncomfortable. "Shouldn't you be with the other Wardens?"

She shrugs. If she is the least bit perturbed by the presence of the demon army, she does not show it. "I wanted to see you before the battle commenced, to remind you of our little discussion from before."

Oh, Light, I think. Not this again.

"Hells, Tamara," I growl, keeping my eyes focused straight ahead. "You're a persistent one."

"That’s why I'm effective," she replies, and I can hear the smile in her voice. "Don't worry, Protector. I'm not going to embarrass you in front of your men. I only wanted to wish you well in the coming battle, and let you know that I do not have any regrets. I said what needed to be said, and that's that."

"Alright," I say gruffly, not really sure what to think. "That's good. I wish you well in the battle as well."

She nods, then reaches forward a hand for me to shake.

When I reach forward to clasp her hand, she abruptly pulls me in so that our faces are mere inches apart. "Know this, Elias Keen," she whispers, icy blue eyes intense, "I do not intend for this to be the end. I will fight with every fiber of my being, and I expect you to do the same. Duty or no duty, I intend for us to see this through, and when the dust settles, I intend on having another talk with you. Then, perhaps, you will be more honest about your feelings, and in turn, be more honest with me."

I lock eyes with hers, even after she releases my hand and steps away. "Yes, Master Warden."

She nods curtly. "Good."

Then, offering me a wry smile, she shoulders her bow and saunters off.

I watch her go, and, for some strange reason, cannot help but notice the way her hips move as she walks away. "Light help me," I mutter to myself, shaking my head and turning my mind back to the task at hand.

On the ground below, the R’Laar have finally come to a halt just outside arrow range, their ranks stopping on the grass and staring hatefully up at us. Smoke billows from the scattered taverns and villages of the Heartlands, every building outside the city having been set ablaze by the enemy troops. Somewhere deep in the endless mass of demons and mindflayed humans is the Prince of Darkness himself, the last remaining demon lord bent on destroying our world once and for all.

I wonder if he’ll send an emissary to parlay; the rules of battle dictate as much.

Somehow, I doubt that Asmodeus will obey the conventions of human warfare.

Dead silence hangs over the legions of defenders on top of the walls, every man and young lad staring down at the writhing sea of death waiting to fall upon them. Their expressions range from stoic to outright terrified, the more hardened fighters among them lending strength to the more cowardly.

“Steady, men,” I find myself saying, hand straying to my bow. “Remember that the Light fights with us. None will pass by these walls while we defend them.”

Somewhere on the ground a lone horn blows, a loud, grating sound that echoes on the wind. As soon as the horn fades away the field erupts in a chorus of screams, the army letting out a battle cry that seems to shake the very foundations of the city. Bellowing gorgons lend their voices to howling darkhounds, combining with the shrieks of thousands of unnamed creatures to create a cacophony that chills the blood and causes nearly every man to quiver.

“Do not give in to fear!” My voice barely carries over the demonic battle cry. “Fear is their greatest ally!”

As one, the front ranks break away from the main body of the army and begin to charge, running at full speed toward the walls. The rush consists of many hundreds of different kinds of demons, and they run with reckless abandon.

Cursing, I draw an arrow and pull the fletching to my cheek.

The Battle for Tarsys has officially begun.
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Chapter Twenty

Zara
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A light blooms in the darkness ahead, brightening the oppressive tunnel like a beacon in the night. After so many hours in the dark with only the glare of torches to light the way, the brilliance ahead is almost blinding.

Our weary band trudges silently toward the light, horses plodding beside us, their hooves clopping loudly on the stone.

Beside me, Owyn squints, trying to glean something from the tiny yet powerful speck of light.

“Must be morning still,” he reasons, voice hushed.

“How can you tell?” I ask just as quietly.

“We’ve been heading generally northwest,” he explains in a matter-of-fact way. “It doesn’t seem bright enough for us to be heading into direct sunlight, which means the sun must still be in the eastern portion of the sky. That, and my gut tells me we haven’t been in this tunnel for more than a day.”

I think about this for a moment, then shrug, muttering, “The light seems plenty bright to me.”

“That’s because you’re not a ranger,” he replies rather smugly. “It’s hard to get to know the sun when you're sitting inside some stuffy library all day.”

Giving him a playful punch in the arm, the two of us fall back into a contemplative silence once more, making our way ever closer to the exit with the rest of our group.

We had spent the previous night underground, sleeping while the horses ate and drank what little hay and water we had brought with us. Owyn spent much of the night alone, whittling a small piece of wood and quietly brooding away from the group, and the close confines of the tunnel made it difficult to sleep, every noise echoing loudly off the rough stone walls. Overall, it had been a long and largely depressing journey, one that I am grateful is now almost over. Going so long without natural light is difficult, and the close quarters have made me feel claustrophobic.

Still have a way to go before we get to the wastes, though, I think to myself, setting my jaw in determination.

Finally, the cave-like floor begins to slope upward and we reach the yawning tunnel entrance, a door of thick iron bars blocking our path. The door reminds me of something that would be in a prison cell, and one of the mages, a man named Gilford, makes short work of the lock with a flare of magefyre. Pushing open the rusted hinges with a metallic wail, we step out into the welcome daylight and breathe the fresh air.

We find ourselves at the base of a hill located near a small village which I assume is Emonstead. The area around us is overgrown with weeds and contains piles of broken stone and dirt, much like one would expect to see at a rock quarry.

As we shuffle out with our horses out of the tunnel, everyone looks to me for direction. The mages, stoic in their blue robes, wait almost expectantly while the desert youths in their mismatched armor cluster around Owyn.

Shrugging, I motion for us to continue up the road to the little village.

Emonstead appears to have been completely abandoned, an eerie ghost town that resembles little of the quaint farming community it must have been. Houses sit empty on the square, doors and windows open to the elements, and refuse litters the ground, detritus that the villagers could not take with them on their flight toward the capital.

We silently make our way through the village, a somber feeling on the too-warm breeze. It isn’t until we put the community behind us and step foot in the Heartlands that we are able to breathe a little easier.

Just as Owyn predicted, it is midmorning – though it is hard to tell with the omnipresent layer of clouds above. Rolling hills and fertile farmland stretches out in all directions around us, and we immediately choose a road leading east, plodding relentlessly toward the Emberwood and the wastelands beyond.

As we settle into a decent pace, conversations begin to pick up in our group. Everyone seems to be relieved to finally be out of the tunnel, and the fact that we can now ride our horses instead of walk makes the journey infinitely less taxing.

Owyn and I chitchat while the others converse in little pockets, talking about everything from the war to weather and anything in between.

The wastelanders are true to their word and seem to handle themselves well riding the horses, though each of them looks a little unnerved as they attempt to stay close to Owyn, clearly uncomfortable with the fact that they are not walking themselves.

I smile faintly to myself as I regard them, remembering a time when I felt the same about riding horses.

That feels like a lifetime ago, I muse quietly, brushing a lock of hair out of my face. So much has happened since those days.

It isn’t long before the mages start talking to me about the nature of our quest, pestering me with questions about the spell and the source crystal we are seeking.

“I’ve already told you, the spell turned the demons to ash,” I explain to a pair of twin mage women named Sira and Kaleigh. “It did nothing to harm any of the humans in the area.”

“Yes, yes,” Sira says, waving her hand dismissively as she pulls her horse up to trot next to mine. “But what of the blast radius? How far did this explosion extend, and what effect did it have on the surrounding land – the flora and the fauna?”

“None that I could tell,” I reply, scrunching up my eyebrows as I ponder the question. “I wasn’t really in a place to measure the exact radius, Sira. But my tiny talisman was able to eliminate an entire village worth of demons, perhaps more beyond that. Imagine what we can do with one the size of the Heart of Light!”

“I’d feel much more comfortable with exact measurements,” Kaleigh mutters from behind her sister, turning her pointed nose up into the air.

I’d feel much more comfortable if you would stop annoying me, I think to myself, though I keep a pleasant smile plastered on my face.

“I’m more curious about our escape plan,” Vargus says from his place riding beside Kaleigh. The newly-raised magister was chosen to leave his place in the Circle to help with our mission – a fact that still irks me, despite the fact that he is an extremely powerful mage. “It seems to me that you have put a great deal of thought into getting us there, but not so much into getting us back home.”

Turning in my saddle, I give him a suffering look. “Successfully completing the mission is my primary concern, magister. Or have you forgotten the stakes we are dealing with? Saving my own skin has been the last thing on my mind.”

He harrumphs and looks away, staring out at the rolling hills with a thinly-veiled air of bitterness.

“Zara,” Owyn calls, trotting his horse up to walk beside our group. “May I speak with you a moment? Alone?”

The other mages eye one another in irritation, but slow their horses down, allowing Owyn to ride up beside me and giving us some semblance of privacy.

“What is it?” I ask quietly, curious about what he has to say.

“Nothing really,” he replies with a lopsided grin. “Just thought you could use a break from those scheming mages.”

I can’t help but chuckle and shake my head, giving him an affectionate smile. “Those mages are my colleagues,” I remind him, then quickly add, “but thank you anyway, I very much needed a break.”

He winks at me then looks ahead, a gentle breeze ruffling his unruly hair.

Light, I love him, I think to myself fondly, letting out a small contented sigh. I wish that the two of us could just gallop off together and begin a new life, away from war and demons and all of our responsibilities.

Suddenly, I remember that night out in the wastes when the two of us had our first experience drinking uzqi. I remember the dancing, the way our bodies moved in time with the primitive music, then afterward, when we almost let go of all our inhibitions.... The more my mind starts to wander, the more I silently wish for another night of reckless passion.

Owyn looks back, and, upon seeing me daydreaming, asks, “What are you thinking about?”

I shake my head, trying vainly to clear away the scandalous thoughts. “Nothing,” I reply, feeling my cheeks growing red. “Just wondering about what we’re going to eat for dinner.”

Nice save, Zara.

Owyn raises an eyebrow, then glances over at his saddlebags. “Well, judging by our last couple of meals, I’d say you have a choice between dried venison, dried fruit, or dried crusty bread – a delicious feast, if your jaw is up to the task of chewing it.”

I let out an embarrassing snort that causes him to burst out laughing as well, and I can practically feel the unapproving eyes of the mages at our backs.

There was a time when their approval was all I cared about, part of me thinks. Now, I just want to enjoy this time with Owyn; I could care less what they think of me.

We spend the next hour or so chatting about small things – the food we miss, the places we want to travel, the things we want to accomplish before we grow old and boring. We completely forget about the battle that is no doubt raging in Tarsys and simply delight in being in one another’s presence. As the afternoon sun begins final descent in the sky, though, I begin to truly start thinking about supper, my eyes looking away from the attractive ranger and out toward the western horizon.

Far ahead, I can see movement coming from what looks like a small village up the road. Tiny figures run about the fields like wolves in the distance, and in the sky, black shapes like vultures circle menacingly. Immediately, I know what I am seeing.

“Look!” I cry out, pointing at the distant shapes. “Darkhounds and blackwings!”

“Hells!” Owyn curses, noticing the movement as well. “Must be a scouting group that broke away from the main army. Good eyes, Zara!”

“Why are they circling that village?” One of the mages asks in confusion behind us.

The realization hits me like a blast of radiant magic. “People must still be living there!” I exclaim, urging my horse to run faster towards the village. “We have to help them!”

Behind me, I can hear Owyns horse running faster as well. “You heard the Seeker!” He shouts, rushing to keep up with me. “Come on! Those people need our help!”

As a group, we begin to gallup up the hill towards the village, drawing the attention of the demons. Sure enough, the closer we get to the village, the more distinct the shapes become. Vicious, red eyed darkhounds turn to look at us, and the blackwings overhead take notice of us as well, flapping their wings in white circles and screeching as we draw near. I can also start to make out the shapes of villagers, scrambling to defend their homes. They are few in number and lack basic arms and armor, but their movements seem to indicate a sort of resolute strength, a hardiness that only a group of farmers could portray.

It isn’t long before I can see the glowing red of the demons' eyes.

Only a dozen or so, I think to myself reaching up and touching my talisman. Hopefully we can make short work of this.

Just as the darkhounds begin charging and the blackwings begin diving at our horses, source energy floods my veins and magefyre fills my hand.
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Chapter Twenty-One

Elias
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The Battle of Tarsys has been joined in full.

Arrows fly and men shout from the walls as a wave of mindflayed human soldiers approaches, making yet another push with shields and ladders raised. They climb over the bodies of their fallen soldiers without hesitation, unyielding, uncaring and utterly unafraid of death. They march onward even as rocks, projectiles, burning oil and magefyre is rained down upon them, making progress with nothing but sheer strength and overwhelming numbers.

“Focus your shots on the ones carrying the ladders!” I shout from my place on the tower. Runners listen eagerly so they can take my message to the other Nightingales along the wall. “If we bring them down, they will be forced to retreat! We cannot risk them scaling the walls!”

“Yes, Lord Protector!”

They race off to carry the message.

Leaning out over the parapet, I scan the horizon, trying to glean every bit of information I can from the battle.

Beyond the lines of charging mind slaves, the rest of the demonic horde looks like a sea of red and black. The R’Laar have dug in firmly since arriving to besiege the city, setting up their camps outside of arrow range and digging trenches to prevent cavalry attacks. Even from my vantage point high above the fray I can see that the monsters come in every conceivable shape and size; no amount of description from Owyn could have prepared me for such a terrible sight. Large brutes lumber among small dog-like beasts, and flying terrors patrol the skies like massive bats.

It looks like the Eleven Hells have completely emptied themselves.

Out in the distant fields, great machines work ceaselessly on various forms of construction, their engines spewing black smoke and horrid green flames into the air.

They’re building something out there, I think to myself, narrowing my eyes thoughtfully. Siege towers, perhaps? Whatever it is, it cannot be good.

Below, the line of mind slaves has reached the base of the city wall, their ladders coming up with hooks to lock against the stone crenellations.

“Mages!” I shout, rushing to the side and pointing to the ladders. “Burn those ladders down!”

Those battlemages who had been assigned to our section of the wall immediately comply, flinging magefyre at the wooden ladders and burning them to cinders.

To the side, a man in lion-carved armor comes trudging up the steps with a small retinue of knights in tow, their visors pulled down over their faces. When they arrive beside me, the man in the lion armor pushes up his visor, revealing a ruddy face drenched in sweat.

“These bastards are relentless,” General Mohr remarks, his voice hoarse from screaming. “But so far the defenses are holding.” 

The battle has only just begun, I think to myself gravely, though I do not voice my concerns. “General. Is there something you need?”

“I came to check on you, see how you lot are doing,” he replies, shrugging his plated shoulders and causing the metal to clink. “Though, I suppose I should be asking you if there is something you need. Do you find yourself in need of support?”

“Not at the moment,” I reply, looking past him and noting with satisfaction that the last of the ladders have been burned down.

“Good,” he says with a curt nod. “That’s what I like about you, Protector. You’re self-sufficient. Not like the bloody militia on the southern bulwark.”

A man nearby gets struck by a black-fletched arrow in his chest, and he falls back screaming as his fellows rush to his side to help him.

General Mohr does not even seem to notice.

“Well,” he continues brusquely, “if you find yourself in need of anything, send a runner to come find me. You’re taking the brunt of the assault. We’ll get you the support you need.”

“Thank you, General.”

He moves off with his knights, descending the steps of the tower and disappearing from sight.

Turning my attention back to the battle, I begin barking orders, commanding men to shore up points on the battlements and calling for more arrows to be brought to the front. The siege continues raging violently for a time, the R’Laar – thank the Light – not gaining any ground.

A flash of green light nearly blinds me as something strikes the wall just beneath the tower. Screams fill the air, and when my sight clears, I can see sickly-colored flames spreading across an entire section of the battlements, devouring groups of Nightingale defenders like kindling.

Cursing, I race to the side and shout for buckets of water to put out the blaze. Men begin rushing about to obey my orders.

Hells, I think, pulling out and arrow and nocking it to my bowstring. They must have magic users down there. That demon fire will be the death of us.

Pulling the fletching to my cheek, I lean out through the crenellations and begin searching for any sign of the warlocks, the seething mass of mind slaves and corpses churning far below. Within seconds I pick out a pair of gorgons huddling behind a wall of shields, their hands burning with green fire.

I let out a breath and release, shooting the arrow down with deadly accuracy. It pierces one of the gorgons through the right eye, sending it tumbling to the ground and immediately extinguishing the fire.

Pulling out another arrow, I swiftly repeat the process, taking the second one through the throat. It takes him much longer to die.

Ducking back behind cover, I watch with satisfaction as men douse the roiling flames with buckets of water, clearing a path on the battlements. However, all along the wall I can see similar sights, sections of the wall saturated with burning patches of demon fire. Worse than that, though, is the fact that another wave of the ladders has rushed the wall in the chaos, and that gorgon fighters have joined the mind slaves and have already begun to climb.

“Nightingales,” I call, standing up and drawing my sword. “To me! The invaders are attacking the walls!”

All of the men on the tower, more than a dozen cloaked warriors, draw their swords in unison and follow me down the stairs, grim expressions on their faces. By the time we reach the bottom, the first of the gorgons are making their way over the crenellations.

With blood-chilling roars they leap onto the wall, drawing blades as black as midnight and swinging at anything that gets too close. Their eyes glow red with hatred as one by one they climb the ladders and begin to kill.

I throw my weight against the first one I see, driving my shoulder into its flank and knocking it over the wall. Then, I swipe out with my sword, taking the head off another climbing up from the battleground below. Its body drops like a weight, knocking down the gorgon beneath it with a furious howl.

“Take down the ladders!” I command, ripping the hooks free and pushing the ladder away from the wall. “Send these creatures back to the Eleven Hells!”

As we lead the charge, the Nightingales around us begin to take heart, rallying around me and fighting the demons before they can overwhelm us. Every so often we encounter a blue-robed mage, their radiant magic putting out fires and their shields protecting the fighters from harm. Fortunately, very few of them seem to have fallen in the siege so far, their presence bolstering the defense wherever they are found.

For the next hour I defend the wall with my men, slaughtering gorgons and mind slaves as they wreak havoc among the archers. They never seem to stop coming, and when we knock down their ladders, more seem to come up.

It isn’t until the reserves come in that we are finally able to turn back the tide.

Men in chainmail and black cloaks come up from the city behind us, their axes and their swords clean. They have avoided soiling them thus far and are eager to put them to use in defending their brothers in arms.

We push and we fight, eventually managing to drive the last of the demon invaders from the walls. Archers and mages alike rain death upon the heads of the attackers, and soon, they begin to make a hasty retreat, pulling back to the main host of the army.

The silence that follows is almost unnerving.

“Clear the dead from the walls,” I command, gesturing at the many corpses littering the ground in front of me. “Resupply with arrows and pitch. When they come again, I want us to be ready.”

“Yes, Lord Protector!” Comes the disciplined response.

I tiredly make my way back to the tower, cleaning my blade on the edge of my cloak and sheathing it on my hip. The cries of the wounded carry over the stone of the city walls, wails ranging from agonized screams to small, frail whimpers.

Blackwings circle in the air high above our heads while the rest of the R’Laar regroup. Every so often one will swoop down attempting to scoop up a few defenders, but the rangers manage to drive it away or kill it with their arrows.

For the time being, it seems that we can finally take a second to breathe.

When I reach the top of the tower, I sit down heavily on a stack of crates and pick up a waterskin, pulling the cork out with my teeth and pouring some of the liquid down my throat.

Fighting didn’t used to make me this tired, I think to myself, noting my aching joints with dissatisfaction. My stamina seems to be getting worse with age.

Soldiers, used to taking breaks when they can, use the brief moment of quiet as an opportunity to refresh themselves. Once the bodies are cleared away and the arrows are resupplied, they drink and they eat, all while keeping a wary eye on the enemy horde churning just beyond the reach of their bows.

I find my eyes drifting to the distant tower where I know Tamara is stationed. A part of me wonders if she is okay, my heart aching at the thought of her coming to harm.

None of that, I think, shaking my head in disgust. Keep your wits about you, old man.

Getting up from my seat, I walk over to the edge of the battlements and rest my elbows on the stone, studying the enemy army with a practiced eye. The R’Laar seem to be waiting for something, biding their time before the next assault.

Then, I notice a movement coming from the back of the horde.

Ground troops begin making way for metal contraptions as they begin to roll forth, large tubes set on wheels like a carriage and pulled by strange demonic oxen with large horns sprouting from their snouts. I recognize the devices immediately, and their presence fills me with a profound sense of dread.

“Men, to your stations!” I shout, rousing the defenders from their rest. “And have the mages prepare their shields... things are about to get very dangerous.”

Boots thud on stone as the messengers begin to run.

Those hollow tubes were present at Forest Hill, to the detriment of our defenses. A single blast from one of those devices was enough to reduce our barricade to rubble, and right now, I count more than twenty of them on the battlefield.

“Eleven Hells,” I curse, watching as the contraptions rumble to a halt. I pick up my bow, even though they are well out of arrow range, and grit my teeth as warlocks approach them from behind, hands alight with demon fire.

“Take cover!” I cry, just as the gorgons begin igniting the tubes.

Then, less than a second later, they erupt in unison, spewing blasts of green energy at the walls.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]







Chapter Twenty-Two

Owyn


[image: image]


I launch an arrow from horseback, watching with satisfaction as it takes one of the darkhounds in the neck. We are almost upon them now, our horses galloping straight toward the roaring rabble of demons.

Reaching back to my quiver, I quickly pull another arrow and shoot just as one of the beasts leaps to attack. My shot takes the darkhound right in the mouth, driving deep into the creature’s throat and knocking it back in midair.

Then, seconds later, the battled is joined by the mages.

Magefyre flares all around as the mages channel source energy, igniting many of the demons in brilliant flashes of light and utterly scorching the ground. Blackwings circle above our heads, swooping down every so often to try and claw at us with their talons, and no matter where I turn the sounds of whinnying horses and screeching darkhounds greets my ears.

Finding myself out near the front of the charge, I sling my longbow on the horn of my saddle and pull out my hatchet, leaping off of the horse and landing lightly on the grassy earth. Fighting on horseback is for knights, and I’ve always preferred my own two feet in the heat of battle.

A darkhound immediately lunges for me, snapping wildly with its jaws, red eyes glowing.

I sidestep to avoid the thing’s teeth and strike out with my hatchet, gouging it in the back with a spray of dark blood. The attack seems only to serve in making the darkhound angry, and it turns on me with a vengeance, ferociously snapping and swiping with its foreclaws.

Taking a few steps back, I nearly bump into another darkhound, and I am forced to dodge to avoid being gored by this one as well.

Hells, I think to myself, dancing away and trying to keep an eye on both of them at once. Maybe it was a mistake to jump off of my horse so quickly...

The burning husk of a blackwing’s corpse comes crashing to the ground nearby, giving me an opportunity to break away from my attackers for a moment to regroup. However, as soon as I reorient myself, one of the mages comes rushing by on his horse, nearly trampling me and forcing me to dive to the ground.

Smoke and blue fire billows all around, and in the chaos of the moment, I begin to feel fear.

I didn’t come all this way just to die in some minor skirmish!

One of the darkhounds jumps over the burning body of the blackwing and lands a few paces away from me, its jaws dripping with thick saliva. It sees me immediately and begins creeping toward where I lay, a deep growl emanating from its throat.

Suddenly, a spear flies through the air and impales the demon through the middle, causing it to let out a bestial roar of pain.

I push myself to my feet and turn just in time to see Yari racing up with his two wastelander companions to finish the darkhound off. Yari pulls his spear out as the others stab the thing again and again, spilling its black blood upon he ground.

Grinning, I go up to stand beside them. “Rahmat!” I say, using their word for thanks. “You three came just in the nick of time!”

They immediately fall into formation around me, spears coated in blood and stances firm. When the other darkhound comes to attack us, the four of us are able to make short work of it, felling it in less than a minute.

Nearby, Zara rears her horse around and flings magefyre at a low-flying blackwing, lighting the demon up like a torch and sending it shrieking to the earth. She moves with confidence and practically shimmers with power, wielding her magic better than any of the other mages on the field – better than any mage I have ever seen, in fact. When she notices the four of us fighting on the ground, she points and intones some spell, coating our bodies in the shimmering light of a radiant shield. Then, nodding and winking at me, she races off to take care of the nearest demon.

The sudden but violent fight lasts only a short while, and by the time it is over, every single one of the demonic beasts lies dead. Fortunately for us, there are no casualties among our group – except for a few of the horses that were maimed in the conflict. Several of the mages bear superficial wounds, but none are severely hurt.

As the smoke clears and the flames die down, we gather ourselves together to take stock of the situation.

“That was excellent work,” Zara says, congratulating the mages, many of whom are more than double her age. “I can see why the Circle nominated you to accompany us on this mission. Well done.”

Everyone begins dismounting and several of the mages begin examining the corpses of the R’Laar with an almost comical level of interest. Many of them have probably never seen a demon before, I realize with amazement. All things considered, it's a miracle that none of us were killed.

A small group of people begin making their way toward us from the village, their eyes wide in amazement. They clutch at their improvised weapons and farming implements, homespun clothing slick with sweat from the battle they narrowly avoided fighting.

“Praise the good Light above!” One of the men declares as the group approaches us, his eyes wet with emotion and his smile one of gratitude. “Thank you all for intervening on our behalf! We owe you our lives.”

Zara steps out in front to greet the man, her head held high in the very image of the late High Magus.

“No thanks is necessary, good folk,” she replies graciously, speaking for all the mages gathering behind her. “We are merely doing the work of the Conclave.”

The man, a tall, balding fellow in the ceremonial vestments of a Priest of the Light, takes a knee in front of Zara, prompting the handful of farmers behind him to do the same. “If there is anything we can do to repay the favor, dear Magus, please say so.”

Zara glances over her shoulder at me and raises a questioning eyebrow.

I shrug in response, thinking she will decline and we will be on our way. 

“The day grows late, Priest,” she replies cordially, turning back to him. I shoot her a questioning glance, noting that the sun is still high in the sky, giving us plenty of light to travel by. Despite my look, Zara continues, “We are weary from fighting and could use a place to stay the night.”

His face immediately brightens, and he shoots up quickly to his feet. “Yes, of course! We will provide lodging and food for you! It is the least we can do for the great service you have done us.”

The other farmers nod their heads eagerly as he speaks.

“Excellent,” Zara responds coolly, smoothing out the front of her robes. “That will do nicely, thank you, priest.”

Getting to his feet, the man turns to his people and begins issuing directions, sending them running off one by one back to the village. Then, when he is alone, he faces Zara and myself and smiles broadly. “Welcome to Elder Hollow, my esteemed friends. Please, follow me into the village. Our doors are open to you.”

***
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“MANY FROM OUR VILLAGE fled when the Arc was destroyed,” the priest explains, leading us through the simple dirt roads of Elder Hollow. “The rest stayed behind to look after their farms, hoping that all this nonsense with the demons would blow over.”

The priest, who said his name with Daine, speaks with an air of sadness as he walks straight-backed through the village. His eyes linger fondly over the thatch-roofed buildings and the farmhouses, his hands crossed behind his back and buried in the folds of his robes. Around us, the townsfolk begin making their way back to their homes, expressions drawn and fearful. These people narrowly avoided death – next time, will they be so lucky?

“Elder Hollow seems like a lovely town,” Zara says in a kind voice, smiling at a mother clutching at small children. “We are very grateful that you have agreed to take us in.”

“It is nothing,” Daine says with a slight shrug. “There’s plenty of room at the inn, and more than enough food to go around.”

He goes on to explain the village’s history, explaining how it was founded by his grandfather many years ago. He talks about the people living here, and about the crops they grow in the surrounding fields. Eventually, he leads us to a large two-storied building of plain timbers and chipped paint, a sign near the door reading ‘Elder Hollow Inn’.

“I’ll introduce you to Ven and his wife, Peony,” the priest says, leading Zara and me inside. “Then, we’ll see about finding a place to stable your horses.”

The innkeeper is a stout man with short-cropped hair and his wife is equally plump, with a warm smile and honey-colored hair. She reminds me of Mrs. Ellis from Forest Hill, the woman who essentially took care of Elias and me when we were stationed in the Emberwood.

They greet us and bob their heads at the priest’s words, apparently eager to finally have some new customers in their establishment, then rush off to get the rooms ready and begin cooking the evening meal. By the time we make our way outside, a pair of stable boys have begun taking the mages around the back to put away the horses.

“So,” Zara asks, looking over at Daine as we step out onto the dirt road, “does this mean you are the mayor of this village?”

The priest lets out a small chuckle. “You might call it that; though, I prefer to think of myself as a shepherd looking after my flock.”

“I see,” Zara replies, nodding slightly to herself. “Well, at any rate, we are grateful for your help. If there is anything else we can do for you while we’re here–”

“Your presence is enough,” Daine gently interrupts. “You’ve already done so much. Please, just rest from your travels and enjoy our hospitality. We rarely get the opportunity to entertain guests, so it is our pleasure to have you here.”

Zara and I thank him one last time before he departs, stating that he needs to check on some of the other villagers. When he is gone, I turn to regard her, my brow furrowing slightly.

“There is still some daylight left,” I remark. “We could pass this place by, put a few more miles into our journey.”

She shakes her head. “This is probably the last chance we’ll have to sleep in comfort and eat some decent food – the rest we’d get here would benefit us in our travels. Besides, it’ll no doubt have a positive impact on morale, something we desperately need.”

My first reaction is to object. Our mission is one of urgency, every hour counts. However, I notice something in her eyes I have never seen before. She blinks and looks down, clearing her throat as she avoids my searching gaze. 

“Zara, is everything alright?” I ask her, reaching for her hand and holding it in mine. As I take her hand I notice that it is shaking.

She looks back up at me with tears in her eyes, her teeth biting her lip. When she speaks, it is barely a whisper.

“Owyn, I’m not sure I can do this. I tried before, back in the wastes, to open the arc.” Tears freely fall from her eyes as she continues. “So many people died. Died because I failed.” She emphasizes the last word, squeezing her eyes shut as if uttering it causes her physical pain. 

I pull her into an embrace, holding her as she sobs uncontrollably. Seeing her like this, so vulnerable makes everything seem more real. Makes her seem more real. As I’m holding her, I can’t help but fall a little more in love. I embrace her a little tighter, not knowing how many more times I’ll have left to do this. 

After a few moments, she composes herself, wiping the tears away and fixing her hair. Her cheeks are bright red and her eyes are clear, the fear and anxiety from before seemingly gone from them. She gives me an embarrassed smile, stepping away from my embrace. 

“Owyn I’m sorry. I’m a mess, I must look dreadful.” 

I can’t help but beam at her. “Zara, you have never looked more beautiful,” I wipe a stray tear from her cheek. “Let’s stay here the night. You’re right, it will be nice to sleep in a good bed for a night before continuing on our quest.” Her smile broadens at my words, her cheeks blushing a little more. 

“Zara, I know you won’t fail. You’ll find a way. You are the most talented mage in all of Tarsynium.” I give her a playful smile. “And you’re the most stubborn woman I have ever met.” We both laugh at that and she punches my arm playfully. 

“Come on,” she says, reaching out to take my hand. “Let’s go make sure everyone gets settled in.”

“You go on ahead,” I reply, squeezing her hand and then quickly letting go. “I want to stretch my legs for a bit. Too long in the saddle.”

She nods and then heads off to go after the other mages, leaving me standing alone in front of the Elder Hollow Inn.

I watch her go, feeling a strange sense of detachment as she disappears behind the back of the inn. Her words from before echo in my mind, striking a chord somewhere deep inside me: This is probably the last chance we’ll have...

Shaking my head, I begin making my way up the road, exploring the little town nestled on the edge of the Heartlands.

An elder tree sits in the middle of the village, rising up higher than any of the buildings and extending its leafless limbs out in all directions. The enormous tree is like a lone sentinel, watching over Elder Hollow with ancient, wooden eyes. For a brief instant I am reminded of the elder tree back in Haven and the villagers that had been hung there by the R'Laar, but I quickly shake the thought away, not wanting to dwell on such a horrible image.

As I pass by farmhouses, I find my thoughts drifting back to Zara and the time we have been able to spend together since meeting in the Emberwood all those months ago. They are fond memories, ones that I will never forget, and when I think about where we are today, I can’t help but smile.

My feet take me all the way to a small stone church located on the edge of town. It is an old building of moss-covered grey stones, but with colorful stained-glass windows on the outside.

This must be where the priest Daine preaches, I think to myself, stopping in front of the structure and examining the sturdy architecture.

Again, thoughts start running unbidden through my mind, reminding me of the all the different words Zara has spoken to me. There needs to be promises... vows made between us. Some sort of real commitment. I love you ranger boy, and I’m glad you’re with me right now.... This is probably the last chance we’ll have....

Time seems to stand still, the words reverberating in my skull and making it impossible to think of anything else. My heart begins to pound within my chest, pumping furiously as my breath catches in my throat. Nervelessly, almost of its own accord, my hand reaches into a pocket in my cloak and pulls out a small bit of wood – the carved piece of oak I have been working on for weeks now. Looking down, I examine it in the low, grey light of late afternoon, noting how it is now almost complete.


A simple wooden ring.


“The time is now,” I whisper to myself, feeling a strange rush like lightning course through my veins. “I need to take this chance, before I run out of time.”

Holding the ring in one hand, I use the other to pull out my pocket knife, then find a secluded spot to finish my work. As I whittle, careful not to ruin the delicate band, my thoughts begin racing as I contemplate what I should do next.

Eleven Hells... I’ve fought onslaughts of demons, but never been so nervous for something in my life... Light help me.

***
[image: image]


ZARA STANDS ON A SMALL hill on the outskirts of town, staring east with the setting sun behind her. A soft breeze tugs at her robes, and strands of her straight, chestnut hair pull in that direction as well. She does not look back as I approach, her face thoughtful as she stares off into the darkening horizon.

“They're out there, you know,” she says, voice contemplative as I step beside her. “The R’Laar are besieging the city as we speak.”

“Perhaps,” I reply somberly. “But you’ve seen those walls. With Elias defending them, I’m sure the demons have been stopped dead in their tracks.”

She glances at me and gives me a sidelong smile. “It’s amazing that when one of us broods, the other is cheerful. I wonder why that is?”

I shrug. “Intuition?”

“Perhaps,” she replies before looking back out at the plains.

Clearing my throat, I wipe my sweat-slicked hands on the edges of my cloak. “Can I ask you something, Zara?”

Without looking over at me, she replies, “Of course.”

“Back at Dunmar City, right when you woke up from your coma, I kissed you. Do you remember?”

This seems to grab her attention, pulling her away from her thoughts. She turns fully to face me, a demure smile gracing her lips. “Yes, I remember.”

“Do you remember what you said afterward?”

She pauses, considering the question before eventually shaking her head.

I take a step toward her.

“You said, and I quote, ‘Took you long enough’.”

She giggles and gives me a wry look. “Yes, that sounds like something I would say.”

Pushing aside my nerves, I continue on, trying not to let my anxiety show. “You’ve always seemed to be one step ahead of me, Zara, sorting through your feelings before I even have a chance to understand them. It’s almost as if you can see the future – the future of us and where we’re supposed to be.”

She frowns at that, but doesn’t reply, her deep eyes searching mine intently.

I take a deep breath.

“Do you remember what you said to me that night in the wastes, after we got drunk and danced together?”

Her eyebrows knit together in concern. “Owyn, we don’t have to talk about that night. I–”

“You said that there needed to be promises – vows made between us. You said that you didn’t want me for just one night, or even a few nights. You wanted me forever.” I reach into my pocket and wrap my fingers around the ring. “Well, Zara, you were one step ahead of me. I want you forever as well.”

She gasps as I drop to one knee and present the ring, the plain band of wood resting in the center of my palm. Looking deep into her eyes, I ask the one question that has been burning within me for weeks – the one question I have always been afraid to ask.

“Zara Dennel, will you marry me?”
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Chapter Twenty-Three

Zara
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My breath catches in my throat.

My heart seems to stand still in my chest.

Without thinking, I blurt out, “Yes – yes of course I will!”

His face, rugged yet uncharacteristically nervous, splits into a wide, lopsided grin. He leaps to his feet and kisses me, passion burning between the two of us like source energy, then he pulls me into a warm and tender embrace, holding me as if afraid I’ll disappear.

Tears spring into my eyes and I laugh, powerful emotions welling up inside of me and warring for dominance. Happiness, anxiety, peace, joy, fear and love all swirl within my breast like a storm.

Bringing his hand up, Owyn gives me the ring. It is absolutely beautiful, dusky oak lovingly crafted with expert skill.

I accept it and slip it on my left hand, feeling a sensation like magic as it slides onto my finger.

A perfect fit.

“Owyn, I... I don’t know what to say.”

He beams. “Me neither.”

We pause for a moment, standing close to one another on the hill as a soft breeze ruffles both our hair. I can’t seem to look away from the band resting perfectly on my ring finger, a feeling of excitement overcoming all the other emotions. Then, a thought strikes me.

“This is wonderful,” I say, looking up at him, “and so unexpected! But you realize that we’re on a dangerous mission in the middle of a world-ending war, right?”

“Yes,” he replies gruffly. “I realize that. But perhaps that means this is the best time to get married, to bring a little light into this darkening world.”

“There’s that,” I concede, “but who’s to marry us? We’re in the middle of the Heartlands for Light’s sake!”

“I seem to recall a kindly priest who would be more than happy to marry us,” he replies matter-of-factly. “There’s also a little chapel here, in case you didn’t know.”

“Yes, but Owyn! The day’s almost over! We need to leave early tomorrow to continue our journey!”

His face falls somewhat, and I can’t help but feel guilty about my overly-logical thought process.

“Zara,” he says softly, looking me in the eye. “We don’t have to do this.”

“No,” I reply firmly, giving him a reassuring smile. “This is what I want. I just... this is all so sudden! I mean, I’ve never even been to a wedding, let alone participated in one. Is what we want even possible?”

He takes both of my hands in his and smiles. His fingers, rough and calloused, intertwine with my fingers. “Of course it’s possible. As long as I’m with you, everything will be perfect.”

Light, he’s too cute, I think, standing on the tips of my toes and giving him another kiss. How can I argue with that? Logic be damned.

“Alright,” I whisper, settling back and resting my head against his chest. “Let’s do this. Compared to saving the world, a simple wedding should be infinitesimal by comparison, right?”

“Right,” he replies contentedly.

For a moment, we simply stand there, holding each other in the waning light of evening. Then, hands still held, we begin making our way down the hill.

***
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UPON RETURNING TO ELDER Hollow, those at the inn practically burst with glee when we tell them about the proposal. The elderly mages congratulate us profusely and the innkeeper's wife smiles broadly, clapping her hands together in an exuberant fashion.

“I know a few young girls who would be ecstatic to help you get ready, my dear,” she says, taking my hand in hers affectionately. “And the women of the village would love to prepare for the ceremony! I’m sure we can scrounge together some decorations, and then there’s the feast to prepare for... oh, this is so exciting! We haven’t had a wedding here in years!”

“Thank you, Mrs. Ven,” I reply, prying my hand free from her surprisingly powerful grip.

“Please, call me Peony, dear.”

“Peony, then,” I amend, trying not to appear flustered by everything. “Are you sure this isn’t too fast? The sun’s just about to set, and we haven’t even begun to–”

“Let me worry about all that,” Peony replies with a tone that brooks no argument. “Now, let’s get you ready. A bride must be properly groomed for her wedding night!”

Properly groomed? I’m not sure whether to be offended or relieved by the declaration.

“Ven!” She continues, turning back to regard her husband. “Muster the lads, will you? We’ll need to have tables and chairs brought into the common room, and food hauled up from the larder.”

The burly man nods and wraps a meaty arm around Owyn’s shoulder. “Come, my boy. I’ll tell you everything you need to know about marriage while you help us get this place in order.”

Owyn shoots me a small, suffering grin before being hauled away, and I manage to mouth the word, “Sorry” at him before he leaves the room.

Then, as if out of nowhere, a gaggle of young village girls materializes beside me, fawning over my ring and talking excitedly amongst themselves.

“The girls will take you upstairs to help get you prepared,” Peony says, standing up and smoothing out her apron. “I’ll stay down here and organize the cooking and the decorating. Now, chop, chop! There’s no time to lose!”

The women, ranging from my age to matronly, pull me from my seat and begin leading me up the stairs, giving me little say in the matter as they usher me toward a large washroom. Upon entering the room, they sit me on a stool and close the door, deliberating on what they shall do to get me ready.

“My ma has a wedding dress she can lend you,” one of the younger girls offers sweetly. “She saved it for my wedding – but seeing how Bill has yet to ask my hand, it’ll be alright for you to wear it first.”

“Thank you,” I manage to get in. “That’s very kind.”

“You’re a little less busty than Martha, but I’m sure that it’ll still be a good fit,” woman with black hair says bluntly. “Why don’t you go tell your ma to get it out of storage, lass.”

The girl nods eagerly and immediately leaves the room.

“Respectfully, Magus,” the raven-haired woman says next, “when was the last time you washed your hair?”

“My hair? A couple of days ago – why do you ask?”

She makes a tsking sound with the tip of her tongue and musses my hair with a delicate hand. “Windswept, tangled, and smelling of smoke... this simply will not do for a bride. It will need to be washed and brushed, then perfumed. I think I have a bottle of lavender oil back at my cottage...”

The other women chatter excitedly with one another, talking of makeup and clothing as if I’m nothing more than a dummy for them to dress up.

I do not scold them, of course. The last thing I want to do is antagonize the women in charge of taking care of my appearance. However, I can’t help but take mild offense at the way they speak about my body, pointing out every one of my flaws.

There is little time to brood, though, as they begin stripping off my clothing and pulling me toward a small wooden bathtub.

Indignant thoughts about my modesty flee as I am forced into the icy water, my skin prickling as it sloshes up to my neck. I let out a yelp as a maiden behind me dumps a pitcher over my head, and I can hear several of the girls giggling as I attempt to brush the wet hair from my eyes.

“Best to do it quickly in winter,” one of them says, sounding slightly empathetic. “Otherwise, we’d be here all night while you tried to get used to the temperature.”

Shivering, I nod my head, teeth chattering as the black-haired woman comes up and begins scrubbing soap into my hair.

“Don’t worry, we won’t keep you in here too long,” she says, working the creamy soap into a lather. “Just long enough to wash the smell of the road off of you.”

Fortunately, she is true to her word. They work quickly to scrub me from head to toe, and, after another frigid dunk in the water, I am allowed to step out where warm wool blankets await me.

They spend the next hour or so brushing my hair, applying lotions, makeup and perfume, and chatting about their own weddings, often with wistful expressions and an air of romanticism. During this time, my mind begins to wander, thinking of what it will be like to actually be married to Owyn Lund.

Something one of the women says about the wedding night catches my ear, sending my mind reeling about a small detail I have thus far overlooked. 

Light! Tonight is my first official night as Owyn’s wife! That means...

A blush instantly reddens my cheeks, and my heart begins to beat a little faster within my chest.

“Aw, look at the poor girl, Merida! You’ll scared her half to death with that sort of talk!”

The black-haired woman, Merida, pauses mid brush stroke, offering me a sympathetic smile. “The wedding night is nothing to be worried about, Magus. It is a special time that you get to spend with your new husband.”

The other ladies bob their heads knowingly, as if recalling their own weddings nights.

“Now,” Merida goes on, continuing her brushing, “it is perfectly natural to be unsure about what will happen. If you want, we can explain to you exactly–”

“I know how it works,” I reply quickly, feeling my blush deepen. “Please, I don’t need you to explain it to me.”

“Fair enough,” Merida replies evenly. “But rest assured, most of us have been married for some time. We are experts in that area, so don’t hesitate to ask if you have any questions.”

All around me, the women try unsuccessfully to hide their smiles.

I try unsuccessfully not to look mortified.

If this goes on, I think I might die of embarrassment!

While my hair dries, spread out and fanned by a couple of the women, Merida applies the makeup, lining my eyes, dabbing my face with powders, and applying ruby-colored lipstick. When my hair is sufficiently dry, they begin to braid it, weaving it in a complex pattern behind my head and chatting amiably with one another, swapping stories from the various weddings they’ve experienced.

Somewhere in the middle of all this, the young woman from before returns carrying a bundle in her arms. Inside is a plain white wedding dress, sewn from costly silk imported from Acacia. 

With everything else finished, they help me into the wedding dress and button up the back. It takes longer than I would have thought, but eventually it is fit snugly around my form.

Finally, at my behest, they help me place my talisman around my neck, the blue crystal hanging near my breast and accenting the dress surprisingly well.

“Alright,” Merida says, motioning for a mirror to be brought over. “Are you ready to see our handiwork?”

I nod my head nervously, worried at what I might see in the reflection.

They place the mirror in front of me, and for a moment, I don’t recognize the woman staring back. My hair is expertly woven and styled, resting atop my head like a delicate crown of braids. My complexion is flawless, and full, red lips open in amazement at the alluring, mysterious eyes gazing at me beneath long dark lashes. Finally, I notice the wedding dress, form-fitting and clinging to the various curves of my body.

In short, I appear absolutely stunning.

“Wow,” I mutter, mouth agape as I stare at myself in the mirror. “I look beautiful!”

“You sound surprised, Magus.”

I look over at Merida and the other women gathered around her and smile. “I’m not surprised because of your skill, which is considerable, by the way. I’m surprised because... well, I’ve never really looked like this before. I’ve never been one to get dressed up in much of anything besides my mage robes and a very small amount of makeup.”

One of the women lets out a long sigh. “Well, you should, Magus. You’re one of the prettiest things I’ve ever seen – you should let your light shine more often.”

Behind me the door opens, and I turn to find Peony entering the room as well. Upon seeing me, she practically bursts into tears.

“Light bless me! You look absolutely gorgeous, my dear!”

“Thank you,” I reply, feeling another blush coming on.

She steps in and takes my hand, patting it gently as she continues to look me over. “Everything is almost ready downstairs. The other mages and the village folk are already gathering at the chapel. Is there anything I can get you before we begin? Anything at all?”

“Actually, there is one thing,” I reply sheepishly. “Would it be possible to have a quick bite to eat? I’m rather famished.”

The other women burst into a fit of giggling.

“Oh, there’ll be plenty of time for that later,” Peony replies, releasing my hand and stepping away. “Besides, you wouldn’t want to spoil your appetite before the feast!”

My heart sinks, but only a little bit, my hunger overshadowed by the butterflies fluttering around in my stomach.

She makes her way to the exit. “I’ll come and get you when it’s time. It shouldn’t be too much longer.”

With that, she heads down the stairs, leaving me to fret nervously with the village women.

Light, I’ve fought demons and assassins... why does getting married frighten me so much?

***
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TINY CANDLES LIGHT the way leading from the inn to the chapel, their golden flames flickering inside lanterns strung above the path. The effect is quite magical, the motes of light reminding me of fireflies on the banks of Loch Morloch, and as the ladies of Elder Hollow escort me to the ceremony, I can’t help but feel like I am in a storybook, on my way to marry a prince.

Each of the village women is dressed in church attire, homespun dresses and wool stockings, and each of them carries a small bouquet of flowers in their hands, daisies and poppies harvested from the local gardens.

It feels like I am in a dream, gliding through a field of stars, and before I even realize it, I am standing outside the doors of the chapel, preparing to go inside.

Merida steps up to me and leans in, asking, “Are you ready to go in, Magus?”

I take in a deep, shaky breath and nod my head.

“Alright,” she replies, motioning for one of the girls to open the doors. “Don’t fret, dear. You look perfect.”

The doors swing inward, admitting us into the chapel. Flanked by my escorts, I step inside, heart fluttering wildly.

Everyone inside stands as we enter, regarding us from the pews with smiles on their faces. An elderly woman softly plucks at a harp in the corner, filling the stone room with a beautiful melody. At the front, Daine the priest stands at a plain wooden pulpit, his kind eyes watching beneath hooded brows, and beside him, Owyn stands with his hands clasped in front of him, grinning nervously at the top of a dais. He wears a clean, neatly pressed tunic and a pair of trousers tucked into polished dressed boots.

He looks positively dashing.

Our eyes meet, and for a moment, everything else fades to black.

In an instant, I relive every moment we have shared together, the highs and the lows, every kiss and every conversation. My heart swells with a feeling of love so powerful it threatens to overwhelm me, and I can tell simply by looking at him that he is experiencing the same thing.

I continue walking down the aisle, making my way to the front as the harp plays in the background.

As I go up the stairs, dress trailing behind me, the village woman find seats on the front pews, sitting down and turning their attention on the pulpit.

Owyn takes my hand in his and looks into my eyes as the harp mutes and the priest begins to speak.

“Today, we have gathered to celebrate life – life, and the sacred bonds of matrimony. The Light, in its infinite wisdom, has brought us friends today who not only saved us from a terrible fate, but who also reminded us of the goodness of life and the relationships we forge with others.”

He turns to gesture at Owyn and me, the corners of his mouth tugging up in a small, knowing smile. “Marriage is an essential part of life – as necessary as breathing and eating. It is an important step in our mortal journey upon Byhalya, an embodiment of one of the true virtues: love. It is for love we have gathered here this evening. It is for love that Owyn Lund and Zara Dennell have chosen to bind themselves together, to become one in the eyes of the Light.”

Turning back to the congregation, he intones, “The teachings of the Radiant Church instruct us that marriage is an abiding gift, one that persists for the remainder of our lives and into the eternities; when we die on this world, our spirits remain bound as we return home to the Light.”

Owyn gives my hand a squeeze, and I return it instantly. The words of the ceremony are simple and beautiful. They make my entire body fill with warmth.

“Now, we will hear from those who are to be wed,” Daine continues. “They will speak their vows before us, and then I will complete the ceremony.”

He turns to Owyn and gives him a small nod.

Owyn takes a deep breath, then turns his forest green eyes on me. I’m surprised to see that they are teary.

“Zara,” he begins, voice carrying throughout the chapel, “I love you more than life itself. You showed me that there is more to life than duty, that there is more to people than what I can see on the surface. I promise to always love you and care for you, no matter what happens in this world, and that I will fight with everything I have to always protect you.”

Short, simple, and sweet. I would expect nothing less from the ranger.

Daine now turns to me and nods.

“Owyn,” I say softly, nearly overcome by emotion, “you were a friend to me when I had nobody. You’ve always known how to make me laugh and you’ve never given me a reason to doubt your integrity. Ever since we first met, I’ve felt myself drawn to you, even when we were separated by many miles, and the time we have spent together has been the happiest of my entire life. I promise to love and support you forever. I promise that I will cherish our relationship and that I will always be there for you, no matter what happens in the coming days.”

All throughout the little chapel, I can hear people sniffling but I do not look away. My eyes are intent on Owyn as the priest begins to speak once more.

“By the power vested in me by the Radiant Church, and in the name of the Light, I pronounce you Owyn and Zara Lund, husband and wife, henceforth and forever. You may now kiss the bride.”

Owyn pulls me close and we kiss.

The entire chapel erupts into joyous applause.

***
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MUSIC AND LAUGHTER fills the Elder Hollow inn, ringing out in jubilant celebration of our wedding.

The tables are all laden with food: pies, pudding, roast chicken, fried vegetables, and all manner of homecooked delicacies. Along the wall, large casks of ale flow freely, filling mugs and lending energy to the festivities.

Owyn and I sit at a table near the bar, awkwardly trying to steal bites of food while people congratulate us.

“I’m so hungry,” I mutter as a group of mages bid us farewell and step to the side. I quickly stuff a roll slathered with honey into my mouth before someone else can come up and interrupt our meal.

“I am too,” Owyn replies, painting on a smile as a gnarled farmer and his wife come up to say hello.

The feast goes late into the night, the mages and the village folk of Elder Hollow mingling and chatting amiably with one another. Despite the near ceaseless interruptions, the lightheartedness is a welcome change of pace from the drudgery of the war, with all thoughts of demons and the end of the world being drowned by alcohol and good conversations.

The wastelanders are the only ones who do not seem to be celebrating. They sit in a nearby corner, spears leaning against the wall within arm’s reach. Each of them wears a look of bafflement, as if they are completely confused by everything that is going on, and they idly pick at their food, watching everyone around us with suspicion.

Eventually, though, we begin to grow weary. I finally manage to eat enough food to stave off the starvation, but that only leaves me feeling giddy and a little anxious about what I know comes next.

Owyn feels it too. I can sense it in the way he sits beside me, body taut like a bowstring ready to snap. We eye each other shyly and talk about pretty much everything besides the wedding.

The innkeeper’s wife Peony seems to pick up on this awkwardness and breaks away from her conversation.

“You two look like you could use some rest,” she says kindly, gesturing to the stairs. “I’ve had a room prepared for you – the suite, our largest one. Why don’t you sneak away while everyone is drinking? I won’t tell a soul.”

“That would be great,” Owyn says stiffly. “Thank you.”

I can feel my cheeks turning bright red.

She nods and turns away, giving Owyn a chance to take my hand and lead me toward the staircase. The wastelanders make as if to follow us, but Owyn shoos them away with a curt wave, prompting them to sit back down.

Fortunately, no one seems to notice as we fade into the background and sneak up the stairs, making our way to the deserted second floor and the large room at the end of the hall.

My heart flutters within my chest as we approach the door, but I can’t help but feel a surge of excitement as well. At one look from Owyn, my face breaks into a huge grin and his does as well. Then, together, we go into the bedroom and close the door behind us.

The world outside ceases to exist to us, and for once it’s just Owyn and me. For one night, we forget the brokenness of our world and our daunting quest. For one night, everything is perfect. 
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Chapter Twenty-Four

Elias
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Demon fire rained throughout the night, finally letting up at dawn.

Stepping out from beneath my cover, I stand up on the battlements and survey a truly disheartening scene. Charred corpses litter the wall laying amidst broken debris from the barrage. The stone blocks, once pristine and white as the rest of Tarsys, are now stained black, burnt by the machines that pounded them incessantly. A strange disquieting silence hangs over the walls like a cloud, and below, the demons seem to be waiting, biding their time before the next assault.

“Light curse them,” I mutter, turning to regard my Nightingale bodyguards. “Let’s pick up the pieces and get ourselves back in order. There’s bound to be another attack soon.”

I begin organizing the men, commanding them to remove the corpses and return to their stations. They move slowly at first, the defenders afraid to come out from beneath their scanty cover, but it isn’t long before the walls are once again buzzing with activity, some semblance of a defense returning to the front.

Many died in the barrage. Most of the bodies were burnt to a crisp and are now barely recognizable, their clothing and skin sloughing off their bones like dust.

Fortunately, the mages were able to prevent most of the demon fire from getting into the city. If they had not been there, the entire western district would have been burned to the ground. Thank the Light for the Conclave, I think to myself, overseeing the rebuilding efforts. It must have taken an extraordinary amount of effort to hold those shields throughout the night.

A pair of weary-looking soldiers climbs the stairs of my tower. Judging by the white knots sewn to their dark cloaks, I can tell that they are officers.

“Lord Protector,” one of them calls without preamble, his face ashen. “Come with me. There’s something that you need to see.”

Frowning, I motion for one of my lieutenants to take over the tower before following them back down the steps, taking a path that leads us to the southern-most part of the city defenses.

This area seems to have been hit less hard than my section of the wall, the militia force that holds it in better shape than my Nightingales. Still, there are far more dead than I would like, the faces of the men drawn and grim as I pass by.

The officers eventually lead me to an area that looks to have collapsed in the demon fire barrage. A small guard tower, scored with streaks of black char, has been reduced to little more than rubble, with shattered timbers and fragments of stone littering the top of the wall. Several corpses are lined up just outside of the destruction, mangled bodies covered in dust and blood.

“Eleven Hells,” I curse, immediately recognizing one of the bodies.

“He was inside when the tower collapsed,” one of the officers explains, his expression somber. “One of those green fireballs hit and the roof came down right on top of their heads.”

General Mohr’s bright, lion-shaped armor now lies in shambles, clinging to his body like scrap metal and stained in various places with his blood. His eyes stare sightlessly into the heavens, his hard face dour even in death, and his sword rests at his side, broken in three places.

The siege has only just begun, I think to myself, disgruntled by this unfortunate turn of events. How is it that we have already lost our battle commander?

I say a silent prayer to the Light as Nightingales and militiamen gather around me, their eyes looking to me for council.

“What do we do now, Lord Protector?” One of them asks, his fear made plain by the quivering in his voice.

“Cover the bodies and remove them from the wall,” I reply gruffly. “See that the general is treated with respect. Then, we do the only thing we can: continue defending the city.”

“Does this mean that you’re now in charge, my lord?”

I pause for a moment before eventually nodding me head once. “It appears that way. Now, go. Prepare yourselves. The demons are getting ready to make another push. We need to make sure that they don’t get through.”

The men scramble to do as I say, taking care of the bodies and preparing themselves to fight. I stand by for a moment, making a show of watching over them, but in reality I am reeling inside.

General Mohr and his closest allies are dead. Now I’m to be in charge of the city’s defense? Hells... things keep going from bad to worse.

Eventually, I begin making my way back to my tower on the western wall, Nightingale attendants in tow.

“Send runners to each of the battle commanders, on the walls and in the city,” I command as I walk. “Inform them of the general’s passing and let them know that I will be coordinating the defense. It is imperative that we have leadership, now more than ever. Now, go.”

Fortunately, by the time I return to the front, the defenses are already looking much better. The corpses have all been cleared away and the damage is being repaired, wooden supports and sacks of dirt being placed to cover up the holes. When I reach the top of the tower, however, what little optimism that has built up is quickly dashed away.

“Master Warden,” I utter guardedly, walking up to where Tamara stands beside the battlements. “What are you doing here?”

Light, this is the last thing I need right now.

“It has come to our attention that General Mohr has been slain,” she replies coolly, blue eyes peering at me from beneath a cocked eyebrow. “Does this mean that you are now commanding the city’s defenses?”

Despite myself, I cannot help but let out a small chuckle. “Nothing gets by you, does it? I’ve only just found out myself.”

“I’m the head warden of the rangers,” she replies dryly. “It’s my business to know things before anyone else. And you didn’t answer my question.”

I sigh and rap my knuckles lightly against the stone. “Yes, I suppose I am.”

She nods as if this was the only possible solution. “Makes sense,” she replies, staring out at the unending horde of demons. “You have experience. You directly command half of our troops. There are no military leaders of note who are left to command the other half. It should be you.”

I give her a sidelong look, then reply, “Thanks, I suppose.”

We stand there for a long moment, staring out at an enemy that is impossible to defeat while soldiers rush behind us, frantically trying to get ready for the next assault. The weight of responsibility begins to settle on my shoulders, and for a moment it feels like the entire population of Tarsys is pressing down on me, crushing me against the stones.

This is impossible, I find myself thinking in a rare instance of self-doubt. There’s no way I can save these people. Everyone here is going to die, and there’s nothing I can do to help them.

Tamara seems to sense what I am feeling, and so she reaches over and places her hand on top of my own.

It is a small gesture; her hand, though smaller than mine, carries the same scars, the same callouses of a lifelong warrior. And yet, despite this fact, her touch feels as soft as silk. A connection forms between us for the first time in years and warmth rushes up my arm and into the rest of my body, filling me with strength.

I turn to look at her and our eyes meet, the connection growing more powerful until it seems as bright as the sun itself.

“You can do this, Lord Protector,” she says softly. “My rangers are at your disposal.”

She removes her hand from mine, instantly severing our bond, and takes a respectful step back, her expression growing neutral once more.

For a moment I am speechless, dumbfounded like a young apprentice once again, but the feeling quickly passes. I clear my throat awkwardly. “Thank you, Tamara. I appreciate the support.”

Out on the field, a loud, blaring horn is blown, forcing us to look back at the R’Laar. Their ranks begin to form up again, the front lines bristling with spears and barbed ladders.

Another charge will come at any moment.

“Keep holding your section of the wall,” I say, voice becoming gruff again. “I will send a messenger if we need your support.”

She nods and departs immediately, rushing down the tower steps and back to the northwest. I have to resist watching her leave, forcing my eyes to remain on the threat ahead.

I begin formulating a plan in my mind, preparing mentally for the imminent assault, when alarm bells begin to ring in the city behind me, drawing my attention. Turning, I can see plumes of smoke rising from some of the nearby neighborhoods.

“What now?” I growl, drawing my sword as the demons begin to rush the walls.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

Owyn
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We leave the inn first thing in the morning, bidding the villagers of Elder Hollow farewell as we ride our horses back out into the Heartlands. Everyone is tired from the late night of feasting and drinking – Zara and me especially – but most are generally in good spirits, the celebration and good company providing a boost to morale.

As our long column moves onto the western road, the two of us ride together at the very rear to gain as much privacy as possible on the open road.

I glance over at Zara, noting the radiant way she looks in the morning light. Her hair is pulled into a ponytail, cascading down her back in perfect strands that dance with the movements of her horse. I remember running my fingers through that hair last night, the memory of being so close to her filling me with a warmth that banishes the morning chill.

That’s my wife, I think to myself in amazement, a sense of pride swelling within my chest. She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.

She catches me looking at her and gives me a shy smile. “What are you looking at?” She asks demurely, brown eyes ever-curious.

“Oh – nothing,” I reply, grinning. “Just thinking about the wedding... and what happened after the feast.”

“Owyn!” She hisses, cheeks reddening. She shoots a look at the backs of her fellow mages riding ahead of us, then back at me. “They’ll hear us!”

Chuckling, I shake my head and offer her a reassuring smile. “We’re far enough away that the sound of the hooves will cover our voices. Trust me.”

She gives me a skeptical look before eventually breaking into a small smile of her own. “Light, Owyn, you’re incorrigible.”

I nudge my horse to walk a little closer to her, then lean in conspiratorially. “Admit it – you were thinking about the same thing!”

Her cheeks grow even redder, but her smile only broadens. “Yeah, a little.”

We laugh and proceed to spend the entire morning chatting amiably, talking about how strange it now feels to be considered husband and wife. On one hand, nothing is different between us – we are still the exact same people as we were before. On the other hand, everything has completely changed – we are bound together by more than just our friendship, our vows and the Light now making us inseparably connected.

Honestly, I wouldn’t have it any other way.

The low-hanging clouds prevent the sun from peeking through, making it yet another grey and gloomy day. In the early morning hours, thick mists cling to the Heartland fields like a blanket, cooling the air and making the trip feel more ominous.

Not even the foul weather can dampen our mood, however, as the reality of our marriage still envelops us, insulating us temporarily from the outside world.

Even the mages seem to be happier, having eaten well and gotten a full night’s sleep indoors. They seem to know instinctively to give Zara and me plenty of space as we travel, something that the two of us are extremely grateful for.

Around midday we stop for lunch, pulling off to the side of the road and letting the horses graze and drink from a nearby pond. The people of Elder Hollow, Light bless them, had sent us off with loads of leftover food and drink – bread, meat, vegetables, fruit and wine. These we eat wholeheartedly, conversing and laughing as we rest ourselves from a morning of riding.

“Oh, to be young and in love,” Sira says wistfully, sitting down beside twin sister and nursing a small cup of wine. “Sometimes I wish I had taken some time away from my studies to pursue a relationship.”

“There’s no man in the kingdom who would put up with you, sis,” her twin Kaleigh replies, tone utterly dry.

Several of the other mages around us chuckle, and Sira shoots Kaleigh a withering glare.

Others attempt to strike up conversations with us, but most come off a little awkward, and soon, we begin packing up our things and setting back out on the road. Refreshed, we set off to complete the final ascent out of the Heartlands.

By the time late afternoon rolls around, the fog starts to burn off and we can see the Emberwood looming before us. It feels a little like coming home, the rolling hills around us becoming populated with familiar trees. Soon we are completely surrounded by the dense forest, visibility plummeting as we delve deeper into the woods.

These lands should be covered in snow, I find myself thinking, staring at the trees and their leafless limbs. Now, it just feels wrong here. It feels like the forest itself is dying.

We continue on the western road, winding through the forest and over bridges, past abandoned communities and fallow fields. The sense of wellbeing we had gained at Elder Hollow slowly begins seeping away, replaced by a malaise that leaves us all feeling wary. The general unease seems to affect everyone, the mages all seeming to look around as if searching for an enemy. Zara clutches the reins of her horse tightly with one hand, the other straying toward her talisman as she rides.

Yes, I think, reaching for my hatchet as well. Something definitely feels off about this place.

The sun begins to set and we make camp for the night, stopping in a clearing beside a creek not far from the road. We settle the horses and put up the tents mostly in silence, and it isn’t until we begin lighting the campfires that we begin to lighten up.

“Does something feel odd to you?” Zara asks as I bring her a steaming bowl of soup from the cook pot. “It’s almost as if we are being watched?”

I nod my head, taking a seat on a log right next to her. “Yes, it does feel a little strange here, but I can’t quite put my finger on it.”

She sets down her bowl and scooches over to sit by me, resting her head against my shoulder. We rest there for a moment, enjoying our mutual warmth before quietly eating our meal.

Somewhere in the distance, an owl hoots in the dusky air. The woods grow more menacing around us as the darkness deepens.

Fortunately, the two of us get out of having to stand watch for the night and are able to retire to our tent a little way off from the others. We forget about the eeriness of the forest in each other’s arms, enjoying being together for a short while before eventually drifting off to sleep.

***
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IN THE MORNING, WE awake to a quiet camp.

The mages, most having slept fitfully during the night, seem more subdued, the strange aura permeating the forest seeming to have affected them.

We emerge from the tent and immediately set about with the morning chores. Zara begins preparing food and I go stoke one of the campfires to life.

As I am stoking the coals, a mage comes up behind me and clears his throat. I turn recognize him as a bearded man named Theodore.

“Ranger,” he says, wizened voice sounding concerned. “May I speak with you a moment?”

I nod my head and follow the old mage to the edge of camp.

He gestures out into the woods. “I think there may be something out there,” he says, stopping just beyond the clearing. “During my watch last night I... heard noises coming from the forest.”

I follow his gaze, peering into the trees skeptically. “There are lots of creatures in the Emberwood,” I reply dryly.

His heavy eyebrows knit together to form a frown. “Do you think me daft, boy? I’ve been to the forest before. I know there are animals who roam the woods. This is different. It sounded like something was stalking us, walking the perimeter of our camp. Something big.”

Mirroring his frown, I take another step into the treeline, looking about with the trained eyes of a ranger. Again, I see nothing.

“Whatever it was, it’s gone now,” I reply, glancing back at him over my shoulder. “I’ll do some scouting later, make sure that nothing’s following us.”

He nods, and together we return to camp, where breakfast is being served and the tents are being broken down.

As I settle in next to Zara, bowl of boiled oats in hand, I lean in and whisper, “You lead the group down the western road. I need to check on a few things.”

She gives me a strange look. “Is everything alright?”

“I’m not sure,” I reply, shoveling a spoonful into my mouth. “Theodore thinks he saw something last night, but his eyes could have just been tricking him. I just want to make sure.” After a moment of thoughtful chewing, I ask, “You know the way, don’t you?”

She nods.

“Good,” I reply, finishing my bowl in a few quick bites. “I’ll catch up with you later in the morning.”

With that, I get up and shoulder my bow, then begin making my way over to the horses. Before I can get very far, though, Zara stops me.

“Owyn,” she calls, causing me to stop and turn around. “Be careful out there.”

I give her a self-assured smile. “Don’t worry. I’m a ranger. The forest is my domain.”

As the group is getting ready to depart, I set off into the trees alone, my father’s hatchet on my hip and my longbow slung over my shoulder. The three wastelanders protest, of course, but I sternly remind them that I am their commander, and that they are unaccustomed to moving stealthily in a forest environment. They reluctantly agree, then take charge of watching over Zara instead.

Giving one last look at my wife, I disappear from view, descending into the misty woods and finding myself completely alone.

It feels good, being back in the Emberwood. It seems like I haven’t been alone with nature in ages. It brings me back to the days I had spent here training with Elias, studying the vegetation and animals of the region and learning how to hunt and fight. Those were simpler days, I think to myself as I lead my horse down a narrow game trail.

I decide to shadow the caravan of mages from a distance, taking seldom-used paths through dense thickets and overgrown gullies.

For a time, the eerie feeling I had felt the day before is gone, replaced with nostalgia from returning to my old ranger territory. Deer scamper off in a nearby meadow and birds call in the distance, interrupting the rhythmic sounds of my horse’s hooves stamping through the undergrowth. Still, it doesn’t take long for me to become warier of my surroundings, remembering why it was I had decided to hang back and scout out the wilderness.

The farther we travel, the less I am able to pick up the sounds of the local wildlife. A deadly stillness begins to permeate the air, and after a while, I find myself drawing an arrow and holding it nocked to my bowstring.

There is something following us, I conclude at length, my sixth sense ringing like an alarm bell in the back of my mind.

It hovers just beyond my eyesight, lurking somewhere just beyond my ability to hear, but I can sense that it is there, following me as I follow the slowly-moving mages.

Finally, I decide to investigate myself.

Pulling my horse to a stop, I dismount and sneak into a nearby thicket, keeping my eyes sharp and the hand holding the arrow even sharper. I lay in wait like a predator, crouching amidst brambles until eventually I am able to detect movement coming from just up the game trail.

I bring the bow up, watching grimly as a beast with scythe-like arms comes prowling toward me. It looks like some great bird of prey with its feathers plucked out, its large, sinewy frame moving surprisingly quietly over branches and dead leaves.

A hook horror.

I pull, sighting down the arrow as another of the hook horrors emerges from the brush, then another, until soon, there is a good dozen of them stalking through the forest toward my position.

Eleven Hells, I think, arm beginning to shake from the effort of pulling on the bowstring. There’s so many of them!

It comes to a point where I know that I must act – either to fight or to flee – or risk myself being caught by the creatures.

Taking a breath, I aim at the eye socket of the nearest hook horror and release, loosing the arrow and sending it on a quick path through the air.

Unexpectedly, the demon turns its wretched head ever so slightly and the arrow misses, grazing the top of its scalp and skittering into the woods beyond.

“Damn,” I curse, standing up as the beast lets out a blood-curdling shriek.

Every hook horror then turns to look at me, their beady red eyes alight with an otherworldly hunger as they ready themselves to attack.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

Talon
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I stagger out of the barracks and into the street, awkwardly trying to buckle a shield onto my crippled arm. Alarm bells ring throughout the city, drawing sharp contrast to the fighting on the walls, and soldiers rush about in every direction, trying frantically to figure out what’s going on.

Damned siege, I think to myself in annoyance, finally managing to secure the shield to my forearm. Makes it bloody impossible to find a little rest.

Looking up, I can see the smoke rising from a nearby neighborhood, the sound of terrified screaming people reaching my ears.

It’s like the entire world has gone mad.

“Talon!” A voice barks from somewhere nearby. I turn to see Elias rushing down the stairs leading up to the wall, his face like a violent storm. “Get yourself a spear. I need you right now!”

“Yes sir!” I reply, quickly ducking into the barracks and reemerging with a spear in hand.

The Nightingales all begin flocking around him, eager to follow his lead in the midst of the chaos. As he stops in front of the barracks, eyes hard as stone, he begins peering around, taking stock of the troops he has to work with.

“I’ve given command of the wall to Captain Kris,” he begins, speaking quickly but firmly. “We need to stop whatever the Hells is happening in this city. Everybody, follow me and be on your guard. Use force only if absolutely necessary.”

A smattering of men bark, “Yes, sir!” Then, we are on our way, marching quickly through the streets toward the source of the disturbance.

We pass large barricades that have been constructed in case the outer defenses are compromised, thick fortifications of rubble and wooden beams manned by archers and mages. Except for soldiers, the neighborhoods are completely deserted, the majority of the city’s population having gathered itself in the center of the city, dwelling in boarded-up homes far away from the fighting.

The closer we get to the inner districts, however, the more we begin to see signs of the rioting. Looted storefronts and shattered windows mar the buildings and refuse fills the streets. This part of the city has gone relatively unwatched, leaving the citizenry to their own devices by matter of necessity.

Our group, which consists of about thirty armed Nightingales, turns a corner onto a wide boulevard. There, we finally run into some people – a crowd of dozens fleeing in our direction.

Cloaked men in masks walk among them carrying daggers dripping with blood. They gang up on the slower, weaker ones, stabbing them viciously and leaving them to bleed out on the cobblestones before moving onto their next victims.

It looks like a bloody massacre – wolves running among sheep.

Bloody Hells, I think, recognizing those masks immediately. Those are Harbingers! I thought they had all been killed off!

Elias draws his sword, prompting the others to do the same. People scream hysterically as they try to escape the inevitable conflict.

Hefting my spear, I follow the others into the milling crowd, making our way toward the handful of men and their blood-soaked knives. They immediately begin to back away, finally noticing our superior numbers.

“Take them out!” Elias roars as he rushes forward. “Let none escape!”

As a group we run the Harbingers down, chasing them away from the crowd and gutting them where they stand. Several of them put up a fight, managing to wound one of our Nightingales, but the cultists quickly fall, their daggers no match for our swords and spears.

When the last man collapses to the street, Elias turns to regard a hurt woman lying in a puddle of blood against a nearby building.

“You’ll be alright,” he says, kneeling before the woman and putting pressure on the wound.

As I approach them from behind, can see that he is telling her a comforting lie. The wound is too deep and too wide for her to be saved. She’ll be dead in minutes.

Coughing, she raises a bloody hand and points further down the street, to where one of the columns of smoke rises into the sky.

“There is more down there,” she croaks, eyes watery with tears. “Please... you have to stop them.”

“We will,” Elias promises her softly, his voice a gravelly rumble.

She holds his gaze for a moment, then closes her eyes, breathing out one final breath and then lying perfectly still.

Elias picks up his sword and stands up, turning to face the direction the woman had pointed. “Let’s go,” he growls, setting off without looking back. The rest of us follow without question.

Together, we make our way down the street and turn a corner, coming face to face with a building that has been set ablaze. The charred sign outside marks it as the Central Bank of Tarsys, a gaudy building transformed into a raging inferno. We stop short a few dozen paces away from the bank, noting the size of the fire. The heat coming off of the flames is staggering, and I wipe sweat from my forehead.

“There’s a well on the next street over,” one of the Nightingales shouts.

Elias nods. “We need to keep this fire from spreading to the rest of the city,” he replies, sheathing his sword and motioning for the Nightingales to do the same. “Everyone – look for buckets and make for the well. We’ll form a line and try to contain the blaze.”

Wordlessly, we break out and form a water line, each man carrying water from the well to the burning building.

I feel rather useless, unable to carry much water with my crippled arm, so instead I decide to stand watch, shouldering my spear and keeping a lookout for any more Harbingers.

As the others work to contain the flames, I notice some shapes gathering together in a nearby alley. At first, I think that they are citizens watching us working from afar. Then, I begin paying attention to the way they move, the menacing way in which they lurk in the shadows. Before I have a chance to notify the others, one of the figures fires a crossbow, shooting a bolt directly into the back of one of the Nightingale soldiers.

The man goes down and the others scatter, dropping buckets of water as they dive for cover.

“In the alley!” I shout, pointing with my spear.

The dark figures begin to vanish, disappearing into the darkened alleyway.

“Talon!” Elias barks, speaking to me from behind a low garden wall. “Take a couple men and go after them! The rest of us will stay here and take care of the fire.”

Great, I think to myself as I nod my head stupidly at him. Now I get to run off and get myself killed by a bunch of crazed cultists. Not the way I wanted to go, but... I suppose it’s better than being devoured by some demon.

A group of about ten Nightingales volunteer, and without another word we take off, going where the cultists had fled down the alley.

The space between the two buildings is grimy, slick with slime and obscured by shadows. Fortunately, we do not find a group of the enemy waiting to ambush us, but instead discover nearly-imperceptible footprints in the muck.

“This way,” I proclaim, leading the Nightingales deeper into the warrens, turning around the back of a building and out onto a street on the other side.

We exit just in time to see a group of dark cloaks running into an abandoned shop and we hurry to catch up to them, rushing across the street and into the open door.

Once there, we find the back wall of the building has been torn down, a gaping hole leading into a sheltered but overgrown graveyard beyond.

Creepy blighters, I think, proceeding with more caution as we make our way through the shop and to the crumbling hole. Outside, we find the cultists gathering behind a cluster of gravestones, crossbows and swords at the ready as they wait to dispatch us.

“Well, gents,” I say, peeking out from behind the ruined wall. “It appears we are at an impasse. These freaks seem to be itching for a fight.”

Our forces appear to be equally matched, and there isn’t an obvious path for escape. That means this is going to be a fight to the death – a brutal melee that only one side will be able to win.

A couple of the Nightingales take out hand crossbows of their own and load them, then look to me to give the order.

Lifting my shield up, I look back at them grimly. “Aim for their crossbowmen. The rest of you, get behind me. Three... two... one... let’s go!”

We rush out of the shop and into the graveyard, shouting furiously as we charge. Behind me, the crossbowmen fire and two of the Harbingers pitch forward onto the mossy ground, feathered with bolts. A few projectiles thud into my shield as well, though none of them seem to do any damage. Before I know it, we are colliding with the cultists, weapons flailing and men grunting in pain.

I ram my spear into the chest of one of the men and list my shield to block an incoming sword. The force of the blow rattles my bones and makes my arm go numb, but I ignore the discomfort. Yanking the tip of my spear out of the hapless cultist, I move on to the man next to him.

Steel rings against steel as our two sides continue to beat each other bloody, and it isn’t long before men begin dropping like flies.

Blue magefyre suddenly materializes and explodes on a Nightingale standing next to me, engulfing his clothing and charring his skin. He collapses into a writhing heap on the ground, screaming in agony.

They’ve got a bloody mage with them! I think, lifting my shield and taking a step back, eyes darting around the graveyard.

Crouching behind a headstone perhaps a dozen paces away is a woman in black cultists robes, clutching a glowing crystal in one of her hands. Unlike the others, she does not wear a mask, her face contorted in rage and her frizzy brown hair askew, reminding me of a ruffled porcupine.

“There!” I shout, motioning at the woman with my spear. “Take out that mage!”

One of the crossbow-wielding Nightingales raising his weapon to shoot, but before he can get off his shot, he too becomes alight with magefyre. He goes down faster than he can scream.

“Eleven bloody Hells,” I quietly curse as I dodge an attack from a cultist with a sword. Much more of this and we’re done for!

The rest of us fall back, taking up a defensive position as the cultists advance.

“Wedge formation, gents,” I say to the others quietly. “Give me an opening and I’ll try to stop that mage. Sounds good?”

The remaining Nightingales grunt their agreement, expressions grim as they regard the oncoming enemies.

I take a few steps back, letting the others form up in front of me, and wait for the fighting to begin anew. Within seconds the cultists let out a unified shout and attack, colliding with our line hard. The Nightingales hold their ground and punch a hole through the enemy rank, giving me a chance to rush through to the other side.

Light, please forgive my many transgressions... I just wanted to have a little fun in this life.

Lifting my shield, I grit my teeth and race through the gap, jumping over the smoldering body of a fallen Nightingale and stumbling into the grass beyond. I almost trip but maintain my momentum, running full speed away from the fighting.

Ahead, I can make out the crazed cultist woman – and she looks absolutely enraged.

As I raise my spear and charge at her, she screams, “I am the Prophetess, you worm! You think you can defy the will of the Chosen?”

She hurls a ball of magefyre at me and it explodes on my shield, quickly igniting the wood in a bright flash of blue. Yelping, I wriggle my arm out of the fastenings, tossing the burning chunk of wood off to the side as I continue my charge.

She snarls like a rabid animal and begins casting another spell, her crystal brightening as she does so.

Seeing this as my last opportunity, I double down, pumping my legs hard as I lift up my bloody spear tip. Fire begins to form in her open palm, the flames flickering and hot.

Letting out a ragged yell, I lunge, stabbing forward with all my strength as I clear the final few steps. It strikes true, piercing deep into her gut and out the other side. She gasps, eyes widening in pain as the magefyre winks out like a snuffed candle, and as I continue to push she falls backward, the spear tip going down into the soft soil and pinning her to the ground.

I drop to my knees as she dies, letting go of the spear and gasping for breath.

Behind me, the last of the Nightingales cheer, emboldened by my stupid yet successful display of heroics. The cultists falter upon seeing their leader die, and the rest are quickly cut down like dogs, blood splattering the headstones like winter rain.

“Nice work there, ranger,” one of the Nightingales says as I pull out my spear and approach them. Less than half remain of the group that originally came with me.

“Yeah,” I reply, still breathing heavily. “Thanks. You too.”
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WHEN WE RETURN TO ELIAS and the others, I’m grateful to see that they seem to have gotten the fire under control. Dozens of citizens have come out of hiding to help them, and now there is a small army of people hauling water and dousing the blaze.

“Good,” Elias says gruffly upon seeing us. “You’ve returned. Now we must return to the wall.”

“That’s it?” I reply incredulously. “We risk our lives to hunt down some insane cultists – several of us dying in the process – and we don’t even get a ‘thank you’ from you?”

The Nightingales around me shift uncomfortably at my subordinance and Elias gives me a hard look.

“Thank you for your sacrifice, soldier,” he growls. “I’m glad you were successful. But speak to me like that again, and I’ll have the Master Warden string you up from the wall by your bootheels. Got it?”

I hold his gaze for a long moment, but eventually look away. “Yes, sir.”

He nods, then turns to address everyone else. “Alright, men. It looks like these good people have things under control. It’s time for us to head back to the front. Gather your things and let’s go.”

They jump to do as he says, picking up their discarded weapons and armor and forming up behind him on the street.

Elias is a tough bastard, I think to myself as we begin making our way to the western districts. No wonder Owyn rarely smiles. With a master like that, he probably had all the joy beaten out of him.

When we finally return to the wall, it is already late into the afternoon. We are greeted by shouting and the sounds of fighting, the men above us on the battlements shooting arrows pushing down the ladders of another wave of gorgons.

“Lord Protector!” One of the officers shouts upon seeing us. “Captain Kris is waiting for you on the tower! There is something you should probably see.”

Elias nods and dismisses our group, telling everyone to return to their posts. When I try to go back to the barracks, however, he stops me with a gruff command. “Ranger Meecham! With me. The Master Warden gave me full command of the rangers, and we could use your spear on the wall.”

Hells, I think, turning around and following him up the stairs. Should’ve shown the blighter a little more respect.

We make our way to the top of the tower, climbing the steps swiftly and passing wounded soldiers on the way up. When we arrive, we immediately see what is causing all of the commotion.

Rolling across the battlefield, pulled by a score of large, horned beasts, is an enormous metal monstrosity contained within a latticework of timbers. Like the other demonic devices, it is in the shape of a tube and covered in strange glyphs and carvings, and it stands high above the ground, dwarfing even the balors lumbering out of its way.

“Burn me, but that’s a big one,” I mutter, jaw going slack.

“Yes,” Elias replies, voice not much more than a rumble. “A big one indeed.”

He immediately turns and rushes to the side of the tower, shouting for the mages to assemble at once. The great machine is still a good distance away, but it is clearly angling for the gatehouse. At the speed the strange beasts are pulling it, it will be in position shortly.

Blue-robed mages begin gathering upon the wall, crystals at the ready and awaiting their High Magus’ command.

The gorgon assault has seemingly pulled back, waiting for the device to do its work before making another attack on the city.

As the massive wheels grind to a halt, the mages begin casting their spell in unison, completely enveloping the gatehouse in a shimmering bubble. Judging by the strain on many of their faces, I’d say maintaining the shield requires a tremendous amount of effort.

Below, black-robed gorgons begin to gather around the machine, bringing with them a large group of what looks like humans bound in chains.

Probably prisoners taken from Green Harbor, I think to myself uneasily, watching as the humans are brought before the gorgons.

To my absolute horror, the demons begin to do something to the prisoners, sucking green energy from their bodies and channeling it into the machine. The humans begin dropping one by one until every single one of them has fallen to the ground.

Aghast, many archers begin lobbing arrows at the monsters, but they are just outside of bow range. The missiles thud uselessly into the grass many paces away from them.

Now, the huge metal tube glows with an infernal light, pulsing like it has a twisted heartbeat of its own.

“Hold the shield!” Elias cries, looking to the mages. “They’re about to shoot!”

Sure enough, the machine begins to charge up, a deep thrum resounding through the air. At the very last minute, though, the beasts lashed to the thing begin to move right, directing the tube away from the gatehouse to another section of the wall.

A stretch of stone that is completely unprotected.

“Move the spell!” Elias roars, waving his arms like a madman. “Move the spell! We must protect the wall!”

He is too late.

The machine erupts, spewing a blinding gout of green energy at the wall with enough force to cause its casing to roll backward. The sound is deafening, the concussion so powerful that it causes many atop the tower, including myself, to fall backward. There is a sound like rending earth then a crash, followed by a high-pitched ringing noise that fills my ears.

By the time I manage to get to my feet, the smoke has already begun to clear.

Just beside the gatehouse where there used to be thick blocks of stone there is now a gaping hole, a gap so wide that an entire army can fit through.

Eleven bloody Hells, I think, panic welling up inside me. Now we’re in big trouble.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

Zara
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“I’m sure he’s fine, Zara,” Sira says, painting on a reassuring smile. “The boy’s probably just taking his time to make sure we’re safe.”

I pause in my nervous pacing long enough to nod my head distractedly. “Yes... yes, that’s probably it.”

She pats me softly on the back and departs, going over to the other mages resting on the side of the road. Nearby, our horses graze and drink from a small pond. It is midafternoon, and though no demons have attacked us yet in the forest, Owyn has yet to return.

Blasted ranger, always insisting on going out on his own, I think to myself in frustration while I pace. Doesn’t he realize that it’s not just him anymore? We’re in this thing together, now. I force myself to stop and take a deep, calming breath, closing my eyes to shut out the world. It’s going to be okay. He probably just shot a deer or something, and carrying it back is slowing him down.

Somehow, the thought does little to comfort me.

I continue to wait on the edge of our group, unable to eat or drink or rest. My eyes are focused eastward, on the path I hope Owyn will take when he comes back to us. Nearby, the wastelanders lean upon their spears and watch with me. They have hardly left my side since Owyn departed.

Footsteps eventually cause me to turn and regard a handful of mages who have approached me from behind. Sira is there, along with her sister Kaleigh, and the dour-looking Vargus with his unkempt beard.

“It’s time for us to go, Seeker,” Vargus says brusquely. “We’ve tarried here long enough.”

“Just a few more minutes,” I reply hotly, turning back to gaze at the forest.

Sira clears her throat and steps up beside me, laying a gentle hand on my arm. “He’ll catch up to us, dearie. Don’t you worry about that. But we really should be going now.”

“We have a schedule to keep to,” Kaleigh chimes in from behind.

Blinking back tears, I finally nod and allow myself to be led away. Nobody comments as we ready the horses and mount up, a somber attitude permeating the group.

As we begin riding away from the little pond, heading to the west, I give one final forlorn look over my shoulder. Nothing can be seen through the thick tangle of trees. Just as I am about to turn back, however, something catches my ear – a sound like snapping branches coming from somewhere behind us. I pull my horse to a stop and lean forward, listening intently as my heart begins to pound.

“Seeker?” One of the nearby mages asks. “What is it?”

I hold up a hand, prompting him to be quiet as another crunching sound comes from somewhere in the trees.

“There it is again,” I whisper, reaching up to touch my talisman. “Did you hear it?”

By this time, the rest of the mages have stopped as well. All of them are regarding me curiously from atop their mounts.

It doesn’t sound like a horse, whatever it is. Could be demons? I think, stomach twisting in knots. Did they overwhelm Owyn on their way to attack us?

I am about to begin channeling when a figure emerges from the brush, scuffed and limping and covered in leaves and dirt.

“Owyn!” I cry, leaping from off my horse and rushing over to him.

He practically stumbles into my arms.

“Light, Owyn, are you alright? You look terrible!”

He smiles weakly. “Nice to see you too, Zara.”

The other mages begin making their way over to us, many of them looking relieved.

Struggling to his feet, Owyn winces as he puts pressure on his left leg. There is a cut there, but it looks shallow, the blood mostly dried and plastered to his breeches. He bears a few scrapes and bruises, but otherwise looks intact, his bow slung over his shoulder and his quiver half empty. “I’m okay,” he says, trying to act tough. “Honestly. Don’t worry about me.”

The joy I feel at seeing my new husband is quickly overwhelmed by a bright flash of anger. “Don’t worry about you?” I ask incredulously, punching him hard in the shoulder. “I was worried sick about you!”

“Ouch,” he grunts. “What was that for?”

“For being a Light-blasted idiot, Owyn Lund!” I reply, voice on the verge of hysteria. “You can’t just run off for half the day without any backup and expect me to be okay with it! You could have been killed!”

I can feel hands grabbing my arms from behind, pulling me away from Owyn.

“Don’t touch me!” I snap, rounding furiously on the mages. “I have every right to be angry!”

“Perhaps,” Vargus says diplomatically, “we should learn how Ranger Lund sustained these injuries before verbally and physically berating him?”

Several of the others around us nod their heads.

Owyn clears his throat and straightens to best of his ability. “It’s as we feared,” he replies wearily. “The R’Laar are after us. I’ve stalled them for a time, but if we don’t hurry, they’ll soon overtake us.”

This causes everyone to break out into worried muttering.

My anger begins to subside, displaced by the return of my anxiety. I reach forward to hold Owyn’s hand.

“I ran into about a dozen hook horrors,” he continues, motioning to his hatchet, which is covered in dark blood. “They were stalking us, waiting for a moment to attack. I manage to fell a couple of them, but then was forced to flee. In the distance, I heard howling. Darkhounds, I think. Dozens of them – hundreds, maybe. We have to get out of here.”

“Hundreds?” Vargus asks, sounding alarmed.

Owyn nods gravely.

“Where is your horse?” I ask, already fearing the answer.

He grimaces. “That’s how I was able to escape them... hook horrors seem to be stupid beasts. They got distracted by the free meal.”

The blood drains from my face and I begin to feel ill. Giving Owyn a sympathetic look, I squeeze his hand tightly.

“The ranger is right,” Vargus declares, making his way back to his horse. “We need to leave this place, make haste for the border of the kingdom.”

“Will we be able to outrun them?” Kaleigh asks, her eyes wide with fright.

“I’m not sure,” Owyn replies, limping to the road with my help. “The darkhounds seemed pretty far away, but they’re fast. There’s no telling how many there are, or if any gorgons are with them. I think the best thing we could do is ride quickly and hope they don’t catch up to us.”

This doesn’t seem to placate Kaleigh, but she doesn’t inquire any further.

“You can ride with me, you big lummox,” I say softly as the others swiftly get back on their horses. “I’m sorry for hitting you, but you really gave me quite a fright.”

“It’s alright,” he replies, giving me a wry smile. “You hit like a mage, anyway.”

I give him a flat look then kiss him on the lips, holding him close for a moment before helping him into the saddle. When he is situated I get up as well, settling in front of him and taking up the reins. He wraps his arms around my waist as we begin making our way west once more, the horses running as if from the Eleven Hells themselves.

The road winds its way through the Emberwood, taking us over hills and through dense woodlands. We push our horses hard, resting them briefly and infrequently before pushing them again, trying to outrun the phantom demons. I keep stealing glances over my shoulder, trying to catch a glimpse of red eyes in the trees, but I see nothing beyond the leafless trees and brown, tangled bushes.

By the time evening comes, though, I begin to hear the howls.

The hair on the back of my neck rises as the familiar blood-curdling calls reach my ears, echoing through the forest like a shrieking chorus of wolves.

“They’re coming,” Owyn says in my ear. “We need to keep going – we can’t afford to stop now.”

“It’s getting dark,” I reply, concerned. “Isn’t that dangerous?”

“Not as dangerous as having to fight off the R’Laar,” he answers dryly.

Unfortunately, I know that he is right.

I urge my horse onward to keep pace with the others, then pass along the orders that we are to keep riding into the night. My words are met with worried stares but nobody argues.

The howling darkhounds are more than enough encouragement.

The sun goes down, shrouding the Emberwood in darkness, but still the demons pursue us. We can hear them in the woods behind us, and though they do not seem to be gaining on us, they also do not relent. Several of the mages cast spells, conjuring flickering balls of magefyre above our heads to light the path. It is not a perfect solution, the blue flames casting long shadows, but it is better than trying to find our way in the dark.

Hours pass, riders and horses growing increasingly weary, but still we continue on. Even with the magefyre lights, two of the horses stumble and hurt themselves. Their riders are thrown but are not badly hurt, and we are forced to leave the wounded horses behind, the mages doubling up like me and Owyn.

As we ride away, we can hear the darkhounds gleefully tearing the poor animals apart.

***
[image: image]


BY THE TIME THE DAWN arrives, all of us are exhausted, the horses are lathered and breathing heavily. Every part of me feels sore; my back and legs ache painfully and my eyes feel like they are on fire.

Even so, we can still hear howling in the distance.

“They’re relentless,” I remark tiredly, glancing over my shoulder at Owyn.

“Yeah,” he replies grimly. “The creatures never seem to quit.”

I turn my attention back to the front, guiding my horse around a bend in the road. “We can’t keep this up for much longer. We’ll kill our horses at this pace, and then we’ll really be in trouble.”

“You think you and the other mages can fight them off without setting half the forest on fire?”

I consider this for a moment before eventually shaking my head. “I don’t think so. Since all the snow melted, this place has practically become a tinderbox.”

“Well,” he replies, lifting a hand and pointing ahead of us, “it looks like we’ll be out of the woods soon enough, anyway. When we get out into the wastes, we may have no choice but to stand and fight.”

Looking in the direction he is pointing, I can see that he is right. Down the ridge, maybe a half-hour’s ride away, the trees begin to thin out, revealing a vast expanse of brown, rocky hills rising up from the forest. Seeing them instantly fills me with a slew of conflicting emotions and difficult memories.

The wastelands.

Pulling my horse up to some of the other mages, I begin passing word for us to stand our ground once we break free from the trees. My breathless command is met with a mix of determination and skepticism, but fortunately no one argues.

They understand that a fight is inevitable.

We continue forward, pushing the horses to near-exhaustion as we make our way to the edge of the forest – the howls continuing close behind until it seems like the demons are right on top of us. Somehow, though, whether by miracle or sheer dumb luck I cannot be sure, we manage to make it to the hills, galloping off the main road and into the wastes themselves.

Riding up to a ravine cracking the center of a large hill, we finally come to a halt, horses frothing and breathing heavily. The mages appear equally tired, their figures bent and their faces drawn and pale.

They’ve probably never ridden so hard in their entire lives, I think, easing myself out of the saddle and helping Owyn down as well. These are scholars and teachers, not warriors. Hopefully, they still have the energy to channel.

The three wastelander youths appear to be in better shape. They quickly ready their weapons and gather themselves around Owyn.

Above us, there is not a single cloud in sight. The oppressive blanket of stormy clouds that seems to perpetually hang over Tarsynium stops at the border of the kingdom, revealing a scorching sun and an endless blue sky.

“Mages, get ready!” I declare, pulling out my talisman and turning back to face the Emberwood.

Groaning and grumbling, the others pull out their talismans as well, walking bow-legged to where Owyn and I stand at the head of the group.

Owyn pulls out his bow and nocks an arrow, nodding at me approvingly without saying a word.

You’re in charge here, his eyes seem to say. I’ve got your back.

Setting my jaw, I start pulling in source energy as the first of the demons begin to emerge from the treeline.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

Owyn
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Dozens of darkhounds pour into the wastes from the Emberwood, clawed feet rending the dry ground and red eyes blazing.

Raising up my bow, I immediately draw and shoot, striking one of the beasts in the neck and causing it to stumble. “Eleven Hells,” I curse, pulling out another arrow and drawing it to my cheek. “I’ve never seen so many darkhounds!”

Zara mutters some arcane words and lobs a large ball of magefyre at the charging demons, setting a handful of them ablaze. “I know,” she replies, source crystal glowing in her hand. “I didn’t know they travelled in such large groups!”

More of the creatures flood out of the trees, followed shortly by screeching hook horrors, their scythe-like arms swinging wildly.

Oily black smoke begins to billow up from the smoldering corpses as blue fire rains down, pummeling the attackers with tremendous force. Darkhounds are killed off left and right, ignited by the mages spells, but still they come, teeth gnashing and throats growling viciously.

It is only a matter of time before we are completely overrun.

“We need to pull back,” I say at length, loosing yet another arrow. “They’re going to surround us.”

Zara glances about and mutters a curse under her breath. “You’re right,” she says, hand still radiating with power. “Perhaps we can find shelter in that gully behind us?”

“Good enough for me,” I reply, lowering my bow and motioning for Yari and the others to see to the horses.

They stoicly obey.

“Pull back!” Zara yells, filling her hand with more magefyre. “We’ll have a better chance of surviving in the ravine!”

The mages, realizing that fighting off the horde is futile, wordlessly follow us back, skillfully throwing spells as they go.

As our group begins to back into the gulley, sheer cliff walls on either side of us, the darkhounds and hook horrors descend, climbing relentlessly over their dead in an attempt to kill us all. The horses are left behind, their bodies too large to be taken into the ravine with us. We hurriedly rush past them, leaving most of our saddlebags as we delve into the broken hill.

As we escape, we can hear the poor animals being ripped to shreds.

The narrow confines of the ravine force the demons into a bottleneck, which prevents them from flanking us, but it also makes it so most of the mages can’t cast spells. Those in the front, Zara and myself included, bear the brunt of the attack.

Roaring and snarling furiously, the beasts push inward only to be stopped by radiant missiles and blasts of magefyre.

Light, this isn’t good, I think, moving with the group as we slowly back deeper into the ravine. We don’t know where this leads out. We could very well become trapped in here.

What’s worse is the fact that the demons seem to be piling in faster than we can move. They throw their lives away one after another, inching just a little bit closer with every passing second. The deeper we go, the narrower the ravine becomes, the rough walls closing in until eventually they become so close that only one person can pass through at a time.

“Owyn, I don’t like this,” Zara says wearily, leaning in close.

Vargus, the bearded magister, lets out a strangled cry. “Now what are we going to do?” He asks, voice on the edge of panic. “We’re trapped in here! We’re all going to die.”

Mages begin shimmying through the crack, but they are moving far too slowly as the demons advance.

“We need more time,” one of the mage twins, I think her name is Kaleigh, says in a surprising calm tone. “Sister, stay here.”

“What are you doing?” Sira asks, eyes wide with fright. She tries to restrain Kaleigh but fails as her sister pushes her way to the front.

“Stand back, everyone,” she commands, voice echoing in off the stone as she stands before the snarling tangle of demon bodies. “Sira, remember that I’ll always love you. Fàileadh cruaidh a sgrios bhalla seo!”

Sira lets out an ear-piercing scream as blue light surges from her sister’s fingertips. It shoots forth in a dazzling display of power and strikes the rock, spiderwebbing up the wall and causing the side of the ravine to crack. Heavy chunks of stone break away and tumble down, followed by an avalanche of cascading rock and dirt. It immediately buries Kaleigh and many of the advancing demons, filling up the narrow passageway with a suffocating cloud of dust.

Everything grows still as the dust settles, filling the narrow chasm with an eerie sense of disquiet.

Coughing, I pick myself up from off the ground and check on Zara. She is covered in grit but is otherwise unhurt. The other mages, stunned and blinking away the dirt, get to their feet as well, too shocked by the sudden and violent avalanche to speak.

Kaleigh is nowhere to be seen, the passage completely blocked by an unmovable wall of broken rock. After a long, astonished moment, Sira lets out a racking sob, falling to her knees and weeping openly for her sister.

On the other side of the newly-fallen obstruction, the demons begin to stir, screeching and clawing beyond the rubble in a vain attempt to get through.

“We need to move,” Zara says quietly, watching sadly as several of the mages gather around to comfort Sira. “Eventually, they’ll find a way around, then Kaleigh’s sacrifice will be for nothing.”

I nod, then raise my bow to get everyone’s attention. “We mustn’t tarry,” I say, lifting my voice to carry above the demons and the sound of Sira’s weeping. “Let’s get out of this ravine before the demons find a way to get us. Once we make it to the crystal, we can rest.”

As if on command, Yari and the other wastelanders begin ushering the mages, gently but firmly moving them toward the narrow crack.

“You’re not in command here, ranger,” Vargus sneers, face darkening with anger. “We’ve just lost one of the kingdom’s brightest mages. We’re entitled to mourn her passing.”

I open my mouth to argue with the arrogant man, but Zara lays a hand on my arm, restraining me.

“Owyn may not have authority over you, Magister, but I do,” Zara replies smoothly. “The High Magus put me, the Seeker, in charge of this expedition. And I intend to see that Magus Kaleigh’s sacrifice is not wasted.”

Blustering, Vargus sputters a response but Zara ignores him, instead going over to kneel down beside Sira.

“Your sister saved us all,” she says in a soft tone. “She died a hero.”

Still sobbing, Sira nods her head.

Zara wraps an arm around her shoulders and holds her for a moment, then, slowly, helps the poor woman to her feet. “It’s time for us to go,” she whispers. “When all of this is over, I will make sure she is honored properly back at the Conclave.”

Taking a shuddering breath, Sira wipes her eyes and allows herself to be led away. Then, with the help of Zara, she squeezes through the crack and disappears on the other side.

One by one, we begin making our way through, including the still-fuming Vargus, who shoots Zara and me a hateful look before going in. On the other side of the rock pile, the demons still roar angrily, clawing at the crumbling debris and vainly attempting to come through.

Eventually, we all make it to the other side of the narrow gap, finding ourselves in yet another dimly-lit chasm winding through the heart of a large hill. The bone-dry ground seems to have been carved by water, runoff from the infrequent rains of the desert, and after walking through the rock-strewn sand for a time, we finally make it back out into the sunlight.

The gulley lets out in a wide valley overgrown by the thorny scrub brush we had known so well before. There are no demons to accost us, and a faint breeze comes down from off the hills, carrying with it an arid desert heat.

As we step out of the shadows of the chasm, we take a moment to take stock of our meager supplies and get our bearings.

“Any idea where we are?” Zara asks, brushing a strand of hair out of her face.

Squinting, I look up into the cloudless blue sky then point. “Judging by the sun, that way is north. Other than that, I don’t have a clue.”

She sighs. “Neither do I – I figured we’d be able to find the way once we got here, but these blasted hills all look the same. I fear that we may have to do a fair bit of wandering before we find the mine.”

My gaze wanders from Zara and settles on Yari, Kanik and Vas, who are standing beside a nearby boulder, chatting amiably in their language. Then, my lips turn up in a faint smile.

“Perhaps we won’t need to wander after all,” I reply, gesturing at the three youths.

Zara frowns for a moment, but the expression is quickly replaced by one of wide-eyed realization. “Why didn’t I think of that? Owyn, you’re a genius!”

I shrug. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

She smiles and goes off to talk to the youths, leaving me to catch up. With my wounded leg, I am forced to limp after her, pain shooting up through my thigh. I have to have this treated, I think to myself, gritting my teeth and hiding my grimace. Infection will set in soon, and then I’ll be no good to anybody.

Zara chatters with the wastelanders in their odd-sounding tongue, speaking confidently and motioning with her hands. They nod in return, Yari smiling broadly at the opportunity to be of use. Within minutes they are charging off, eagerly leading our beleaguered band deeper into the wastes.

It is slow moving without the horses. Many of the mages are past their prime and have difficulty making their way through the treacherous hills.

My wounds make me slow as well. Since my run in with the hook horrors, I have not had an opportunity to properly care for the gash in my leg or the numerous cuts and scratches all over my body. With the exception of the leg wound, none of the abrasions are particularly painful; however, when added together, they leave me feeling sore and weakened.

I left my medical supplies with my horse, I think to myself, chagrined. Won’t have any antiseptic to clean my leg.

The prospect of dying by infection is much more terrifying than dying by a demon’s claws.

We continue through the blistering sun for many hours, trudging over hills and through gullies choked with thorns. It is a painful reminder of the weeks Zara and I had spent exiled here, the lack of water and animal life as oppressive as the heat.

Still, I can’t help but think that somehow our time in the wastes had brought us closer together. If it hadn’t been for our interactions with the wastelanders, we would never have found the source crystal – the last hope we have to defeat the R’Laar.

Hours pass, and it isn’t long before we are forced to dip into our limited supply of water. In our haste, we had left most of our provisions with the horses, and now we find ourselves dangerously underprepared to deal with the harsh conditions of the wastes.

As the sun begins its final descent through the sky, we begin to hear a sound that we have all come to dread.

Howling.

“Light almighty,” Zara breathes, wiping a bead of sweat from her brow. “I thought we’d have had more of a lead.”

“This is their territory,” I reply through gritted teeth. The pain in my leg has become almost debilitating. “It was inevitable that they’d be able to find us.”

She casts a worried glance over her shoulder. “I just thought we’d have more time.”

We make our way down the side of yet another hill, hiking through terrain that I swear we’d traversed before.

Everyone, including the mages, seems to grow worried at the sound of the howling, but not the three youths. Yari, Kanik and Vas appear perfectly at ease, making their way over the uneven dirt and rocks.

“Deyarli u erda?” Zara asks, calling out to the wastelanders.

Vas glances back at her. “Juda ham ko'p emas,” he replies, pointing in the direction we are walking.

“He says the mine is just ahead,” she translates, though her brow remains creased with worry. “Around the next bend, I think.”

“Let’s hope he’s right,” I mutter, resting a hand on my father’s hatchet.

We continue on, making our way down the hill and into the next valley. After that, we head into a nearby gulley. Some of the rock formations look vaguely familiar to me, like I have walked this same path before. Then, when we come out the other side, I see it – the sloping basin where the abandoned mine is located.

“There it is!” Zara declares, pointing to the cavernous entrance. “Let’s get inside, quick!”

Behind us, echoing off the walls of the gulley, come the haunting sounds of baying darkhounds.

We hasten toward the mine, navigating through rocks and gnarled clumps of thorn bushes as the howling grows ever louder. The beasts must have tracked our scent, I think to myself as I attempt to run. Stronger senses than bloodhounds, those demons.

As we approach the entrance, the first of the black-furred creatures begin pouring out from the gulley behind us, red eyes glowing even in the light of the sun.

“Come on!” Zara shouts, motioning frantically for the slower mages to hurry up. “We’re almost there! Hurry!”

Yari and the others lead the way, running into the roughly-hewn mine without a source of light to guide them. They are followed by the majority of the mages, most of them gasping for breath.

The rest of us aren’t going to make it, I realize, looking behind and seeing the darkhounds in close pursuit. With my wounded leg, I am just as slow as even the oldest of the mages.

“Zara! We need a shield!” I yell, pulling out my hatchet as I continue hobbling forward. “Now!”

Zara skids to a halt, pulling out her talisman as she spins around to face the demons. Her face darkens in concentration and she utters the words in a voice of power, eyes blazing with intensity. “Darian glè làidir!”

Light shoots from her fingertips, coalescing between us and the demons like the threads of a blanket being woven together. It blooms out, a shimmering blue forcefield growing until it encompasses us and nearly half the hillside.

“Go!” Zara shouts, eyes squeezed shut in concentration. “I can’t hold it for long!”

The rest of the mages hurry past her, disappearing inside the mine without looking back.

I stop beside Zara, falling into a defensive position with my hatchet held up.

“Get... inside... the mine,” she hisses, sweat beading on her forehead. Beyond the radiant shield, dozens of darkhounds snarl and roar, slashing their claws uselessly against the magic.

“I’m not leaving you,” I say with a tone of finality.

“Owyn... you must–”

“Zara!” I interrupt, heat entering my voice. “You’re the only one who knows how to cast the damn spell. Don’t be foolish. You need to release this shield and come with me inside the mine. Everyone else is safe.”

He lets out a long breath, then finally releases her hold on the spell. She swoons as the shield evaporates, giving the demons a chance to get through.

Screaming in pain, I wrap my arm around her waist and practically drag her toward the mine. My leg feels like it is going to give out, but fortunately, it holds our weight.

With the darkhounds nipping at our heels, we rush into the darkness.

Vargus stands there, a glowing source crystal held in his hand as we race past. As soon as we are through, he begins casting a spell, his other hand outstretched and pointing toward the tunnel entrance.

There is a flash of heat and a boom as a bolt of magefyre strikes the cavelike ceiling. The stone instantly cracks and collapses, dumping rocks and debris upon the heads of the darkhounds behind us. Dust rushes into the tunnel, along with a horrible rending noise, then all grows quiet, the silence of the mine enveloping us.

Panting, Zara and I dazedly look up to where Vargus is regarding us, an imperious expression on his bearded face. A ball of magefyre floats near his head, illuminating the narrow cave. Behind him, the entrance is completely sealed off.

“I hope for all our sakes that you know what you are doing, Seeker Dennel.” His voice resonates off the stone walls in a foreboding way. “Now, there is absolutely no turning back.”

With that, he strides past us, delving deeper into the mine. His absence leaves the two of us completely in the dark.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]







Chapter Twenty-Nine

Elias
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“Mages, on your feet! Plug up that hole!”

The words tear painfully from my dry throat, echoing from off the tower to where the mages stand dumbfounded along the wall. Out on the battlefield, the first ranks of demons let out a vicious roar and begin another charge, raising spears and ladders in an attempt to exploit our vulnerability.

Eleven Hells, I think, throwing down my bow and drawing my sword. This is madness! How can we defend against such power?

Rallying the Nightingales around me, I race down the steps toward the smoking crater. Talon, looking dazed, follows as well, his spear coated in dry blood.

As we make our way down the wall, I attempt to rouse the soldiers out of the stupor that holds them. Many of them stand facing the hole in the wall, mouths agape and faces pale. “Archers, fire at will! Prepare yourselves to fight!” Our presence seems to embolden the defenders, causing them to scramble for their weapons and rush back to the battlements.

Ahead, I can see several mages running toward the breach, glowing crystals held in their hands. They begin to gather around, both on the wall and behind it, preparing to create a shield to stop the R’Laar from getting into the city.

“Protect those mages!” I command, pointing my sword at the Nightingale warriors standing nearby. “Defend them with your lives!”

They nod their helmeted heads and respond, “Yes, Lord Protector!”

“We need to find High Magus Roth,” I say to Talon, turning to stare out at the battlefield. The demons run through a hail of arrow fire, many of them coming perilously close to the gap. “I need to speak with him about the defense of the wall. Go find him, now!”

Without uttering a sarcastic remark of any kind, Talon gives me a hasty salute and rushes off.

Boy must be scared witless if he’s forgotten his tongue, I think to myself grimly.

Just before the demons arrive at the breach the mages cast their spell, filling the hole with a radiant shield that spans the entire divide. The assault breaks against it, pushing against the wall of magic as if it were solid stone. Even so, I know that this can only be a temporary measure. They cannot possibly hold the spell for long.

Staying close to the shield, I lend my strength to that of the defenders, pushing down ladders and fighting off stray gorgons who manage to make it up onto the wall.

I can sense the trepidation in the hearts of my soldiers. Uncertainty hangs over the defenders like a noxious cloud. Still, we manage to do a decent job of holding the wall until Talon returns beside High Magus Roth.

“High Magus,” I say with a nod as I wipe dark blood off my sword.

“Protector,” he replies, face as dour as ever.

“We need to discuss the defense of the wall.” I gesture to the mages struggling to maintain the radiant shield. “Somehow, we need to figure out a way to keep the R’Laar from getting in without exhausting your mages.”

Nearby, a stray arrow flies up from the battlefield and shatters against a stone. Roth does not seem to notice. Instead, he merely looks past me to the endless sea of demons beyond.

“Magus?” I prod, brow furrowing. “Roth, did you hear me?”

“The wall is lost,” he replies in a small voice. His eyes, intelligent yet strangely distant, do not seem to be focusing on anything in particular.

I glance over at Talon. He simply shrugs.

“The wall is not lost so long as our men defend it,” I growl, anger beginning to boil in my blood. “Focus, man! We need your help!”

For a moment, his expression grows more lucid. Then, a look of horror comes over his face. “Look!” He cries, raising a slender finger to point somewhere beyond the battlements. “We can no longer hope to protect this wall!”

Talon and I both turn around in time to see the gigantic machine begin to once more flare to life. The demons had moved the thing to point to another section of wall, its black, metallic surface pulsing with an infernal green light.

I curse. They’re going to punch another hole in our defenses.

When I turn back around, Roth is fleeing the scene, running down the back stairs in an attempt to get away.

“Tell those men over there to look out!” I shout, ignoring the High Magus for the time being. This gets the attention of several soldiers. When they see the machine, they jump and begin sprinting toward the unwitting defenders.

“This is a bloody mess,” I mutter, shaking my head in frustration as they rush off. “We don’t have enough mages to plug up all these holes. We’re going to have to pull back to the barricades. Talon, go find Captain Kris. Inform him that we are pulling back and that he is in charge of coordinating the troops. I need to send runners to the rangers and the militia.”

Again, Talon races off to do as I say, his usual smirk replaced with a worried grimace.

It isn’t long after that the machine begins to thrum, the demonic power welling up inside like a gathering storm. A few seconds later it explodes, spewing green energy out and blowing another massive hole in the wall. Fortunately, most of the troops on that section of the wall had managed to evacuate the area, but that doesn’t make me feel much better. With a new breach, the demons have another opportunity to get through, their ranks surging forward to rush inside.

This Prince of Darkness certainly doesn’t care for the deaths of his troops, I think, noting how a wide swathe of his gorgons were vaporized by the blast.

Regardless, the cruel bastard still has plenty more to spare.

Nearby mages manage to put up a shield on that hole as well, but I am keenly aware that it is only a matter of time before more of the wall is blasted down around us.

“Pull back!” I command, waving my sword above me in the air. “Pull back to the barricades! The wall is lost!”

The soldiers begin to panic, pulling away from the battlements in an effort to get away. Many begin rushing down the stairs, trampling some of their brethren in the process.

“Order, dammit! We need order!” I scream so loudly that my voice begins to grow hoarse. “I will have any man that does not obey my orders hanged! Now, pull back to your stations!”

The captains and the sergeants begin to take up the call, corralling their soldiers in an organized, if not totally orderly, fashion. They begin marching quickly down the stairs and flooding the courtyard beyond.

In the chaos I manage to send a couple of runners to the other fronts, informing the rangers and the militia of our plans to retreat.

As the men pull away from the battlements, more ladders begin to go up, and with no warriors there to push them over, gorgons begin to swarm the walls. Arrows fly in both directions as the last of the knights, Nightingales and militiamen pull back, and soon, the outer defenses are completely overrun.

Sword still in hand, I race across the cobbles of the inner courtyard, following the last of the retreating Nightingales to the barricades. All around me, men fall to the black-fletched arrows of the R’Laar, bodies dropping to the ground in mid-step.

Finally, we arrive at the barricade, a thick construction made from heavy timbers and stone debris. The gates close shut behind us, sealing us away from the deadly demonic archers.

“Thank the Light you survived,” Captain Kris says, his face creased with worry. “I was afraid that you wouldn’t make it.”

“I’m still breathing,” I remark, slamming my sword into its scabbard. “Have you received word from the Master Warden?”

He shakes his head. “Not yet, Protector. Though, I’ve heard that the rangers have sealed off the barricade to the north. Their section of the wall was not hit as hard as ours was.”

“Good,” I reply with a curt nod. “Now, we must prepare ourselves to fight in the western districts. I want archers on the rooftops and squads of men guarding every alley. Are the siege weapons in position?”

“Yes, lord Protector.”

“Excellent. We can pound the walls with our trebuchet and ballistae. That should keep the bastards from pressing too hard.” I pause and look around, searching for any sign of blue robes. “Did High Magus Roth make it over here?”

Kris nods and points a gauntleted finger. “He did. He and the other mages are sheltering in that building over there.”

“Thank you for your efforts, captain,” I say, resting a hand on his shoulder. “You’re doing good work. Make sure that our preparations are in order. I have a feeling the demons will soon press their advantage.”

He gives me a salute as I walk away, striding purposefully over to the building he had indicated. It looks to be some kind of tavern, with wide glass windows and a sloping, shingled roof.

I push open the door and march inside, searching the low light of the room for the High Magus. Several tired-looking mages look over at me, anxiety painted clearly on their faces, but I ignore them, instead walking up to where Roth sits near the back of the room.

“Excuse me,” a man in white steward robes says, stepping in front of me. “But the High Magus does not wish to be disturbed–”

He yelps as I shove him out of the way, knocking him to the ground without breaking stride. Roth, his face drawn and pale, looks up in time to see me looming over him, eyes hard like drawn steel.

“The Nightingales and the rangers have one thing in common,” I growl, voice dangerously low. “Do you know what that is?”

He gives a small, almost imperceptible shake of the head.

I flex my hands, balling them up into fists. “The way we deal with deserters.” Before he can react, I reach forward and grab the front of his robes, hauling him up from his seat and slamming his back down on the top of the table. He grunts in pain and the mages around us cry out in alarm, the faint bluish glow telling me that many of them have begun channeling source energy.

“Tell your mages to stand down,” I bark, teeth barred. “Now!”

“Stand down!” He croaks, his voice a strangled gasp. “For Light’s sake, stand down!”

The blue light fades behind me, and I offer the man an unpleasant smile. “We don’t have time for cowards, High Magus.” I lean in close and stare hard into his dark eyes. “We can’t afford inaction. Either you pull yourself together and do your duty to the realm, or I kill you right here with my bare hands and find someone else to take your place. Understood?”

Again, he nods.

“Now, what will it be?”

He swallows, then clears his throat. “I will pull myself together. Forgive me, Protector. I... I don’t know what came over me.”

I continue to stare at him for a moment, then finally nod my head. Releasing my grip on his robes, I straighten and take a step back, casting my eyes around the room at the other mages.

Every single one of them stares at me like I am some sort of wild beast, their eyes wide and their faces pale.

“The lot of you – get back outside,” I command tersely. “There’s about a dozen places I could use each of you. Get moving.”

They practically trip over themselves as they scramble to obey.

I step out of the building without bothering to look back at the High Magus, breathing in the stale, humid air in an attempt to clear my head. Night has begun to fall, though it doesn’t really seem like it. Fires blaze all along the wall, red flames mingling with green to create a hue that is both beautiful and terrifying to behold. Behind the barricade, pitch-soaked torches send oily smoke into the sky and large bonfires burn in the middle of the street.

There will be no sleeping for the defenders this night.

This, unfortunately, will likely be a night of violence.

Taking another deep breath and exhaling slowly, I walk back over to Captain Kris who is coordinating the defense of the barricade with several Nightingale officers.

“Lord Protector,” he says as I approach, saluting and prompting the others to do the same.

“At ease,” I grumble, stepping up onto the platform to observe the battlefield. “High Magus Roth will no longer be a problem. Captain, report.”

Kris clears his throat and comes to stand next to me. “The archers are in position, protector, as well as the foot soldiers. We’re about as prepared as we’ll ever be for an assault. The Master Warden sent a message not two minutes ago. She’s set up in the Cathedral of Light with rangers watching the ramparts. Kill squads are roaming the streets, picking off any demons that manage to slip through our barricades.”

“Good,” I reply with a grunt. And thank the Light that she’s still alive. “Have the demons made any attempt to push?”

“Not yet,” Kris answers, shaking his head. “They’ve filled up the walls with their archers but have yet to make their way across the courtyard. Perhaps they’re waiting for something?”

“Perhaps,” I mutter, gazing up at the walls.

Sure enough, the gorgons have crowded the battlements, their glowing red eyes leering down at us from atop the scarred, white walls. The smoking holes are filled with rows of troops, gorgons and darkhounds and other feral beasts, but none of them attempt to assault our position. Why aren’t you attacking? I wonder, chewing my lip in consternation. What are you waiting for?

Above, blackwings swoop down like bats looking for field mice, their clawed feet snatching at men stationed on the rooftops. Their efforts are easily foiled though, as hundreds of arrows shoot up and ward them away.

As I am contemplating our next move, a series of deep roars rumbles across the battlefield. They seem to originate from beyond the wall, a terrible sound unlike anything I have ever heard before.

“Eleven Hells,” I growl. “What now?”

Huge shapes begin making their way through the rubble and smoke of the destroyed wall, lumbering like giants past the insignificant foot soldiers. Legs like tree trunks carry thick, muscular bodies clad in metal, and sitting atop impossibly large shoulders are heads like boulders with twisted, curving horns. Each of them carries a weapon that looks like it can level an entire house, and when they begin making their way toward our position, the very earth seems to tremble beneath their feet.

Light almighty, I think to myself in horror, drawing my sword. Balors!
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Chapter Thirty

Zara
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The darkness of the mine feels almost oppressive as Owyn and I make our way down the tunnel.

We hold each other tightly as we stumble through the dark, tripping over loose stones and grasping for the uneven walls. Behind us, rocks crumble from where the tunnel had collapsed, trapping us beneath the hill while the demons rage outside.

Vargus was right, I think to myself in a daze. There’s no turning back now. We’ve reached the point of no return. We must either succeed in creating this artifice, or perish in the darkness beneath this hill.

A faint light emanates from deeper in the mine, a ghostly blue glow that barely illuminates the way. Beside me, Owyn limps on a wounded leg, his fatigue evident in the way he carries himself.

It mirrors my own exhaustion, the shield I conjured having weakened me significantly.

After what feels like an eternity we finally make it to the main chamber, the mages and the wastelander youths having gathered themselves together before the enormous source crystal. It rises from the floor of the cave like a column of glittering azure glass, its multi-faceted surface catching the light of the magefyre and sending brilliant sparkles shooting out in all directions. Several of the mages whisper to one another reverently, but most simply stare up in wonder, their jaws slack as they study the massive crystal.

Above, a small vent in the ceiling lets in the afternoon sun, a golden shaft that blends beautifully with the blues of the mine.

“That worries me,” Owyn notes, gesturing up at the vent.

I frown, gazing up at the diminutive hole. “You think any demons can get through there?”

He shrugs. “Probably not, but it’s a weakness. It can be exploited, maybe widened. Assuming the demons can access that part of the hill, we’ll need to find a way to guard it.”

Smiling tiredly, I pat him affectionately on the shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll think of something, husband.”

He grins, but it quickly turns into a pained grimace as he shifts the weight on his leg.

“That needs to be taken care of, first,” I remark, eyebrows knitting together with worry. “It must hurt terribly.”

“It’s not so bad,” he replies with a dismissive wave. “But you’re right – it does need to be taken care of. I’ll take a few minutes to clean it, then I’ll go with Yari and the others to see about securing this mine.”

He turns to leave, but before he can get away, I grab his arm and pull him close. “Thanks for staying with me back there,” I say quietly, staring into his deep, forest green eyes. “For a second, I was afraid that that was going to be the end for me.”

“Come on, Zara,” he says, holding my gaze with a smile. “You should know this by now – I’d never leave you.”

“I know,” I reply, a little abashed. “It’s just... I really appreciate it, knowing that you’re here with me. It makes saving the world a little more bearable.”

Beaming, he responds with four simple words. “I love you, Zara.”

We kiss, lips meeting as we stand together at the edge of the large cavern. A force stronger than radiant magic surges within me, and when we finally break apart, I find that my heartbeat has quickened within my chest.

“Alright,” I say, a bit breathlessly, “no time to dally. We’ve important work to do.”

He looks at me in a way that makes me blush and replies, “As you wish, Magus.” Then, he hobbles off to join with the wastelanders.

Sighing contentedly, I make my way over to the mages who are still standing awestruck before the source crystal. Several balls of magefyre float in the air around them, illuminating the area in a dazzling aura of different shades of blue.

“It’s magnificent,” Paulus, a middle-aged man, remarks quietly. “I never thought I’d see it’s like in my lifetime.”

“A source crystal of this size was not supposed to exist,” replies Edith, a spry woman in perhaps her early sixties. “The Heart of Light was an anomaly – no one believed another one existed on the face of Byhalya.”

“Well, it clearly exists,” Vargus answers sourly. “Now, we must use it to our advantage. Seeker, shall we begin?”

All eyes turn to regard me as I approach the group from behind. Their faces range from astonishment, to hope, to concern. Even Vargus, with his hard expression and heavy grey eyebrows looks to me expectantly, waiting for me to speak.

Taking in a deep breath, I address the gathered mages, many of whom are more than twice my age.

“As you can see, this source crystal is of a kind with the Heart of Light,” I begin, clasping my hands in front of me. “It is roughly the same size, and it is still connected to its roots beneath the ground, which means its natural power remains untarnished. If the literature on source crystals is to be believed, that would make this artifice extremely potent.”

Many of the gathered mages bob their heads in agreement, but the Magister merely scowls.

“Get to the point, Seeker,” Vargus grunts. “Tell us what we must do so that we can all go home.”

I continue unfazed, my demeanor cool in spite of the man’s tone. “There is a good deal of preparation that needs to be done before we can attempt the casting. Measurements need to be taken and the spell needs to be adjusted. I’ll write the words of power down for us to discuss. Then, we need to determine how much energy needs to be channeled in order to bring the artifice to life. We’ll only have one shot at this. I expect it will require some rather extensive calculation.”

We begin organizing into groups, each mage going to the area of his or her expertise. Sira and several others scratch complicated formulae onto scraps of parchment while others pull out measuring implements in an attempt to account for the source crystal’s exact size.

Vargus, his ego inflated without good reason, begins taking charge, inserting himself into various conversations to offer advice or weigh in with his opinion.

I spend the next half hour or so writing down the words of the spell in detail, explaining to the mages what the various syllables mean and what it entails. Then, with everybody working, I go over to check on Owyn, who is leaning against a wall on the far side of the chamber.

“Are you doing better?” I ask, noting curiously how Yari seems to be hunched over, administering to Owyn’s leg.

“Much better,” Owyn replies, pointing at his wound. “Yari here apparently knows a thing or two about field triage. The moss that grows in this mine has medicinal properties, and can help fight off infection.”

Sure enough, Yari seems to be packing the wound with wet strips of dark green moss. Even so, I can’t help but grimace as I watch the youth work. Owyn’s pant leg is rolled up, revealing a garish cut on the side of his calf and halfway up his thigh. It looks rather painful, but Owyn bears the treatment with a stoicism that would make Elias proud.

“Kanik and Vas are exploring some of the other tunnels,” he continues, resting his head back against the stone. “When we’re done here, Yari and I will join them – see what we can do about securing this place.”

“That’s good,” I reply, forcing a smile. “Though, I think this place is already quite secure.”

“I wouldn’t count on it,” Owyn answers, face growing grim. “If there is one thing I know about the R’Laar, it’s that their determined. If they want to get in here, they’ll find a way. When they do, I intend to be ready for them.”

Such a ranger, I find myself thinking affectionately. The R’Laar aren’t the only ones that are determined. “Well, don’t push yourself too hard,” I chide gently, offering him a friendly smile. “I still need you to be able to walk out of here when all this is done.”

He assures me that he will and that I must promise to do the same before I depart, heading back over to be with the mages.

We continue working late into the evening, even after the sun goes down and the black sky of night can be seen through the vent in the ceiling. Vargus organizes our provisions on the floor near the crystal, rationing the food and water so that we do not starve to death before we can complete our mission.

Finally, we force ourselves to retire, reasoning that the spell will surely fail if we are not well-rested. We set a watch and settle down, trying to get as comfortable as possible on the uneven stone floor, and one by one begin drifting off to sleep.

Outside, the howls of the darkhounds can be heard ringing out through the hills, reminding us that just beyond the dirt and stone is an army of demons waiting to devour us.
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Chapter Thirty-One

Elias
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“Balors!”

Men scream in terror as the great behemoths make their way to the barricade, enormous weapons held high as they prepare to strike our defenses.

“Archers! Mages!” I shout pointing my sword at the charging demons. “Bring those creatures down!”

On the barricade, everyone scrambles to get out of the way, but fortunately, the archers and the mages do as I command. A hail of arrows and magefyre rains down on the balors, slowing them down in their attack. Some of the beasts actually go down with ear-shattering wails of pain, their flesh igniting like oil-soaked leather and sizzling from the magical flames.

Still, most manage to make it through, bringing their clubs and swords down on our makeshift defenses.

Splinters fly as timbers crack, broken by the sheer weight of the balor’s weapons, and those soldiers who are not quick enough to get out of the way are crushed, squashed like insects before the might of the great demons. The beasts are brutal and efficient, working with frightening strength to completely obliterate the barricade, ripping down the roughly-built walls as if they are nothing more than a minor inconvenience.

“Pull back!” I cry as dust and broken bits of debris fly through the air. “Pull back and regroup on the street!”

Nightingales and armored knights stagger backward as our defenses are decimated, many of them tripping over each other in their haste to escape.

Arrows and magical fire continue to rain on the balors, but like the rest of the R’Laar, they seem to push forward without any fear of death. There is almost a full dozen of them in total, many of their heads taller than even the buildings around us.

“Eleven Hells,” I curse, dodging out of the way as an enormous slab of stone is knocked down and sent tumbling over the cobblestones. Nearby, one of the balors crashes through an entire building, knocking down the walls and roof and sending archers screaming to the ground.

All around me is death and destruction on a scale I’ve never before seen. Everyone seems to be in a full-fledged panic, some soldiers even throwing down their weapons and fleeing deeper into the city.

Need to act fast, I think to myself, mind racing as I back away from the barricade. Somehow, we need to bring those big bastards down.

Working with Captain Kris, we begin rallying the troops, shouting as loud as we can and organizing ranks in the street. We even order the siege equipment pulled back – the security of the machines compromised by the loss of the wall.

Beyond the ruined barricade, the demon foot soldiers begin to charge, closing the gap in the courtyard and rushing up to where the balors stand. The big creatures do not attempt to engage us, though, most of them seemingly content with destroying the remnants of our defenses and the surrounding buildings – that, and crushing the unlucky human that gets too close.

Swords and spears aren’t going to do any good against them, I think, watching as shields and spears are positioned near the front of the ranks. The only thing that seems to have any affect is magefyre. I need more bloody mages.

Having pulverized the barricades to rubble, the balors begin to push forward, followed by a gleeful army of gorgons and snarling darkhounds. They seem to crowd behind the behemoths as they carve a path through the city.

“Spears up!” I command, raising my sword high. “Hold your ground! We cannot allow them to get past us!”

Around me, men shake in their boots and offer prayers to the Light, their fear almost tangible as it hangs over us like a cloud.

Those archers who remain continue to shoot arrows at the balors, and every once in a while, a mage with throw a fireball, but the attempts are weak and too sporadic, having minimal effect on the demons.

Just as the creatures are about to fall on us, I sense a presence standing next to me in the middle of the street.

“Roth?” I ask, incredulous. “You’ve decided now to join us?”

“Tell your men to fall back,” he says, voice grim and expression calm. “They must leave now.”

“What in the Hells are you talking about, man?” I practically shout the words in his face.

He doesn’t seem bothered by my outburst, or anything else for that matter. He continues to stare calmly at me, his eyes both serious and resolute. “I’m going to cast a spell on the balors, and your men can’t be here when I do. Have them pull back to the Market District and begin preparing your defenses there.”

Just then, the demons fall upon the first ranks of soldiers, killing many of them instantly. The long spears seem to give them pause, but only for a few seconds, their tree-sized swords and clubs sweeping them aside like a child pushing away unwanted toys. Instinctively, I know that we cannot hold this position.

If we stay here, every single one of us will die.

Biting back a curse, I sound the retreat, calling for the rest of the soldiers to pull back. They gladly oblige, backing away from the demonic onslaught as quickly as they can.

The balors attempt to pursue, but their size makes them slow compared to everyone else and we are able to get away with minimal casualties.

Roth, staying put with his gaze fixed on the great demons, holds his source crystal in front of him with a look of concentration on his face. The air around him practically shimmers with energy, magical power radiating from his skin like heat from a fire. One of the balors moves to crush him with a mighty stroke of its mace, but the attack stops in midair above his head as if stopped by some invisible force. This seems to infuriate the demons, who begin to cluster around the lone mage and rain blows down upon him.

Each attack proves unsuccessful.

This distraction allows me and the other soldiers to escape, pulling away from the spectacle and deeper into the city. As the last of the men round the corner and disappear from sight, I spare a glance over my shoulder to look back at the High Magus.

Roth is completely gone from view, surrounded by an entire army of balors and lesser demons. I can tell by the way they roar and gnash their teeth that they have been unable to pierce the mage’s magical shield, but there is no telling how long his spell will last.

What is he doing? I think to myself in confusion. What on Byhalya is his plan?

Then, as if on cue, something erupts from within the cluster of demons, blasting out in an awe-inspiring display of power. It matches the demon’s twisted machine in intensity, only it is blue fire instead of green, and it shoots outward in all directions like the bursting of an enormous bubble. The balors and gorgons surrounding the blast are instantly incinerated, and the nearby buildings crumble like brittle clay, collapsing on their very foundations.

The concussion knocks me backward and I instantly feel a gust of hot wind washing over me. It blows like a storm through the district, and when it finally ceases, it seems like there is only silence in the whole city.

Grunting in pain, I get to my feet, eyes blinking against the bright afterimage left behind by the explosion.

There is nothing left of Roth or the demons, only a massive crater in the middle of the street, black smoke rising up into the sky. Beyond that, most, if not all of the demons seem to have been killed or thrown back, their bodies littering the courtyard.

“Light almighty,” I murmur before falling into a fit of coughing. “The mage did it. He retained his honor.”

Not wanting to squander the opportunity Roth’s sacrifice made possible, I turn and begin making my way to the Market District where the rest of my defenders wait. The sight of so many troops emboldens me, as many of the disparate squads seem to have found each other in the main square. Siege engines are being set up behind makeshift barricades, and archers crowd the rooftops, arrows nocked.

“Men,” I croak, addressing the nearest soldiers. “We’ve been given a great gift: time. Let’s not waste it. Get yourselves ready to hold this district. We must defend it at all costs.”

Upon seeing me, Captian Kris races over to my position, face pale with worry.

“We heard the explosion and feared the worst,” he says, hand resting on the hilt of his sword. “What happened back there?”

“The High Magus saved us all,” I reply simply. “The balors won’t threaten us any more – at least until more are brought through the wall. Right now, we need to focus on protecting this district. If we fail here, there will be no way to protect the citizens hiding in what remains of the Conclave. Have we any mages left?”

“Yes,” he replies, pointing a gauntleted hand. “We’ve stationed them all along the main corridors with our best squadrons of soldiers. The militia have begun gathering here from the south and the rangers have kill squads patrolling the alleyways. The R’Laar are going to have quite a fight on their hands when they try to break through.”

“Good,” I reply with a nod. “Let’s make them pay for every inch of ground they take.”

We make our way to the easternmost part of the square and set up a provisional command post, organizing our troops on a hastily-drawn map and coordinating with the rest of the army. I order the siege engines to begin bombarding the western part of the city, where the demons are no doubt amassing their army. The rocks and flaming missiles disappear from view over the tops of buildings and crash into distant neighborhoods.

Reports begin coming in about demon troop movements, the R’Laar moving into the Market District like an unstoppable flood. The vastness of the city, though, works to our advantage as every narrow street becomes a bloodbath, the enemy unable to move on us en masse.

With enough arrows and magefyre, perhaps we will be able to hold out.

Several hours pass as the night deepens and draws closer to dawn. The fighting continues as the demons push relentlessly onward, but we manage to hold firm in the Market District, working the troops in shifts to avoid exhausting them. Fires rage throughout the city, choking the sky with smoke and creating hazards on many of the streets. Luckily, the flames deter demons as well as men, and the flames only work to our advantage in containing the threat.

Several times, Captain Kris and I lead patrols into the streets to encourage the defenders, fighting hard to push the enemy back with our blood and our steel.

As the sky begins to brighten with the coming sun, I lead a group including Talon and about fifty Nightingales through a wooded park, chasing down a battalion of gorgons and hook horrors. We catch them in the midst of the trees, the wretches turning around and attacking us with beastly ferocity.

We clash beside a broken fountain, leafless branches surrounding us on all sides.

The Nightingales form a shield wall and engage the enemy as a unit, while the demons assault us in typical disorganized fashion, snarling and attacking with reckless abandon.

Not wanting to stand behind and let the others do the work, I stand in the middle of the ranks, fighting alongside my men and slaying demon after demon.

Talon lunges with his spear and takes one of the gorgons in the chest, while beside him, three Nightingales work together to bring down a much larger hook horror. They slice the beast in the legs and hide behind their shields when it lashes out, the gawky creature letting out a blood-curdling shriek of anger.

I slide my own blade into the neck of one of the gorgons, but am forced to leap back to avoid being run through by another, the demon’s red eyes glowing hatefully in the dim light.

Eleven Hells... that was a close one. The fatigue is starting to slow me down.

Eventually, we manage to whittle the demonic force down until they finally break, the remaining gorgons running away back toward the western part of the city.

Naturally, we give chase, hoping to run as many of them down before they can escape.

As we exit the tree line, though, something catches my eye and causes me to skid to a halt. The Cathedral of Light rises above the nearby rooftops like a crown made of stone, the buttressed towers and gold-plated spires shooting up from the sky like a ray of hope in the smoke-filled district. That’s where Tamara is, I find myself thinking, a strange feeling of anxiety gripping my heart. I wonder if she is okay.

Sounds of battle come from almost everywhere in the city, but a large portion seems to be coming from the cathedral itself.

Are the rangers under assault? Do they need us to come to their aid?

While I am standing there, not knowing if I should lead my men on or take them over to the cathedral, a loud explosion rings out over the cobblestones. There is a flash of green light and then one of the cathedral’s towers goes down, crumpling beneath its own weight and sending up a cloud of dust.

I curse and grip the handle of my bloodied sword, then call for my men to stop pursuing the demons and to follow me.

The rangers need help! Tamara is in trouble!
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Chapter Thirty-Two

Owyn
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There has to be a way out of here, I think to myself as I make my way through the dark and winding tunnel. I refuse to let this mine become our tomb.

Behind me, Yari wriggles through the narrow passage, a wax candle clutched in his hand to light the way. We are somewhere deep beneath the hill, in an offshoot tunnel leading away from the chamber containing the source crystal. There are dozens of passageways just like this one, and every single one leads to nothing but a dead end.

“Eleven Hells,” I mutter to myself in frustration. “How deep does this thing go?”

My answer comes a short time later when the two of us stumble into a wide chamber strewn with old, rusted mining equipment. Stalactites hang from the ceiling like stone teeth waiting to devour us, and amidst the rubble of the half-excavated rock are tiny source crystals, glittering like gems in the darkness.

“Zara would like to see this,” I remark, gazing over the eerily beautiful scene. “Perhaps it will be a good place to wait out the explosion – but it’s another bloody dead end. I’m starting to think we’re never going to find a way out of this place.”

“We keep looking?” Yari asks, voice heavily accented.

I shake my head. “No,” I reply, sighing. “No, we should get back. Zara’s probably worried about us – we’ve been gone for a long time.”

Leading the way, I take us out of the cave-like chamber, delving once more into the network of tunnels that will take us back to the mages. My leg wound, though not as painful as it was before Yari had worked on it, still throbs with every step, which only makes the journey slower and more taxing.

When we first got here, I was worried the demons would somehow find a way in, I think as I attempt to navigate the tunnel. Now, I’m worried that we’re going to be trapped in here when the bomb goes off. Light, can’t anything be easy for once?

Faint markings on the wall lead the way as we go, scratches left by Yari and the others’ spears to mark the correct path.

As we go, we pass through areas that come close to the surface of the hill. The walls are thinner here, and outside, I can hear the sounds of the darkhounds, their growling barks coming through even the stone itself. My ears also pick up scratching noises, like claws raking the earth. Apparently, the demons are trying to dig their way in.

Eleven Hells, these things never give up.

We return to the main cavern to find Kanik and Vas fortifying our position, setting up traps at every tunnel entrance leading to the source crystal. Using cords and rocks and sharpened mining tools they’ve managed to create a frightening array of snares and killing devices – booby-traps that look like they were meant for smaller creatures but have been augmented to catch demons.

“Yaxshi ish,” I say, praising their work.

Both of them look up and beam at me, their faces streaked with sweat and dirt.

“Keep at it,” I continue, switching to the common tongue. “We need to make sure this place is ready for when the R’Laar come. I can still hear them scratching around outside.”

Yari joins his companions and all three of them nod, picking up their makeshift materials and making their way to secure yet another tunnel.

Nodding in satisfaction, I walk over to where Zara stands with the other mages. All of them seem to be working on different but very important tasks, their heads bowed in concentration reading hundreds of papers spread out on the floor.

Zara is so deep in thought that she doesn’t even notice my approach, and when I tap her on the shoulder she jumps in surprise.

“Light, Owyn! I wish you wouldn’t do that!”

I glance down at my leg, then back at her. “I wasn’t even trying to be sneaky. I doubt I can anymore with this leg.”

Her expression softens and she reaches up and tucks a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “Regardless, I’m glad you made it out of there all right. Did you find anything interesting in the tunnels?”

“Not particularly,” I reply with a shake of the head. “Just empty mine shafts and discarded tools. I could hear the R’Laar in places where the walls were thin. They’re still out there trying to break through.”

She smiles faintly. “Well, hopefully they won’t get the chance. We’re almost ready to cast the spell – today, if all goes well.”

“That’s great!” I respond, my expression brightening. “I’ve found a good place for us to hide, as well. When you’re ready to finally blow up the crystal, we can go in there and wait out the effects of the explosion!”

Her smile widens, and she reaches up and affectionately strokes my cheek. “Always thinking one step ahead. That’s what I love about you.”

I lean forward and kiss her on the forehead. “I hope that’s not the only thing.”

We hold each other for a moment before she finally breaks away, sighing and turning to regard the work that she and the other mages have been doing. “This was a lot more complicated than I originally thought – channeling so much source energy can make things... unstable. We have to make sure we get this exactly right to avoid disaster.”

“Seeker!” One of the mages calls from the other side of the cavern. “Would you come take a look at this, please?”

She gives me a suffering look. “I need to go,” she says, reaching forward and squeezing my hand. Then, a mischievous air comes over her face, the corner of her mouth tugging up in a sly smile. She lowers her voice. “Maybe later we could take a little break and you can show me some of those tunnels you were talking about? Preferably someplace dark and soundproof.”

My eyes grow wide at her insinuation. “Zara! That’s scandalous!”

Her cheeks redden but her lascivious smile remains. She casually shrugs her shoulders. “We’re newlyweds. We haven’t gotten nearly as much time together as we should.”

I let out a small laugh and pull her close in an embrace. “That sounds perfect,” I say softly in her ear.

She kisses me on the cheek and rushes over to the surly mage who begins talking animatedly about complicated mathematical equations.

I watch her go, feeling a strange sense of longing as she departs. I wish we could spend more time together. There’s no telling how much time we might have left.

Sighing, I make my way back over to the wastelanders who are busy fortifying yet another tunnel. They have gathered a large pile of loose stones and are currently trying to block off the entrance.

“You leg good?” Yari asks, his eyebrows knitting together as he sees me limp over.

“Yes,” I reply, waving my hand dismissively. “My leg is fine. Thanks for asking.”

The youth nods and returns to his labor, grunting as he bends down to pick up a large stone.

Wordlessly, I join them, working to close off this tunnel so that we can focus on defending the others. When the work is done, we move on to building more traps, lashing snares together and repositioning boulders that can potentially crush our enemies. It is hard work, but it helps to pass the time, the hours passing by quickly as we push ourselves hard to fortify the cavern.

I wonder if there are tunnels on the east side of the mines that we haven’t explored, I think to myself as I tie off a bit of rope around a pickaxe. Perhaps there we could find a way to get out. Even if we get away from that crystal, I worry about the ceiling caving in on us.

The thought of being buried alive fills me with a profound sense of dread.

Just as we are finishing up with another tunnel, we hear a wrenching scream echo throughout the chamber.

Everybody stops what they are doing and time seems to freeze, all eyes going to the source of the disturbance and staring in disbelief. One of the mages, an elderly man with a forked beard, stands near one of the tunnel entrances – one that we have yet to block off – with a stunned expression on his wrinkled face. A large portion of his neck has been ripped away and a fountain blood pours from the wound, staining the front of his blue robes a dark red.

Face draining of all color, he drops to his knees and lets out a low moan before finally collapsing on the ground in a heap, revealing a dark shape looming behind him. It steps from the shadows, red eyes glowing brightly, until we can see the darkhound’s fangs dripping with gore and chunks of flesh.

Before anyone can react, the demon lunges through the open tunnel and begins attacking the nearest group of mages, a deep growl emitting from the back of its throat. Behind it, I can see many more sets of glowing red eyes ready to come out.

“Eleven Hells!” I curse, diving for my bow and arrows. “They’ve gotten through!”
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Chapter Thirty-Three

Elias
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Tamara.

Her name echoes in my head like drum, overpowering any other thought or worry.

She’s in danger. I need to help her!

Together with Talon and the other Nightingales, we rush to the Cathedral of Light, following the sounds of pitched combat and crumbling stone. All around us there is fighting and fire, the entire Market District having been plunged into chaos, but I ignore it all.

All that matters to me right now is getting to the cathedral.

We pass corpses and alleyways choked with smoke, eventually arriving at the grand square containing the largest church in all Tarsynium. The edifice stands tall above the surrounding buildings, towers and jagged spires shooting up into the early-morning sky. Several of the buttresses and towers lie in ruin, their beautiful stonework torn down by demonic sorcery. Dozens and dozens of demon foot soldiers mill about outside the cathedral along with several of those terrible machines that shoot green fire.

Above, many of the stain glass windows have been shattered and rangers occupy the openings, shooting arrows down at the demons in an attempt to ward them off.

“Nightingales, on me!” I declare, brandishing my bloodstained longsword. “The rangers need our aid!”

Wordlessly, the black-cloaked warriors charge, following me into the fray as we attempt to cut a path to the great double doors of the cathedral.

At first, we take the gorgons by surprise, killing several of them before they even realize that we are there. Then, they turn and begin to bar our way, black blades out and red eyes raging. We manage to push on, using our momentum to shove past the demon troops until eventually we make it to the front steps.

“Rangers, open up!” I call, racing up the stairs and pounding on the doors. “It’s Elias! Let us inside!”

Behind me, the Nightingales struggle to hold back the ranks of gorgons.

There is a grinding sound like groaning metal and a heavy wooden thud, then a squeal as the hinges are pushed open.

“Hurry inside!” A voice comes from beyond the darkness of the portal. “Quickly!”

We rush into the cathedral, a hail of arrows coming down to keep the demons back and cover our escape. Once we are all inside, the thick, wooden doors are pushed shut and locked in place.

Blinking against the gloom, we find ourselves in a vast chapel that has been turned into a hospital. The pews have all been moved away to allow stretchers and gurneys to be laid out on the stone floor, and surgeons mill about, administering to the ranger wounded. Steely-eyed Warden Quinn stands beside us, a longbow in hand and a battle-axe strapped to his back.

“Your arrival is well-timed, Elias,” he says, voice and expression grim. “The R’Laar have brought their war machines to bear against us.”

Just as he finishes speaking, there is a loud boom and the very foundation of the cathedral shakes. A stream of dust falls on us from the ceiling, and I brush it off my shoulders before responding.

“Where is the Master Warden?”

Quinn points with his bow to the far side of the cathedral. “She’s in the priest’s quarters of the western wing. She and the other Wardens are attempting to coordinate our defense.”

“Right,” I reply, turning to address the Nightingales. “Stay here and guard the entrance. Listen to Warden Quinn – he will command you while I am away. Talon, on me.”

With that, I break away from the group, barely waiting for Talon to jog after me.

The cathedral is in even worse shape on the inside, many of the corridors and rooms caved in from the barrage. Rangers stand guard near every hole, shooting arrows with deadly precision at the attacking demon horde.

Eventually we come to a room on the west side of the cathedral, a sparsely-furnished chamber with a low ceiling and a war table taking up the middle. Tamara stands there with a handful of other wardens, pouring over a map spread out over the table.

“At last report, we had kill squads here, here and here,” she says, pointing to places on the map. “If they are still alive, they should prevent the rest of the R’Laar from reaching the inner districts.”

Our entrance prompts all of them to turn, and Talon fidgets awkwardly at my side.

“Ah, Protector Keen,” she says coolly, hand resting on the hilt of the Grandmaster’s Sword. “I was wondering when you’d bring our newest ranger back to us.”

I hold her gaze from across the room. “Master Warden... I – I’m pleased to see that you are alive. I’ve come to aid you and your fellow rangers.”

Her mouth quirks up in a small, sorrowful smile. “I appreciate the sentiment, Elias,” she answers, turning back to peer at the table, “but we can no longer hold this position. We’re planning to evacuate the cathedral as soon as possible.”

“I see.”

Again, a terrible boom shakes the stones around us. Everyone in the room seems to wince and brace themselves for the worst, but the shaking soon fades.

I clear my throat. “Well, I have about fifty armed soldiers ready to assist you in the evacuation. Tell us what to do, and we will help.”

Tamara glances back and for a moment, it is as if I am looking back at the demure blonde girl that I once knew. Her frosty eyes connect with mine, and then it is back to business. “The biggest challenge will be moving the wounded,” she says, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “The resistance is light on the east side of the courtyard, but when the demons see us fleeing they will converge on us quickly. We may need your men to engage the enemy directly so that we can evacuate.”

A plan begins to formulate and soon we are leaving the priest’s chambers and making our way back to the main chapel, traversing the darkened hallways. Tamara and I take up the rear, and when we are relatively alone, she speaks to me in a lowered voice.

“I honestly didn’t expect to see you again,” she murmurs, brow furrowed. “With the city falling, I figured this was the last place you would want to be.”

“Your rangers are a vital part of the defense,” I reply gruffly. “I needed to make sure that they were okay.”

She pulls up short and jabs a finger hard into my chest. “Enough of the lies, Protector,” she growls, blue eyes piercing. “When you entered that room and saw me, the relief on your face was as plain as day. You and I both know that you came here because you thought that I was in danger. Admit it.”

For an instant, I am completely speechless, a part of me awed by her observation skills. Then, my expression hardens, face turning to stone. “It’s as I said. The defense of this city is my top priority.”

She eyes me for a moment, then throws up her hands in disgust. “Ugh! You’re unbelievable! I’ve never met a more stubborn man, Elias Keen.” She turns away from me and begins storming down the hall.

I follow after her, my emotions a storm within me, but I maintain a cool exterior. I cannot allow myself to succumb to her prodding.

As we enter the main chamber of the cathedral, we begin coordinating the evacuation, my Nightingales helping with the wounded and the rangers gathering near the front door. When the word is given, they will charge out and engage the demons in the courtyard, allowing the others to flee deeper into the city. The plan is to gather with the other civilians near the ruins of the Conclave – the exact center of Tarsys.

If the R’Laar reach us there, that means the city will truly be lost.

Just as we are gathering up the wounded and preparing to burst through the cathedral doors, another loud boom sounds from the outside and shakes the ground beneath our feet. This one seems much closer, and is followed by a second and even louder boom. Rangers and Nightingales alike are knocked to the ground by the shock, and torrents of dust fall from the ceiling, raining down upon our heads and making the air thick and hazy.

The western wall and a large portion of the ceiling buckles and for a moment, looks like it is going to hold. Then, with a rending crack, it collapses, sending an avalanche of broken stone and masonry cascading into the hall.

Dozens are instantly buried by the barrage, their screams stifled by the debris as it falls down upon them.

I watch in horror from my place near the front doors, concerned that the entire cathedral is about to topple on our heads. Tamara, who is assisting a group of wounded rangers, stands dangerously close to where the rubble is falling.

“Tamara! Watch out!”

She and the others try desperately to get out of the way, but they, too, are buried by a deluge of shattered stonework.

A billowing cloud of grit and dust fills the great hall, and then everything grows silent.

Without thinking, I rush blindly through the haze to get to the spot where the Master Warden had been. As I go, I trip over chunks of wood and broken pieces of tile.

Oh, Light! Tamara!

The image of her face, eyes wide with fear as the wall collapses, causes my heart to seize up within my chest.

The thought of her dying is even worse.

When I reach the massive pile of debris, I immediately begin sifting through it, moving bricks and shoving aside large slabs of plaster. Behind me, warriors groan and move about, picking themselves up from the ground and searching for somebody – anybody – to lead them.

Right now, that person isn’t me.

“Light... Tamara!” I grunt as I bend down and begin digging through the wreckage with my fingers. “Hold on! I’ll find you!”

My efforts uncover bodies and body parts, all half-buried beneath mounds of rubble, but Tamara is not among them. Even as I claw, fingernails bleeding, I am unable to locate her amidst all of the detritus.

Light almighty – please, don’t let her be dead.

Warden Quinn’s voice echoes through the remainder of the cathedral. “The demons are advancing! We need to get out of here! Those of you who are able, come with me to hold them off! The rest of you, get yourselves and the wounded and retreat to the Conclave!”

Boots thud on stone and gradually disappear, leaving me to paw through the rubble alone.

My eyes are eventually drawn to something sticking out from beneath a large, wooden beam – it appears to be a braid, a twisted tangle of hair covered with dust and lying half-buried on the floor.

Blonde hair.

I cry out and leap into action, scrambling to the beam and searching for a handhold. Using every ounce of strength that I possess, I reach down and pull, lifting the beam and revealing the form of the Master Warden beneath. Tamara lies on her side in a small pocket formed by chunks of the falling ceiling. Though the space seems to have protected her body from being crushed, she carries a bloody wound on the side of her head and her foot is twisted at an odd angle.

Heaving, I toss the beam aside and fall to my knees beside her, my breaths coming in ragged gasps and tears welling up in my eyes.

“Tamara, can you hear me?” My voice sounds husky in my ears. I reach forward and take her hand, noting sadly that it feels limp and lifeless.

The wound is bloody and caked with dirt, but it appears to be shallow. Was it blunt force or simply a gash? I know all too well what a head wound can do to a person.

She doesn’t respond, and I can feel the tears start to run down my face. “Damn you, Tamara. Why didn’t you run away with me all those years ago? We could have avoided this whole mess. We could have lived our lives in peace, together. We could have been happy...”

Behind me, the remaining rangers and Nightingales begin their abandonment of the cathedral. Outside, I can hear the sounds of pitched combat.

Exhaling softly, I squeeze my eyes shut and wipe my cheeks with the back of my hand. There’s no time to waste, I think, forcing away the profound feeling of loss. I still have a city to defend. I release her hand and am about to get to my feet when I hear a faint voice. It is a small, frail voice, but it is also somehow teasing, the sound causing my heart to leap within my chest.

“You see? I knew that you still cared for me.”

I look down and see Tamara’s eyes fluttering open, a demure half-smile gracing her features. She gazes up at me from the ground, blue eyes stark against her pale skin and the blood on her left temple, and she reaches up and squeezes my hand, her grip surprisingly strong.

For a moment I am taken aback, my jaw dropping open in astonishment. But after a few seconds I burst into a fit of joyous laughter, my eyes welling up with new tears.

Her smile broadens and she begins laughing as well, a bond of love reigniting between us like a burning coal stoked back to life.

Leaning down, I kiss her gently on the lips, tasting the salt of our mingled tears. It is a simple gesture. Nevertheless, it fills me with a new sense of strength and sends a warm shockwave through all my limbs.

“Let’s get you out of here,” I say at length, wrapping my arm around her shoulders. “Can you walk?”

She grimaces and shakes her head. “I think my ankle is broken.”

“Alright,” I reply, sliding my other arm beneath her legs and scooping her up. “Then I will carry you.”

As I begin making my way out of the rubble, though, she calls for me to stop.

“Wait,” she says, wincing in pain. “Take Light’s Edge.” She gestures to the beautifully-crafted sword lying in the dust right next to where she had been. “The Grandmaster’s Sword should not be left behind. Frankly, I can think of no one better who could wield it.”

Without hesitation, I set her down softly and unbuckle my own longsword, discarding it and picking up Light’s Edge. The blade is expertly-made and feels comfortable in my hand, its weight perfectly balanced and razor sharp. Embossed on the hilt is a depiction of an arrowhead – the ancient symbol of the rangers.

After hesitating for just a moment, I strap the weapon to my waist and pick Tamara back up, racing away from the rubble and to the open door of the cathedral.

Almost the entire building has been evacuated, a few straggling rangers helping the wounded to the exit. We cross the tiled expanse quickly and head outside, breathing the smoky air of a city under siege.

Gorgons clash with human warriors in an open brawl in the courtyard, many bodies littering cobblestones around them. The Nightingales and the rangers both fight to hold back an entire legion of the red-eyed demons, struggling to hold the way open for everyone else to escape. A line of wounded men and women hobble behind the line of battle, making their way to the streets that will lead them deeper into the city.

“Come on,” I mutter, going down the steps and sidestepping the corpse of a hook horror riddled with arrows. “We need to get to the Conclave and make contact with Captain Kris.”

Many of the nearby Nightingales including Talon fall into step around me, guarding the two of us from any demons that manage to slip through the line. A few gorgons break through, but they are quickly dispatched, and it isn’t long until we manage to make it through the cathedra’s courtyard.

Tamara clings to me as we walk, her slight yet muscular body resting easily in my arms. Her scent is familiar to me – leather armor mingled with sweat and the faint smell of flower blossoms.

I find it more alluring than even the costliest perfume.

Despite the closeness I feel with my former lover, I cannot help but notice the destruction of the city around me. The R’Laar have managed to penetrate deeper than I would have thought possible. Every side street we pass seems to be choked with armed soldiers fighting off demons. Smoke rises from dozens of neighborhoods like black columns reaching into the sky, and bodies of all shapes and sizes rest discarded on the ground, their blood slicking the cobbles.

It isn’t until we reach the city’s center that I finally begin to feel safe once more.

The Conclave stands like a broken circle, the bridged towers of the mages seemingly lonely without the mighty company of the Pillar of Radiance. Still, it is a welcome sight. This place is the last magical defense of a city on the brink of destruction.

The great concourse is filled with people, citizens who were forced to flee their homes and take refuge within the ring of towers. Behind the barricades and guard posts, people huddle together in large groups, clutching at their children and meager possessions with fear plain on their faces. The few mages who remain appear to be haunted as well – their High Magus dead and their headquarters overrun.

Despair seems to have infected everyone yet living.

As we pass through the gates of the Conclave, striding past the guards nervously holding their halberds, I set Tamara down on a bench and wave Talon over to my side.

“She needs medical attention,” I say, resting a hand on the Grandmaster’s Sword. “See that she gets it, and then guard her with your life. Understood?”

“I understand,” he replies seriously.

“Good.” I turn to regard Tamara. “I need to go make contact with Captain Kris – the R’Laar are pushing deeper into the city and we need to stop them before they reach the Conclave. Can you have your rangers set up a perimeter?”

“Of course,” she answers. Then, more quietly, she says, “You come back to me, Elias Keen. I did not wait all these years to have you die at the hands of some demon.”

I give her a smile. “I’ll do my best.”

Leaning down, I kiss her on the forehead then depart, leaving a confused-looking Talon as I head back out into the city.

The farther I get from the towers of the Conclave, the louder the sounds of destruction become.

Patrols of steel-clad knights and green-cloaked rangers pass by as I run toward the embattled districts, their armor dented and scuffed and their weapons dark with blood. I do not get very far, though, before I begin to see signs of the R’Laar.

They’ve penetrated so far, I lament, eying the corpse of a darkhound with an axe embedded in its spine. How could they have gotten through all of our defenses?

I draw my sword and address the fleeing soldiers in the strongest voice I can muster. “Nightingales! Hold! Why do you run?”

The soldiers skid to a halt in front of me, shame mixing with the abject terror painting their expressions.

“The Market District has fallen,” one of them says, breathing heavily. “The demons have flooded the streets and more are coming this way!”

“They’ve sent more balors into the city,” another offers, his eyes wide with fear. “They’re crushing buildings and destroying all of our barricades!”

I wave my sword to silence them as more begin to speak in hurried tones. “Where’s Captain Kris? I need to speak with him!”

They all fall silent and look at each other uncertainly, then back at me.

“Captain Kris is dead, Protector,” the first soldier replies timidly. “I saw him die myself – ripped to shreds by a pack of those accursed wolves. With no one to lead us, the defense broke.” He shrugs his mailed shoulders in defeat. “I... I’m sorry.”

“Eleven Hells,” I curse, anger and frustration seeping into my voice. Then that’s it, the entire west half of the city has been lost. All we can do now is make a final stand. “Get yourselves to the Conclave,” I growl, gesturing with Light’s Edge. “The guards there will need all the help they can get.”

The Nightingales nod and race off, disappearing back the way I had come and leaving me alone in the middle of the street.

Light, I pray quietly, bowing my head for just a moment, please... we need a miracle. I fear that we will not survive much longer. If you can hear me, please send us a little help until Owyn and Zara can complete their quest.

Taking a deep breath, I mentally change my plans. Instead of trying to hold a district already overrun by demons, I decide to command every soldier I pass to retreat back to the Conclave.

If there is anywhere in the city we can hold them off, it is there.

It isn’t long after I continue on my path that I begin running into more bands of warriors, many of them locked in fierce combat with groups of demons. I help where I can, jumping into the fray and wielding the Grandmaster’s Sword, but always I urge them to fall back to the Conclave and set up a perimeter there.

The work of marshalling the troops doesn’t take long. As soon as officers see my efforts, they take to joining me, fanning out in all directions to recall every soldier and citizen they can find.

True to the words of the retreating Nightingales, I soon stumble across balors wreaking havoc across the city. They reduce entire buildings to rubble and clear the way for more troops to get through. Eventually, it gets to a point where I too need to retreat, falling back to the Conclave and the rest of the gathered military of Tarsynium.

So few now remain, I think to myself dejectedly as I once again approach the towers. It seems that now, we only have a fraction of what we started the siege with.

By my estimations, only a few hundred defenders remain to protect the thousands of citizens huddling in the midst of the towers. The Nightingales, rangers and knights have set up a hasty perimeter along with the mages, but it is nothing spectacular.

I doubt it would even hold for an hour.

Suppressing my anguish, I hold my head high as I approach the outer ring of troops. They all dip their heads in deference upon seeing me.

These people need a leader, I think, noticing their forlorn expressions. They know they are about to die. The least I can do is try to lift their spirits.

Taking a deep breath, I open my mouth not really knowing what I should say.

“Soldiers of Dunmar City and Tarsys,” I begin, addressing them all and lifting my voice high. “Men and women of Tarsynium, hear my words. Today, we stand not as Nightingale or kingsman, ranger or mage, but as one – one people, one host, one army. We fight for our families and our children, for our very lives and everything that we hold dear.”

The air is silent as I speak, every man, woman and child hanging on my words. It is a strange feeling, speaking to the crowd. I know that not everybody in the Conclave can hear me, but for those within earshot, my paltry speech seems to have something of an effect.

Hope begins to glimmer in their eyes.

I continue, pacing before them. “The R’Laar will not allow us to surrender. They will give us no quarter. Their mission is to kill every last human on this world and drain it of its resources. It’s what their kind does.” Pausing, I take a breath and raise the Grandmaster’s Sword into the air. “But that doesn’t mean that we have to lie down. It doesn’t mean that we give up. We can fight to our last breath and make them pay for every drop of human blood that is shed!”

A handful of soldiers let out a ragged cheer, but the rest simply remain silent.

“Never give up, defenders of Tarsynium. Never surrender. Fight, and the Light itself will fight with you!”

With that, I turn to face what will likely be our last fight, hoping that at least some of the troops have been emboldened by my words.

Demons have already begun to emerge from the broken buildings and streets converging on our location. A sea of glowing eyes looks hungrily back at me, the gorgons, darkhounds, hook horrors and other monstrosities forming ranks on the street directly across from the Conclave. It is a motley assortment, a fearsome array of creatures thirsting for our blood, but for some odd reason I feel nothing but peace.

If this is to be our end, then it will be an end worth remembering.

The soldiers around me shuffle nervously, their shields up and their weapons held ready. No archers shoot at the demons and no mages cast fire.

It feels as if the entire city is holding its breath.

The R’Laar halt on the other side of the street, waiting as if for an order to attack. There are hundreds of them, thousands even. They seem to have completely filled the city to capacity.

Suddenly, their ranks begin to part, admitting a single demon to step out into the street and face us. He is a large gorgon, taller than any other I have seen, and he is decorated from neck to foot in black, spiked armor, a massive ebony sword held in his hands. His skin is a milky white and his dark horns curve up like an enormous crown. Red eyes like glowing embers sweep over the crowd and his mouth turns up into a hateful sneer.

Asmodeus, the Prince of Darkness himself, has come to deal the final blow.

“Tremble before me, puny mortals,” he booms, his deep voice echoing off the high stone towers. “The time of your salvation has come at last!”
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Chapter Thirty-Four

Zara
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Oh, Light! This is it!

I reach for my source crystal and immediately begin channeling, pulling in energy and uttering the words of power. “Darian magna va!”

A large radiant shield materializes in the mouth of the tunnel, shimmering like a wall of light and preventing the rest of the darkhounds from coming through. “Owyn!” I call through gritted teeth as I work on holding the spell. “I need you!”

To my side, the darkhound that had killed Stefan lashes out with its claws, clipping Sira in the leg and sending her tumbling to the ground, screaming.

“Taflegryn golau!” Vargus bellows, shooting a radiant beam at the demon and blowing a hole right through its middle.

Sira pushes herself to her feet, choking back a sob.

Owyn races to my side, bow in hand and arrow nocked. “Hells,” he curses, glancing down at Stefan’s bleeding corpse. “We must have missed something in our search. I’m so sorry, Zara.”

“Don’t worry about that,” I reply, still straining to maintain my shield. “Right now, we need to focus on keeping them out so that we can prepare the spell.”

He grunts and motions for the wastelanders. They come immediately to his side, weapons ready.

“With Stefan gone, we are going to be hard-pressed to channel enough power to create the artifice,” I continue, squeezing my eyes shut against the stress. “That means we need you to hold them back alone. Can you do that?”

He sets his jaw and nods in determination. “We’ll do our best.”

“Good. Let me know when you are ready.”

The four of them jump into action immediately, rushing to find a large boulder and then rolling it in front of the tunnel entrance. It does not cover the entire opening, but it still presents a major obstacle for anything trying to get through.

Once the boulder is in place, they back away and prepare their weapons, the youths hefting spears and Owyn drawing his bow.

“Ready,” he says, aiming down the shaft of his arrow.

I release the spell and let the source energy drain out of me, the wall of light flickering and then completely fading from existence. The darkhounds, teeth bared, jump at the narrow opening at the top of the boulder, trying desperately to claw their way through.

Owyn releases his arrow, catching one of the beasts in the eye while the wastelanders stab up with their spears, prodding the darkhounds back into their tunnel.

Letting out a long, tired breath, I turn back to the other mages, who are gathering near the source crystal and deferring to Vargus’ leadership.

“My fellow mages,” he declares, source crystal glowing in his hand, “the time has now come for us to complete our mission. We have done all we can to prepare ourselves – Seeker, we now look to you to get us going.”

Every eye turns to regard me as the mages look to be directed. Some of them carry themselves with emotionless stoicism, while others appear visibly shaken. Mostly, though, the air seems thick with apprehension, the unknown looming before us like the specter of death itself.

Steeling myself, I put my mind to the task at hand. “First, we must cast spells to stabilize the crystal so that it doesn’t fracture in our attempts to create the artifice. Then, each of us must channel as much source energy as we can possibly hold – push ourselves to the edge of our very limits. When we feel that we are ready, we must then link ourselves together to combine our power. We’ll only have one shot at this – one mistake could spell disaster. Once the link is formed, I will place my hand on the source crystal and speak the words of the spell. At that time, it should start to glow red. Once this occurs, the bond has been formed. We can retreat to a safe distance and detonate the bomb. Any questions?”

I look around, but everyone shakes their head. They’ve heard this plan before. They know what to expect.

“Alright,” I say at length, feeling my stomach start to twist in anxiety. “Let’s get started.”

Several of the mages, those most adept at casting protective warding spells, begin stabilizing the great source crystal with words of power. Their spells shimmer around the crystal, causing the air around it to bend as if with tremendous heat.

Then, with everything in place, we begin to channel.

Each of us pulls out our talismans and begins the process of filling ourselves with source energy. I can feel the power course throughout my entire body, surging from the top of my head down to the very tips of my toes. It feels exhilarating and terrifying all at once, the raw energy rushing through my veins like streams of lightning, making my skin prickle all over with goosebumps.

At the edge of the cavern, Owyn and the wastelanders continue to fight off the darkhounds. They stab and they thrust with their spears, poking the beasts back into their hole from behind the boulder. Several of the darkhounds manage to get their claws through, taking deserpate swipes at the defenders, but none of their attacks are effective.

For the moment, the threat seems to be contained.

The amount of source energy within me begins to feel painful, and I can tell that I have almost reached my limit. Judging by the consternation on the faces of many of the mages, I can tell that they are experiencing the same thing.

With the bond, we’ll be able to combine all of our might, I think to myself, sweat beginning to bead on my forehead. I doubt any of us have ever felt such power before – Light, please bless that it does not overwhelm us.

“Okay,” I command, my voice tight from the exertion, “when you are ready, begin making the bond. Clasp hands with the mage nearest to you and form a circle!”

The mages begin to slowly close in around the crystal, reaching out and taking each other’s hands as soon as they are ready.

I am about to head over and join hands with my fellow mages, when an unexpected noise ruins my concentration. It sounds like wood snapping and a painful yelp, and when I turn to investigate, I can see that a darkhound has come from yet another tunnel. The demon has been caught in one of Kanik’s traps, the metal teeth of a mining tool biting into its leg, but behind it, I can make out the shapes of many more glowing red eyes.

“Owyn!” I cry, refocusing my magic. “Behind us!”

My husband turns and curses, leaving the wastelanders to keep holding the boulder while he goes to put down this latest treat.

“Fos lasair!”

Magefyre leaps from my fingertips and shoots into the second tunnel, igniting the darkhounds within in a fiery conflagration of blue light. The beasts howl and whimper, turning and fleeing in the other direction, but I know that it is only a matter of time before they are back.

Light – they’re going to overwhelm us!

“You go back to the mages,” he says, coming up to my side, bow raised. “I’ll take care of the darkhounds.”

“Are you going to be alright?” I ask, wincing as my head begins to throb.

“Of course,” he replies with a crooked grin. “It’s what I do.”

Nodding, I return my focus to the source crystal and the mages gathering around it. All but Vargus have joined hands, their eyes closed with concentration as the air around them ripples with raw power.

“We must hurry!” Vargus urges as I approach. “Some of them are on the verge of collapse!”

Sure enough, several of the mages, particularly the most elderly among us, look shaky and pale as they stand there, hands linked with their colleagues. The strain of holding so much source energy appears to be taking its toll.

Without replying, I begin pulling in more power, filling myself to capacity as quickly as I can. The rush is both exhilarating and nauseating, my stomach twisting in knots as my heart begins to flutter. Finally, when I feel that I cannot wait any longer, I grab Vargus’ hand and take my place at the front of the chain. The amount of source energy being channeled is overpowering – the strength of it almost obscene. As my skin touches his, I feel that I could obliterate an entire city with a single word, the raw strength of the combined mages greater than anything I have ever experienced before.

Focus, Zara! Now is not the time to go mad with power!

Gritting my teeth, I shuffle toward the source crystal, the other mages following my lead.

The sound of fighting fades into the distance behind me – all I can hear is the constant thrum of energy pulsing in my ears.

Reaching out my free hand, I place it on the smooth surface of the crystal and enter a sort of trance, a strange, alien sensation completely washing over me. My awareness grows, blooming within my mind and expanding to the size of the entire cosmos.

In an instant, I can literally feel the stones around me, the plants and the continents and the seas of the world seemingly at my fingertips. It is awe-inspiring and terrifying all at once, a personal connection to the whole of Byhalya forming within my soul. Unlike the Heart of Light, this pillar of source crystal, tall and unbroken, is connected to the very bones of the earth, a physical manifestation of the magic that created everything in existence. Touching it while holding this much source energy is like touching creation itself, a conduit opening up in our minds and spanning the width and breadth of eternity.

Around me, mages cry out in pain, many of them retching on themselves or on the floor of the cavern from the shock. They cannot bear the majesty of our connection with the crystal, but I pay their suffering little mind.

All I can do is marvel at my newfound understanding.

It is wondrous. It is beautiful.

It is perfection.

“Zara,” Vargus croaks to my side. “You must... cast the spell! Do not... let it consume you...”

His words are like a faint echo, distant and easy to ignore, but something deep within me struggles against the overpowering sensation emanating from the crystal. It screams for me to do the right thing. You must speak the words! Everyone is depending on you! Do it now!

Finally, almost painfully, I murmur the words of the spell, my voice sounding quiet in my own ears. “Cuir a-steach a ‘chlach seo le cumhachdan sònraichte. Thoir dhomh an cumhachd seo. Tionndaidh an uidheam seo a-steach do bhoma. Sgriong mo naimhdean.”

As the words roll off my tongue, the source crystal begins to darken, fading from a deep blue to an angry, violent red. When the spell is complete, the whole mine seems to be coated in blood, the swirling patterns of light almost intoxicating.

Using every ounce of self-control I possess, I scream and tear my hand away from the crystal, severing the connection and finally releasing my tenuous grasp of the source energy. This causes all of the mages around me to collapse, their limp figures falling to the ground like rag dolls.

A wave of dizziness overcomes me and I drop to my knees, squeezing my eyes shut and trying desperately not to pass out.

I almost lost myself for a moment, I think, fighting back the urge to vomit. I almost jeopardized everything...

The nausea soon passes and I open my eyes, finding several of the other mages getting shakily to their feet.

“Did it work?” Sira asks, her hair askew and her face streaked with tears.

I glance over at the source crystal and shiver. “Yes,” I reply hoarsely, pushing myself to a standing position. “Yes, it worked.”

Several of the mages remain on the ground – whether unconscious or dead I don’t know – but the rest begin muttering to each another in astonished tones, some even offering prayers to the Light.

“Zara!”

The call from Owyn shakes me out of my daze and forces me to look over to where he and the wastelanders fight desperately on the far side of the chamber. Yari and Vas have both abandoned the partially-blocked tunnel to help Owyn fend off the darkhounds pouring out of the second one. More than a dozen of the beasts lay dead at their feet, but they still seem to be losing ground.

“Zara! We can’t hold off much longer!”

Cursing, I leap into action, picking my talisman from off the ground and motioning for the mages to follow my lead. “We need to get out of here!” I cry, ignoring my pounding headache. “Come on! We mustn’t wait any longer!”

Vargus, Sira and the others begin sluggishly trying to wake the mages laying prone on the ground. None of them respond to their proddings.

The thought of leaving them behind tears at my heart, but the rational part of me realizes that there is no other way. “Leave them!” I shout, forcibly grabbing Sira by the arm and pulling her away from stiff form of Edith. “We are about to be overrun! Come on! Let’s go!”

“She’s right,” Vargus says, shaking his head tiredly. “We need to get out of here now!”

Owyn buries his hatchet into the skull of one of the darkhounds, then glances over his shoulder at us. “To the back tunnel! We’ll follow you!”

With that, we begin frantically making our way to the exit, leaving those who had fallen behind. Owyn and the others begin inching their way in our direction as well, a flood of darkhounds following in their wake. With no one defending the boulder, the demons easily push it aside, and even more begin coming through, their growling barks echoing throughout the cavernous mine like a deafening chorus.

A few of the mages, those who still have the energy to channel, lob fireballs and bolts of energy at the darkhounds as they flee, killing some but not many.

Their numbers are just too great.

Light almighty, I think as the first of the mages begin making their way into the tunnel. There’s so many of them!

As Owyn and the others close the distance between us, fighting off demons as they go, Vas unexpectedly trips and falls screaming to the ground, the darkhounds tearing him apart limb from limb. It is a horrible sight, but one that I cannot dwell on. The only thing in my mind is making sure Owyn gets back to me safe.

Finally, the three of them make it to the tunnel and rush inside, Vargus putting up a radiant shield behind them to keep the darkhounds from getting in.

Owyn practically collapses into my arms, his body marked by more than a dozen shallow wounds. His leg seems ready to give out and he is covered in sweat, his breaths coming in heavy, ragged gasps.

“Oh, Owyn,” I whisper, tears flowing freely down my cheeks. “Light almighty, I thought... I thought...”

“It’s alright,” he replies, offering a weak, half-smile. “We actually did it. We’re both okay.”

“Not yet, we didn’t,” Vargus says through gritted teeth. “The artifice has been created, true, but we still need to set it off.”

The tunnel grows quiet, the weight of his words sinking in. Outside, a sea of darkhounds has completely filled the chamber and the bodies of the mages and poor Vas are being devoured like carrion. Through the shield, we can see that the crystal still radiates red light, the magical energies swirling within its surface like a storm.

“Sira,” I call, looking back. “Can you still channel?”

She runs her fingers through her frizzy hair and nods. “I think so, yes.”

“Good.” An idea begins to form in my mind, a way for us to set off the bomb without having to leave the safety of the tunnel. “Magister Vargus will drop the shield. When he does, be ready with a spell to push back the darkhounds trying to get in. I’ll shoot a radiant beam at the crystal, and then Vargus will bring the shield back up. Understood?”

Around me, everyone nods.

“Alright.” I help Owyn to his feet and gingerly lean him against the wall of the tunnel. Then, I ready my talisman and turn to face the main chamber. A dozen darkhounds at least attempt to claw through the radiant shield, raking their claws against the force field and gnashing their teeth in frustration.

Setting my teeth against the pain in my head, I begin to pull in source energy. Sira does the same. “On three. One... two... three!”

Vargus drops the shield and a split second later, Sira emits a blast of energy from her open palm, scattering the demons back like leaves on the wind.

“Pajn taflegryn tân hud!”

A beam of white light blasts from my fingertips, lancing through the air and striking the heart of the source crystal like a lightning bolt. Vargus recasts his radiant shield while at the same time a blinding flash consumes the whole mine. Many of those in the tunnel cry out and shield their eyes, but the flare only lasts an instant.

When the light fades, the source crystal remains unbroken, its red light still pulsing like a heartbeat.

“Eleven Hells,” Vargus curses, his face contorted in a mix of rage and exertion. “It didn’t work!”

“What are we going to do now?” Sira whimpers quietly by my side.

I begin to rack my brain. When I cast the spell before, I was able to set off the bomb by destroying the source crystal. The radiant beam should have worked. Then, with a queasy realization, I remember exactly what I did in order to get the spell to work.

“Sgrios,” I mutter, heart sinking.

“What was that?” Owyn asks gently, hand pressed against a wound on his side.

“The spell I used to set off the bomb last time,” I explain, suddenly feeling sick to my stomach. “It is a powerful breaking spell, but it requires physical touch.” I turn to look at him, the blood draining from my face. “Owyn, I think we need to go back out there to make this thing work.”

Understanding seems to enter Owyn’s green eyes, his expression faltering somewhat in light of this new information. 

“Zara, no,” he pleads. His eyes widen as a look of disbelief crosses his face, “it’s suicide!” he looks from the crystal to me, as if searching for another way. 

“Owyn!” I yell, catching his attention once more, “There’s no time. We are out of time,” My voice falters as what I’m saying sinks in, “This is the only way.”

“I see,” he mutters, meeting my gaze with characteristic ranger stoicism. “Well... we will do what we must. I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

“Sgrios is a dangerous spell,” Sira mentions. Her eyebrows are scrunched up with worry. “Not to mention the fact that there about a hundred darkhounds between us and the crystal. Getting there would be impossible!”

“Whatever you decide, decide fast,” Vargus grunts nearby. “I can’t hold this shield for much longer!”

Setting my jaw, I squeeze Owyn’s hand, and look deep into his eyes. “I love you more than life itself, Owyn. Being with you has brought me more joy than anything in the Conclave ever could. I want you to know that.”

“I love you, too, Zara,” he replies softly, the corner of his mouth tugging up into a small, sorrowful smile. “I’ll always love you. Forever.”

I lean in and kiss him passionately, pressing my lips against his and savoring every second. Then, fighting back the tears, I turn to face the mages, who are all regarding me with various levels of fear in their eyes.

Only a half dozen of my colleagues remain.

“My fellow mages,” I begin, speaking loudly enough for my voice to carry down the narrow passage. “We find ourselves faced with an impossible decision: in order for us to set off this bomb and complete our mission, we must go back out into that cavern and face the demons head on. If you do not want risk your lives any further, then continue down this tunnel and find a place to hide until it is all over. None of us will hold it against you. But, if you are willing to do what is necessary, then ready your talismans – we’re in for the fight of our lives.”

Quietly, one by one, every single mage pulls out their talisman, their faces resolute as they look back at me.

Good, I think to myself, feeling a swell of pride within my chest. Honorable mages, every one of them.

“Then let’s get out there,” I reply determinedly, readying my own talisman. “May the Light be with you all.”

Vargus, his face drenched in sweat, seems to be on the verge of collapse. His hand holding the shield shakes violently as he looks over his shoulder at us. “Alright... I’m going to drop the shield. Get ready!”

As a group, we all begin pulling in source energy, though in our weakened state, the act is extremely difficult. Yari and Kanik ready their spears, and Owyn, his quiver empty, pulls out his father’s hatchet. All three of them look like hardened warriors ready to do battle.

“I don’t think I have enough strength to cast shields on us and fight off the demons,” I mutter, looking over at Owyn worriedly.

He quirks a grin at me. “Don’t worry about that. The only thing you need to worry about it getting to that crystal.”

I rest a hand on his arm and smile at him, my heart swelling with love. Then, with a groan, Vargus releases his spell and slumps to the ground, the shimmering wall of radiance disappearing like mist.

There’s no more time to waste.

“Lùban lùth!” I unleash a blast of energy that pushes the darkhounds back, creating a small opportunity for us to push forward.

“Come on!” I shout, moving with Owyn and the two wastelanders out of the tunnel. “Let’s clear a path to the crystal!”

With yells and shouted spells, we race out into the main chamber, flinging radiant bolts and magefyre out at the wolflike demons and burning many of them to cinders. We surge forward with such intensity that for a moment, the darkhounds are too shocked to press the attack. They merely scramble backward as we rush toward them, weapons flashing and radiant magic blazing.

Within seconds, though, the element of surprise is gone.

The darkhounds, red eyes matching the glowing source crystal, swarm around us like a flood of jagged claws and teeth, their vicious attacks deadly as they try to overwhelm us.

Owyn, Yari and Kanik lead the way, deftly fighting off the beast with thrusts of their weapons, but behind us, some of the mages are picked off.

Alvin and Thea are the first to go, darkhounds leaping on them from behind and sinking their teeth into their unprotected backs. Their screams blend in with the cacophony of growls filling the cavern, adding to the chaotic noise that reverberates off the stone walls.

“Fos lasair!” Magefyre springs forth from my fingertips, blasting a whole group of the demons and setting their fur aflame.

We’re almost there! I think to myself, my breaths coming in great, heaving gasps. Just a little further!

Kanik goes down ahead of me, a darkhound tearing out his throat, and behind, Paulus’ agonized screams indicate that he, too has been brought down. It seems that everywhere I look, there are glistening fangs waiting to devour me, an unstoppable tide of snarling hunger churning just beyond reach.

Suddenly, my skin begins to shimmer with wonderous light, a radiant shield wrapping around me like translucent armor. I glance over my shoulder to see Sira right behind me, her hand outstretched.

“Go, Zara!” She yells, just as a darkhound tackles her to the ground. “Keep going–”

Her voice is cut short as the creature begins ripping into her.

I turn back and begin sprinting, ignoring the savage attacks of the darkhounds that now bounce harmlessly off my radiant shield. When we finally reach the pillar of source crystal, though, there are more than a dozen darkhounds waiting for us.

Owyn and Yari throw themselves at them, fighting like demons themselves as they clear a path for me to get through. In fact, even with his injuries, I have never seen Owyn fight with such skill in all the time I’ve known him. He weaves and he dodges, lashing out with deadly precision at any darkhound that gets too close.

Several of the beasts come after me, swiping with their claws and howling when their attacks have no effect. Then, as if trying to prevent me from reaching the crystal altogether, they leap in front of me and form a barrier with their bodies, snapping at my arms and legs uselessly with their jaws.

My vision begins to go black, the sheer exhaustion of using so much magic finally catching up to me. My knees go weak, and thought of using even one more spell sounds completely and utterly impossible.

“Owyn!” I manage to scream, my voice ragged and hoarse. “Owyn! I need you!”

Like a whirlwind, he is by my side, fighting off the darkhounds with violent strikes of his hatchet. He kicks and he chops, opening gaping wounds in the demons and opening a narrow path to the crystal.

“Hurry!” He screams, grabbing my shoulder and forcibly pushing me through. 

I stagger through the gap, crashing hard against the wall of the source crystal, then quickly turn to help Owyn, talisman squeezed tightly in my hand.

However, by the time I turn around, he has been completely surrounded by darkhounds. Yari is no longer visible, and every single mage that had left the tunnel with us is now gone, taken down and ripped to shreds by the insatiable demons.

For the barest instant, Owyn’s eyes meet mine, the love and the passion and the friendship that we have ever felt together forming a connection more powerful than the one I had felt with the source crystal. He smiles, the corner of his mouth going up into the half-grin that I have come to love, and then he nods, as if giving me permission to continue on without him.

Then, in a flurry of black fur and bloodstained teeth, he disappears from view, the darkhounds swarming over him.

Tears spring from my eyes and I let out a shuddering sob. “Owyn... no...”

My very world begins to crumble down around me.

As the radiant shield fades from existence and the darkhounds turn from feasting on my husband to regard me with wet, hungry growls, a small voice seems to whisper to the deepest part of my soul.

It is over now. It is almost time to rest. Do what you have come here to do, and all will be well.

Despite everything – the death and the wonton destruction of all that I hold dear – a strange feeling washes over me and time seems to stand still. It feels like the Light itself is embracing me, comforting me, granting me a small measure of peace in my darkest hour. It strengthens me where I stand and seems to grant me the ability to breathe once again.

Do what you have come here to do, it seems to say to me. 

I place my open palm against the crystal as they darkhounds close in, the warmth of the strange power still embracing me. Then, with my head held high, I pull in source energy and speak a single word:

“Sgrios.”
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Chapter Thirty-Five

Elias
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The Prince of Darkness thrusts his black sword into the air and lets out a bestial roar. The hundreds of surrounding demons echo the cry, filling the entire city with a cacophony of shrieks and animal howls.

I tighten my grip on Light’s Edge as the soldiers around me shift nervously.

“Do not give into fear,” I growl, my words practically lost in the terrible noise. “Fear is what they want.”

Lowering his sword, Asmodeus waits until the shouting dies down, red eyes cruel as he gazes out over the Conclave. When silence once again settles over the district, he opens his fanged mouth to address us, voice booming by some dark magic. “Honestly, I expected more from you humans. I’ve butchered cattle more fearsome than you.”

Many of the gorgons surrounding him laugh maniacally.

The demon prince continues. “Today is a rare day. I feel unusually compassionate. Throw down your weapons and submit yourselves to our might, and we will grant unto you the mercy of the R’Laar. Your men will be given quick deaths and your women and children will be taken slave so that they may serve a higher purpose.” His lip curls into a wicked smile as he sweeps his gaze over the human host, eyes blazing. “If, however, you decide to fight, then we will commence with the slaughter. Every single one of you will die, and the streets of this city will run red with your blood.”

His words echo through the Conclave, and the silence that follows is deafening. Around me, soldiers shift uncomfortably where they stand, leather creaking and chainmail jingling.

I glance over my shoulder at the people gathered behind me. Nightingales, knights, rangers, militiamen, and civilians of every walk of life cluster together in the wide central courtyard of the Conclave. Blue-robed mages stand in the midst of the people and atop the ring of towers surrounding us, their faces ranging from grim to resigned.

Even so, not a single person cries out. Nobody begs for mercy or takes Asmodeus up on his offer. Every sword, bow, mace and spear remains firmly in the grasp of the people carrying them.

Turning back, I set my jaw and step forward, facing the enormous demon with the Grandmaster’s Sword in hand.

“What is this?” Asmodeus scoffs, looking down at me as I approach. “A king?”

“Not a king,” I reply, raising my voice for all to hear. “Just a protector.”

Asmodeus chuckles, a harsh, rumbling sound. “A protector, you say? Tell me, protector – how well have you protected your people?”

I do not reply, merely hold his glowing, hateful gaze.

The demon prince continues. “Your city lies in ruins and your army is in tatters. Your very civilization lies on the verge of collapse, and yet you dare stand before me? The stupidity of your race never ceases to astound me. You should be groveling at my feet, begging for me to spare you.”

Forcing away the fear, I plaster on a small, grim smile. “There will be no groveling today, demon. You’ll find the people of Tarsynium quite unwilling to break.”

“Everything breaks,” Asmodeus replies with a sneer. “It only requires the right amount of force.” He hefts his mighty sword and take a step forward. His footfalls seem to crack the cobbles beneath them.

I fall into a fighting stance, bringing up Light’s Edge. “We will sacrifice everything, even our very lives, for the defense of the kingdom,” I say, quoting the Ranger’s Oath. Somehow, its words seem strangely fitting in this final hour. “We are the watchers in the woods, the arrows in the darkness. None shall pass by while we stand guard.”

Asmodeus grins, a terrible, toothy smile. “As you wish, then. I will cut you down before the remains of your petty kingdom. Then, I will command my legions to attack. No mercy shall be given.” With that, he strides forward, the tip of his black sword leading the way.

“So it ends,” I mutter, stepping onto the diving street to meet him.

As I approach, the demon prince raises his sword to strike, his midnight armor grinding with the sudden movement. Then, the blade comes down with the force of a thunderbolt, connecting with Light’s edge with a terrible clash. My arm vibrates from the power of the blow, and I am forced to stagger back to avoid being skewered by a follow-up attack.

The eyes of thousands weigh upon me – fear-filled eyes from the humans and glowing, red eyes from the demons. All seem entranced by the deadly dance between me and the Prince of Darkness.

Circling the great demon, I strike out a testing blow. He blocks it easily, wielding the massive sword as if it weighs nothing at all. The counterstrike comes incredibly fast, and again, I am forced to back away to avoid being killed.

The demon hosts crowding the side of the street begin to jeer and call out in their tongue, a terrible noise that reverberates off the stones. I do my best to ignore them, embracing the cold void that I learned to command when I was an apprentice ranger.

You are one with the sword, I think to myself, tuning everything else out. Don’t think. Simply act.

Asmodeus charges and I dodge, slipping beyond the reach of his blade and lashing out with my own. Light’s Edge clips the armor on his thigh and sends down a shower of sparks, prompting many of my own troops to cheer.

Growling, the Prince wheels around, spinning quicker than should be possible. He gives a mighty swing of his sword which I am forced to block, and my weapon is nearly ripped out of my hands.

Eleven Hells, he’s strong! The shock of the blow sends pain shooting up my arm, but somehow I manage to hold on. Light, hear my prayer. Our last chance is to kill this creature – grant me one last miracle.

I lash out with a counter-attack, trying to stab the demon in his unprotected flank, but he manages to block this one as well. Steel rings out through the city as the two of us exchange blows, our blades like silver flashes weaving back and forth.

With a snarl, Asmodeus lunges as if to impale me, but his black edge only manages to graze me, tearing a stripe through my cloak.

Desperately, I leap inside his defenses and try again to thrust in his side. This time, my attack succeeds, and I manage to stab the very tip of my sword into his flank. It comes out stained with dark blood and he screams, voice sounding more angry than pained.

So, you can bleed, I think with grim satisfaction as I begin to circle him again. The thought gives me a faint glimmer of hope.

Asmodeus seems to be acting more careful now, his movements more measured, less brutish than before.

I am about to go in for another attack when pain suddenly shoots through the back of my leg, burning a bright line from thigh to calf. It causes me to stumble, then fall to my knees, hot blood spilling down and spattering the cobbles.

Gasping, I look over my shoulder and see a second gorgon holding a red-stained sword, its mottled green face twisted in an expression of triumph.

Asmodeus roars, his booming voice filled with rage as he turns his attention on the insolent foot soldier. In one swift motion, he swings his blade in a wide arc – not aimed at me, but at the demon standing behind me – cutting through armor and flesh and bone like a knife cutting through butter. The gorgon whimpers and dies, the top half of his body sliding off the bottom half and landing with a sick thud on the ground.

Grimacing in pain, I try to stand, but my leg spasms and I fall back down.

“Foolish worm,” Asmodeus spits, glowering fiercely at the dead gorgon. Then, as if suppressing his fury, he fixes his gaze on me. “Not the fight I wanted, but I will butcher you all the same. Then, I will pull this city down around your body stone by stone.”

At the Conclave, soldiers ready their weapons and pull on their bowstrings, bracing for the attack they know will be coming.

The Prince of Darkness grins wickedly. “The protector who could not protect himself. Such a sad story. And now, my puny friend, comes the end.” He raises his blade as if to run me through, then hesitates suddenly, a strange look coming over his demonic features. His white lips, like two pale worms, twist into a grimace, and then his eyes widen in shock. “No,” he growls, turning his great, horned head to look to the west. “No... it cannot be!”

Lifting my head, I follow his gaze to peer off into the distance. What is that? I wonder, noticing what looks like a dust storm looming on the horizon.

A low rumble fills the air like a distant howl of wind, and soon, both man and demon are searching the skies, forgetting for an instant the battle at hand.

Asmodeus continues wailing, his black sword falling from his grasp with a loud clang on the cobblestones. “No! It cannot be possible! Khaa shir’iil xa uu’din naavikhar osh!”

The storm approaches with unnatural speed, and when it draws close, I can see that it is not a storm at all. Red energy like lightning surges in a billowing cloud of darkness, rolling over the countryside with such violence that seems likely to destroy everyone and everything in its path. It’s a creation of magic, I realize in sudden horror as it descends on the city like the end of the world itself.

Demons scream and gnash their teeth as the winds blow over the Conclave, the sky darkening with intermittent flashes of blinding red light.

I fall to the ground and cover my head, ears roaring with the abrupt rush of air. My skin feels like it might be stripped from my bones, and the ground rumbles beneath me as balors or buildings collapse. Whether it lasts for a moment or an hour I cannot tell, but by the time the winds subside, my ears feel like they have been stuffed with cloth.

Blinking, I push myself up, leg protesting in agony as I glance around, trying to take stock of what has happened.

The city looks much as it had before, though dust and refuse now litters the streets. At the Conclave, men and women get to their feet looking as shaken as I feel, their eyes wide in shock and confusion.

Turning, I gaze upon the demon horde.

Gorgons, darkhounds, blackwings, hook horrors and balors stand as still as statues on the other side of the street, crowding every building and alleyway with their hulking, alien shapes. The color seems to have drained out of them, their flesh as grey and chalky as ash, and their red eyes seemed to have winked out, growing dark and sightless as dead coals.

My gaze flicks over to the Prince of Darkness, who stands close by. His black armor still clings to his body, but like the other demons he has been transformed. Screaming in silence, his body seems to have been turned into a pillar of cinders, his skin ashen and flaky.

Mouth agape, I struggle to get to my feet, wincing at the pain on the back of my leg.

Light almighty, I think to myself as realization dawns on me. They did it. Owyn and Zara actually did it!

Above, the clouds begin to clear revealing a bright blue sky, and from the north a cool wind blows, rushing through the desolate city. As the breeze touches the frozen demon army, their bodies begin to break apart, crumbling into dust and dropping weapons and armor to the ground.

It isn’t long after that the R’Laar is completely swept away.
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Epilogue

Elias
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Three Months Later...

A warm breeze blows through the Great Waste, carrying with it the faint scent of the coming spring. It whispers through the hills, rustling the thorny plants and tugging at my cloak, seeming to pull me away from Tarsynium and toward the vast, unexplored wilderness beyond.

Never thought I’d live to see the day, I think musingly to myself as I stare out at the barren hills. This truly is the dawn of a new era.

Behind me, the sun has just crested the horizon, bathing the world in the golden light of morning, and all around me settlers have begun their long trek east, pulling wagons and riding horses in caravans laden with supplies.

The time has finally come to reclaim our ancestral homeland.

For a moment I simply stand there, watching the procession with mixed emotions. Then, sighing, I straighten and rest a hand on my belt knife. The old thing is the same as it’s always been – plain an unadorned, with a well-worn handle and quality steel from Yarrin. It has served me well in my years fighting on the frontiers of Tarsynium. 

Somehow, after everything that has happened, it doesn’t feel right to leave it behind.

I begin making my way down the rise and into the hills, my honor guards falling into step beside me, halberds on their armor-plated shoulders. Talon marches among them, his unruly black hair slicked to his forehead by sweat.

Already, the heat of the day is upon us, the sun baking the wastes with sweltering rays. The soldiers mutter their complaints to one another, Talon’s the loudest of all, but I remain silent, my mind occupied on other things.

“Hotter than the Prince of Darkness bollocks out here,” he remarks crudely, causing the other men to snicker. “No wonder the demon bastards were trying so hard to get inside the Arc!”

We make our way through a series of ravines, joining one of the caravans as they attempt to traverse the unforgiving terrain. Many of the people bow their heads in deference, offering blessings and honorifics associated with my new station. I accept their words politely yet stoically, uncomfortable with the way they are treating me.

It wasn’t long ago that I was a traitor and a prisoner, I think, perplexed by how everything turned out. The Light sure seems to have a sense of humor.

Eventually, we find ourselves in a wide, dusty basin between the hills, many of the settlers coming to a stop so they can rest and repair their wagons. As I make my way over to a small group of scouts milling about in the shade nearby, one of them races up to me, eyes alight with excitement.

“Your majesty!” He exclaims breathlessly, adjusting his sword and bowing low. “It’s here – we’ve finally found it!”

My eyebrows shoot up, betraying my surprise. “Are you certain?”

“Yes!” He replies, reaching up and wiping a bead of sweat from his forehead. “I haven’t seen that much source crystal in my entire life. It must be the right place!”

Talon and I both look at each other, our expressions equally surprised and a little uneasy. My mouth suddenly feels very dry. A thousand different thoughts begin running through my head. “Where?” I ask, voice overly gruff.

He points to the north. “Just over there, my Lord. It isn’t far. A half-hour hike at most.”

I glance in that direction and stare for a long moment. Then, I clear my throat. “Take us.”

He bows again before leading me to another ravine, my honor guards following closely behind. It is a narrow, rocky path choked with thorns, but unlike the others, I have the experience of a seasoned ranger. I am able to make it through rather easily.

True to the scout’s estimation, the journey only takes us a half-hour, and we find ourselves in yet another small basin – the difference being the fact that this one looks to have been hit by a storm. Black streaks scar the ground in many places, almost as a lightning bolt had struck there, and every shrub and thorny bush seems to have been ripped from the ground by a tremendous wind and flung very far away.

Ahead, there is a shattered hill, a great mound of dirt and rock that appears to have collapsed in on itself. Scattered amidst the debris are thousands of tiny crystal shards, the destroyed remnants of a much larger source crystal, which catch the sunlight and glitter like a field of diamonds.

The whole area seems to radiate power. The very air seems to vibrate with a strange, otherworldly aura, making it feel mystical and oddly sacred.

“Eleven bloody Hells,” Talon murmurs, his face uncharacteristically somber. “This looks like Zara’s work, alright.”

“This is the place,” I confirm, voice barely above a whisper. “Thank you for finding it.”

I begin hesitantly walking toward the hill, my feet gaining confidence with every step, but when my honor guards begin to follow, I am forced to stop and turn. “Stay here,” I command. “I won’t be long.”

They look at one another, eyebrows furrowing in confusion. “My Lord,” one of them says uncertainly, “we cannot allow you to–”

“Please,” I ask, though it comes out as more of a growl. “I must do this alone.”

One by one, they step back and wait patiently at the mouth of the ravine.

Taking a deep breath, I continue forward, making my way through the basin and toward the broken hill. The closer I get, the more treacherous it becomes, and soon, I have to crawl over fractured boulders and clamber on unsure footing. My eyes scan the ground as I go, looking for any sign of life among the destruction – even though, deep down, I know that it is pointless.

Nothing could have survived this explosion.

Eventually, I make it to the center of the hill, a small, crumbling mound surrounded by glittering source crystal fragments and jagged, uneven stones. Sweat drips down my face and my breaths come in shallow gasps, the exertion and the heat finally catching up to me.

This is where it happened, I think to myself tiredly as I stand atop the mound. This is where they died.

“I’m not sure what I was expecting when I sent the scouts to find this place,” I say aloud, speaking to no one in particular and yet hoping that somewhere they are listening. “I knew exactly what I’d find when I got here.” I nudge a loose stone with my boot and send it tumbling off of the mound. “You made quite a mess of this hill, Seeker. I think the High Magus would’ve been proud.”

A sad smile tugs at the corner of my mouth, and for a moment I think of Zara – the dauntless young mage with the unconquerable spirit.

“It was your spell that saved us all,” I continue, feeling a sense of pride for the girl. “Your name will be known by every mage from now until the end of time. I will make sure of it.”

This leads my mind to think of Owyn, my fearless apprentice and in many ways, my son. “You protected her with your life and always did what you believed was right.” A memory sparks and my smile widens. “I remember when you were first chosen to be my apprentice. You were like a fledgling eagle – so timid yet so determined to fly. If you hadn’t warned us about the R’Laar, in the face of all the opposition, we would all be dead. We owe you our lives.”

For an instant, I falter, my smile fading. The memories that now flood my mind threaten to overwhelm me, but I take a shuddering breath and exhale.

Somehow, the talking helps me feel better.

“The war came at a terrible cost,” I continue, speaking to the open air. “The kingdom is in ruins, but we’ve managed to survive. The demons are no longer a threat, and now we can resettle – rebuild what was lost.”

A small breeze rushes over the hill, ruffling the hair that is not held in place by the iron circlet on my head.

“They crowned me king, you know. With everything that has happened, the people were looking for a leader, and I was the only one left; well, me and Tamara. The two of us were married, so I guess that makes her the queen. Though, I doubt the ladies in the court will ever see her in a dress.” This causes me to smile once again, the thought of her warming my heart. “It was a small ceremony in the Ashwood – I think you would have liked it. Before I left, some of the trees were starting to bloom.”

I let out a long sigh and turn my head, glancing back to where my honor guards and the scout stand reverently at the mouth of the ravine. Then, something catches my eye, a glint of what looks like metal half-buried beneath some dirt.

Leaping from the mound, I race over to the strange object, scrambling over the uneven and shattered terrain.

When I reach the spot I begin to dig, scraping away the dirt with my fingernails and eventually digging out a weapon.

A broken hatchet.

Time seems to stop as I kneel there, staring down at the damaged shaft and the steel head embossed with ivy leaves. A wave of emotion crashes down on me, and for a moment, I find it difficult to breathe.

Owyn’s hatchet, I think to myself, the words playing over and over again in my head. Light almighty... this is Owyn’s hatchet.

“They said that I was a hero,” I say in a broken whisper. “When they placed this crown on my head, they thanked me for saving them, but they had no idea... no idea that you and Zara were the real heroes... the ones who saved the world.”

My vision grows blurry and a single tear rolls down my cheek, dripping from my chin and landing soundlessly on the thirsty ground.

It all becomes too much to bear – the memories and the regrets.

I should have done more, I think bitterly, blinking my eyes furiously to fight back the tears. I should have been there for you as your master. Light, I should have treasured every moment we had together.

“I’ll not let your sacrifice go to waste,” I growl, suddenly feeling a fire blazing inside of me. “I’ll not let you be forgotten. I’ll fight the rest of my life to rebuild our civilization and to protect the realms of men. I’ll unite all men together in this new age of peace. This I swear as my new ranger’s oath.”

A feeling of peace comes over me, as if the Light itself is enveloping me in a warm embrace. A small but reassuring voice enters my mind, speaking comforting words. I know I should be surprised by its presence, but I feel like it has been with me all along, all through the struggle and eventual victory over the R’Laar.

They are happy. They are together. 

The tears fall more freely now, my breath catching in my throat as the Light speaks to my very soul. 

They are at peace. 

For a moment I am overcome with emotion. I kneel there on the mound, mourning my young friends but feeling comforted by the very Light itself.  

Wiping my nose with the back of my hand, I get to my feet and tuck the broken pieces of the hatchet into my belt. Then, I turn and slowly begin making my way back to the ravine.

Talon is the first to approach me, his face ashen and his eyes concerned. “Are they... you know... are there remains?”

I shake my head. “Not that I could see. Whatever happened here, it did not leave any traces... except for this.” I gesture at the pieces of the hatchet.

Talon’s eyes grow wide, and for a moment, he looks as if he might suddenly burst into tears, his eyes growing wet with emotion.

The rest of the honor guard gathers around us, stoic as a bunch of rangers.

“Did you find what you were looking for?” The scout asks gently.

Glancing back at the ruined hill, I nod my head. “Yes, in a way. Now, let us go back. Our people need us.”

“Yes, your majesty.”

Together, we begin making our way back to the caravans, the aura of reverence clinging to us like a shield of radiant magic.

As we depart, though, I notice one final oddity on a nearby patch of ground: a small sprig of green grass sprouting up from the dry, cracked dirt. The plant is little more than a weed, a spindly, knotted seedling with barely any leaves; and yet, it is the only living thing east of the Emberwood as far as I can tell. It seems to reach up and grasp for the sunlight, embodying hope and life and resiliency in its tiny stem. 

Seeing it brings a smile to my lips, and when it finally disappears from view, I find myself revitalized with a new sense of optimism for the future.

Yes, I think, my soul feeling lighter. This is truly the dawn of a new era.

The End

***
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DEAR READER, THANK you so much for reading the Arc of Radiance series. It means so much to me that you read these books from beginning to end. The story of Owyn and Zara is the first one I’ve ever written, and as such it holds a very special place in my heart.

If you would, please go back and leave a review for this book and all the other ones in this series. It will help other readers find out about this tale, and will also let me know what you thought of my writing.

Thank you for your constant support and your words of encouragement. If you’d like to learn more about my other projects, please visit https://blakearthurpeel.com.

Light be with you all.

-Blake
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