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A Note on Appendices and Dramatis Personae
 
The appendix at the end of this volume includes a cast of characters, a list of major terms and locations, and some additional background information. While none of this information is necessary for enjoying the book (I hope!), I have provided it as a reference for interested readers. Enjoy!
 
 
 



Book One
 
Ascendancy
 
 



Prologue: The Siege of Fort Isen
 
Fourth year of the Ash War, 2002 AG
 
A bitter gust of mountain wind whipped across the battlements at Fort Isen, tussling the graying beard of General Ethan Moore. He watched impassively as the fort’s two hundred surviving soldiers scrambled to find defensible positions somewhere along the wall. He didn’t notice the bone-cold chill that had frozen his ears and prickled the skin beneath his mottled armor. He didn’t notice the horizon melt from a sullen gray to a malevolent red as the last rays of dusk pierced the dense overcast. He didn’t notice anything except the dagger of guilt thrusting at his stomach and the sheath of rage barely keeping it at bay. 
Everyone here was going to die, and it was entirely his fault. 
Ethan slammed his gauntlet onto the stone railing. It would have been one thing for him and the remaining soldiers to face death alone, but over a thousand refugees from the last Crell attack were sheltered deeper within the fortress, huddled together for warmth and praying to their long-dead gods that reinforcements would arrive in time. But they wouldn’t. The closest Solarian troops were, at best, an entire day away. By the time they arrived, Isen would be a smoking pile of rubble, and every soul within its walls would be dead or enslaved by the Imperium. 
Every soul, including his only son. Jason was standing guard over the refugees, an eighteen year-old boy whose father had dragged him into the bloodiest war in centuries. He was not a warrior at heart, but like the rest of their beleaguered people, he had quickly learned to fight like one. He had been forced to kill men and watch others die. Whatever innocence he might have had was lost long ago, just like his mother, his king, his country, and now, very soon, his life. 
“Sir,” a crisp, measured voice came from behind him. “The Crell riders seem to be regrouping. I recommend we consolidate our forces on the third level. From there we can—”
“No,” Ethan said flatly, squinting out to the horizon. By now he could barely make out the dark shapes of the Crell’s first wave of flying cavalry. Their first pass, a mere scouting run, had blown a ten foot hole in the fortress’s lowest level. The defenders had scored one kill—one measly kill—in the few minutes the scouts had been in range. And even that one had been mostly luck. 
The man behind him stirred. Headstrong and eager, his expression a youthful mix of excitement and terror, Lieutenant Darius Iouna had been in charge of Isen’s defense for six months now—six months without the aid of a higher-ranking officer, let alone a battalion or two of reinforcements. Iouna was smart and capable, and if fortune hadn’t placed him here today, Ethan had no doubt the man would have gone on to enjoy a fine career in the Alliance military. 
But Iouna was here. And that meant his fate was sealed. 
“Sir, it will take a half dozen men to bring down one of those manticores,” Iouna said. “A handful of marksmen trying to guard a dozen different sections of the wall are just going to get picked off one group at a time.”
 “Those scouts are going to contact their main force,” Ethan explained. “You’ve seen the reports, Lieutenant. You know what we can expect when they come back.”
Iouna’s cheek twitched. “With all due respect, sir, we’re not just going to surrender…”
Ethan remained silent, eyeing the younger man wearily for a moment before swiveling back to the horizon. Right now their best chance was that the Crell wouldn’t bother expending any more resources ransacking such a pathetic garrison…but calling that hope “meager” was a drastic understatement. 
“I wish High Command had sent us some new weapons even if they couldn’t spare any soldiers,” Iouna whispered. “Most of these ballistae and crossbows are a century old at least, and none of them are enchanted.”
Ethan grunted. “If we had even two or three of Areekan’s priests then we could at least organize our defenses. It’s…well, I feel like Lord Hamaska.”
The lieutenant cocked an eyebrow. “Holding the castle gates for two days against a screaming horde of barbarians? He didn’t have to deal with flying enemies.”
“No,” Ethan admitted, “but I was thinking of the entire style of warfare. Holding the line with flags, banners, and whatever you could shout to your men—even if we wanted to consolidate our troops, it would take half an hour just to send a runner to fetch all of them.”
He shook his head in annoyance. What he was really feeling was his own impotence. For almost thirty years he had served as a loyal priest of the Galvian king, but now…well, now he was just an old man with tattered armor and dubious aim. 
Even the weakest Bound channeler could shield themselves and others in Aetheric magic, not to mention communicate instantly with one another across great distances. With as few as five Alliance priests, Ethan could evenly distribute his men along the battlements and coordinate a real defense. If they held their positions long enough, they might convince the Crell that Isen wasn’t worth the trouble. 
But he didn’t have five Alliance priests. He didn’t even have a single sniveling acolyte still struggling to mend a scraped knee. Instead, his best tactical option was to stand on the wall waving a flag around and hoping his soldiers knew what the hell it meant. 
“Do you think they’ll send dragons, sir?” Iouna asked. 
Ethan bit his lip. “Our scouts haven’t spotted any, for what little that’s worth. Still, they’re not exactly hard to miss, and none of the nearby villages have seen anything besides manticore riders.”
Not that a pack of manticore wasn’t bad enough, of course. The flying, red-skinned monstrosities were large enough to carry one man, sometimes two, and they were quick and fast enough to avoid cumbersome siege weapons like Isen’s ballistae. If they happened to land on the walls, their fangs were capable of injecting venom strong enough to kill a human in about three heartbeats, but fortunately Crell commanders rarely ordered their precious riders into a direct melee. 
Unfortunately, the destructive magic of the Imperators riding them was far worse than teeth and toxin. 
“We could always get lucky and take out a few manticore with the ballistae,” Iouna whispered pensively, “but I doubt they’d even scratch the scales of a dragon.”
“They wouldn’t,” Ethan replied, shaking his head. For the last ten years, even before this war had begun in earnest, the Crell had been breeding black-scaled dragons in hitherto unseen numbers. The creatures were slow and massive, not to mention far more willful than the near-mindless manticore, but with a proper harness they could haul as many as six riders into battle. So far, they had proven the difference in the war. Ethan just prayed the Crell weren’t going to bother wasting any of them today. 
Sighing softly, he closed his eyes and tried to push back the guilt and anger boiling inside him. Blaming himself wasn’t going to help anyone here, and neither was wallowing in self-pity. Regardless of his past failures, regardless of their meager defenses here today, Iouna was right: surrendering would get them nothing. The Crell wouldn’t spare them from death or enslavement even if they tossed down their weapons right now. The least they could do was make a final stand. 
Out of old habit, he fingered the silver pendant around his neck. Elissa had given it to him almost fifteen years ago when he had been promoted to general. She had inscribed it with their son’s name as a reminder to him of what he ultimately fought to protect, and as usual it sharpened his mind on the task at hand. No matter what he might have lost over the last few years, he still had Jason…and many of the refugee families huddled inside Fort Isen right now had sons and daughters of their own. If there was any hope for his home of Galvia to rise from the ashes of this war, it would ultimately be up to their progeny to rebuild it. 
And it was his duty to make sure they got that chance. 
“We can’t win this fight,” Ethan said eventually, “and all we’ll do is waste precious resources and men by trying. We need to focus on keeping the refugees alive, and there’s only way we can do that.”
Iouna looked at him quizzically for a moment before his brow furrowed in recognition. “Sir, the Isen Pass has been sealed for decades. There’s nothing in there besides an empty cavern.”
“The exit at the far side of the mountain is sealed, yes, but we can still get the people in through the door on this side,” he explained. “General Tavorus told me to use it as a last resort if we had to wait for his men.”
“We’ll be completely trapped,” Iouna pointed out. “Not to mention packed together so tightly the Crell could take us out all at once.”
“I doubt their riders will risk landing just to follow us into a cave,” Ethan said. “But if they try, the narrow passages will neutralize their numbers. There’s also an emergency shaft designed to bury the entrance in case of an emergency.”
“Leaving us trapped in the dark with no air.”
“It’s a huge cavern. We should be able to survive for a few days at least.”
Iouna seemed to mull over it as they both looked to the horizon. Dark blurs had appeared on the horizon again, which meant the second wave of riders was already on its way. 
“It’s a big risk, but I think you’re right,” the young man said. “What are your orders, General?” 
Ethan glanced over to the small squad of soldiers manning the ballista to his left. They’d started the battle with five emplacements, but the manticore had already destroyed one. If the Crell commander had any sense, he would dispatch the other four as quickly as possible. They might have been slow and awkward weapons of a forgotten age, but they were still the most important weapons he had left. 
“We have to hold them off while we get the refugees inside,” Ethan said. “Get two of your men and have them run messages to the lower walls as quickly as they can. I want a minimum crew at each ballista—no more than three. The others need to spread out and lay low. They should focus their shots on the beasts’ bellies when they bank or climb.”
Iouna nodded. “Yes, sir.”
“One more thing, Lieutenant,” Ethan said. “I’ll lead the defenses here as best I can. I want you to head to the gate and find my son. The two of you need to get those refugees inside and safe. If our defenses fall, I want you to seal yourselves inside. I’ll leave it up to you to decide when.”
The young man nodded gravely. “I understand, sir.”
Ethan clapped him on the back. “Good. Now get moving. We don’t have a lot of time.”
“Yes, sir.” He started to move off but abruptly paused. “Whatever happens, General, it’s been an honor serving with you.”
With that, he was gone. Ethan wouldn’t have replied anyway. While his eyes were locked on the growing black dots on the horizon, his thoughts had yet again turned to his son. If Jason could somehow survive this war, then maybe, just maybe, Ethan hadn’t been a complete failure of a man after all. It was a selfish line of thought in a war that had already killed thousands, but right now he didn’t really care. As long as his son lived, Galvia still had a chance.  
Picking his crossbow off the stone wall, Ethan loaded the cartridge and waited for the onslaught to begin. 
 
***
 
He found her clutching a charred piece of wood amidst a pile of smoking ruin, her unblinking pale blue eyes a sharp contrast to her soot-covered blouse. Of the four smoldering bodies sharing Isen’s tallest tower with her, only one was still recognizable as human; the others had been seared to ash in the opening skirmish less than an hour before. It had only taken a single errant blast of Aetheric fire to end the lives of two families and shatter the future of this young girl, and as he looked down upon her tear-stained cheeks and quivering arms, Jason Moore had to struggle not to be sick. 
Clenching his teeth, he tossed aside the remains of the wooden door and stepped inside.  An hour ago, the tower had been a luxurious chamber housing a pair of noble families displaced by the recent border skirmishes, but at this point almost none of the fancy decorations were even recognizable. Jason cautiously crept closer to the girl, hoping he wouldn’t scare her away. She couldn’t have been more than seven or eight, and her soot-streaked blonde hair was plastered thinly across her face. She wasn’t even looking at him; she wasn’t really looking at anything, as far as he could tell. She was just trembling in place. He had no idea how she could have possibly survived the destruction, let alone without any visible injuries. 
“My name is Jason,” he whispered, wishing desperately that he knew what to say. “We need to get out of here before the Crell come back.”
Again, she didn’t react. Her eyes remained fixed on the nothingness in front of her, and her left hand squeezed a piece of charred wood so tightly her knuckles had gone white. 
“Please, take my hand,” he said, leaning in closer. “I can keep you safe, but I need you to come with me now.”
For a long moment she remained motionless, and Jason wondered if he might have to physically lean in and pick her up…but then finally she reached out and wrapped her free hand in his. He helped her stand and step clear of the rubble, and even though she still wasn’t looking at him, she seemed willing to follow. Hopefully that would be enough. 
“Jason!”
The shout came from somewhere down the spiraling tower steps. Jason shuffled to the doorway, and mercifully the girl followed him without protest. Twenty feet below, Lieutenant Iouna was dashing up the steps. He paused when their eyes met. 
“Jason, there you are,” he breathed, stopping and leaning against the wall. His eyes widened when he saw the little girl, obviously amazed that anyone or anything had survived the explosion. “General Moore wants us to gather the refugees and start moving them towards the sealed mountain entrance. We’re going to bunker inside and bury ourselves in.”
“It’s closed on the other side,” Jason replied, taking a few steps down and seeing if she would follow him. She did, step for step. “There’s no way out of there.”
Iouna nodded.  “I know, but your father thinks we can hold out in there long enough for reinforcements to come.” 
“All right,” Jason said with a resigned sigh. Retreat always left a bitter taste in his mouth, but after a year of fighting a losing war he was sadly starting to get used to it. “Let’s go.”
Five minutes later, they reached the large open rooms they had converted into makeshift beds and bunks for the hundred Galvian refugees stashed inside. Only three other soldiers were positioned here, each even more poorly equipped than himself and Iouna. While Jason’s scaled Galvian armor had seen better days, his sword had at least been Aether-tempered for added sharpness and strength; these other soldiers were still carrying blades made of dull, rusted steel like peasant conscripts from the last age.  
Iouna barked out the relevant final commands to prepare the refugees for a swift exodus. Jason tried to help where he could, but he was also mindful of the little girl clinging closely to his side. None of the other refugees paid her any heed, and he could only assume that none of them knew her…or else that they were scared away by her noble lineage. 
Most of the families had collected their belongings by the time the clamor of battle rang up from the forward battlements, and they were on their way out of the chamber towards the Isen Pass cavern when an ear-splitting roar shook the entire castle. Gritting his teeth so hard it hurt, Jason risked a peek outside to let his eyes confirm what his ears had already told him. 
Dragons. The Crell had sent dragons. 
“Incoming!” Iouna warned as a colossal black blur whooshed past overhead. Clutched in the creature’s enormous talons was an equally enormous crate, which it casually released just as it soared past their position. A resounding crunch echoed across Isen as the crate smashed onto the stone walkway and splintered into a hundred pieces. 
Normally, a fall from that height would have crushed the bones of anyone trapped inside, but the Crell Imperators had long since solved that little conundrum. With a bit of Aetheric reinforcement, the crates were able to dampen the impact of virtually any fall, leaving the troops inside unharmed and ready for battle. Just like now. 
 “Groll!” Iouna shouted, unsheathing his sword and waving to the other three soldiers. Miraculously, they didn’t run off screaming in the opposite direction. Instead they stoically grabbed their crossbows and charged forward, and Jason spun around to face the little girl. 
“You need to go with the others,” he told her, placing a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
She nodded absently, and he whirled about to retrieve his crossbow before she could reply. He wanted to make sure she was all right—he wanted to escort her all the way to the cavern himself—but he wasn’t about to let the others face the groll alone. 
Dashing out the doorway, he quickly appraised the situation. The stone walkway along the edge of the fortress was ten feet wide at most, and it stretched for another fifty feet before curving upwards along Isen’s side to other levels. It wasn’t a particularly large target when one considered how fast the dragon had just been flying, but the creature had dropped its payload with startling accuracy regardless. Now four hulking, axe-wielding groll were charging across the walkway screaming for human blood. 
Strong, durable, and ruthlessly conditioned, the groll were the preferred shock troops of the Imperium. Tall and hairless, their beady yellow eyes and leathery gray skin were terrifying enough in their own right, but the average groll’s complete fearlessness in battle was what ultimately set them apart from chagari or even human soldiers. They were savages, pure and simple, bred specifically to kill in the name of the Crell Sovereigns. And they were already less than fifty feet away. 
Jason fired. Isen’s crossbows were at least modern enough to have self-reloading mechanisms, and he knew he would need every shot. The first bolt pierced the lead groll’s meager breastplate, and the second dug into the creature’s upper thigh. Neither had any discernible effect on its speed or balance, unfortunately, though it did look even angrier than before…if such a thing was even possible. The other soldiers, following Jason’s lead, dropped to their knees and unleashed their own desperate barrage before the brutes could close into melee range. 
The lead groll closed within twenty feet before it finally toppled over. Its nearest companion, unconcerned, hoisted up the corpse and used it as a makeshift shield as he stormed forward. Eventually he hurled it at the humans, forcing them to scatter lest they be crushed by the flopping monster’s raw girth, and then they were out of time. 
Iouna struck first, leaping over the body and taking a long slash at the closest groll’s legs. The beast swept its off-hand axe down, catching the human’s blade and harmlessly parrying it away. Iouna lurched to the side as his momentum was violently redirected, exposing him to an easy counterattack—but the trailing groll inadvertently saved his life. Just as the monster in front of him hacked downward, the others bowled into their companion from behind, knocking it off balance. Its axe sheared against the stone wall and showered the area with sparks. 
Recognizing that his commander was already living on borrowed time, Jason risked a quick shot over Iouna’s shoulder. The quarrel caught the groll right in the throat, and by all rights and measures it should have slumped over and clutched at its hemorrhaging wound…but instead it flinched and smacked the bolt free like a human shooing away an annoying insect. The monster’s axes became an indecipherable blur of silver and red as they flailed wildly through the pile of human soldiers, and a stream of hot blood splashed across Jason’s face and eyes as one of his companions was brutally decapitated. He stumbled backwards, blinded and staggered, before finally tripping over something and collapsing flat onto the stone walkway. 
Swearing viciously, Jason clawed the blood from his eyes even as he frantically scuttled away from the melee. The battle was already over. He could struggle to his feet and run back towards the cavern while the groll chewed through the rest of his companions, but that would only buy him another minute, perhaps two, before the monsters plowed forward and caught up with him. Alternatively, he could lie here and continue peppering these things with bolts until they inevitably cut him down. In both scenarios, the groll would eventually reach and slaughter the refugees, and their dramatic final stand would have been for nothing. 
Jason settled on a third option. Drawing his sword and squinting past the gore still stinging his eyes, he flipped back to his feet. His sword was far better enchanted that his crossbow, and he knew it would be able to bite deep into the grolls’ flesh—assuming he could live long enough to get close. Taking in a deep breath, he waited for the first available opening and then leapt forward.  
His blade met an attack bound for the head of one of the other soldiers, but he wasn’t strong enough to parry it completely. The force of the block twirled him around awkwardly, and he lost a precious second regaining his balance. In that brief instant, the groll’s off-hand finished the job, severing the soldier’s arm at her shoulder. She shrieked in horror as she crumpled to the stone, and another splash of blood splattered across Jason’s face. Wincing, he lunged forward again, this time striking low and catching the creature’s knee.  The enchanted steel dug deeply into the groll’s kneecap, and its leg instantly buckled beneath its tremendous weight. Seizing the brief opening, Jason put all of his muscle into a final swing, hacking across his body and slashing the monster’s throat clean open. 
Two down, two to go. Just off to his left, Lieutenant Iouna was trapped in a close grapple with one of the groll, and he frantically dodged or parried a spree of axe swings that were slowly but surely driving him back across the walkway. To Jason’s right, the other groll savagely beat the last Isen soldier down to his knees before finally driving its axe into the man’s skull. 
Yes, the battle probably was over. Two men against two groll wasn’t just a mismatch—it was a death sentence. But if they could hold their ground for just a little while longer, then perhaps the refugees could get to the cavern and lock themselves in. It wasn’t much of a hope, but it was a hope. And that would have to be enough. 
Squeezing his sword in both hands, Jason leapt back into the fray.  
 
***
 
The Crell assault was as quick and efficient as Ethan had come to expect. The manticore riders split into two loosely-spread groups as they soared in and launched sizzling spheres of orange-white Aetheric flame at Isen’s beleaguered defenders. The fireballs detonated against the battlements, scorching the gray stone black, but mercifully the Imperator’s magic wasn’t quite powerful enough to destroy the wall completely. Human flesh, naturally, was another story altogether. 
Ethan watched in helpless horror as the fiery explosions consumed the marksman along the lower level, and to his left a resounding thud rumbled along the wall as the ballista fired in a last, desperate attempt to force the riders to retreat and regroup. The shot missed, of course; the manticore nimbly evaded the massive bolt, and Ethan hefted up his own crossbow and fired mostly out of spite. He had never been much of a marksman, and age only made his aim worse. 
Given enough time, the manticore riders would have eventually claimed Isen all by themselves, but if this war had proven anything, it was that the Crell Sovereigns left nothing to chance. Even as the mounted Imperators rained fire down upon the walls, behind them emerged the larger, far more terrifying wave of black dragons. The massive beasts were almost too big to be believed—their riders were more like ticks clinging to their backs than soldiers. Most troubling of all, however, were the oversized metallic crates clutched in their mighty talons. 
Crates undoubtedly filled to the brim with groll. 
“Target the lower body!” Ethan called out to the ballista crew on his left. “Get them to drop the crates!”
The crew cried out their acknowledgements as they lined up their shot, and Ethan took cover behind the wall and grimaced. This wave would probably be the last. By the time the groll actually landed, he doubted they would have anything left to fight besides a handful of charred bodies. But as usual, the Crell wanted to be certain they had killed everyone, even the unarmed refugees…
And then suddenly, impossibly, a trio of silver-scaled dragons soared over the top of the fortress. With a fierce roar that shook the battlements hard enough to knock Ethan flat onto his back, the dragons dove fearlessly into the packs of manticore riders, using the confusion to tear through the center of the Crell lines and latch onto anything they could find with their massive teeth and wicked claws. 
Ethan’s breath caught in his throat. It didn’t seem possible. After months wasting away in this forgotten fortress, he had given up hope that reinforcements would ever reach Isen in time. But these new dragon riders hadn’t been sent by the Alliance. They weren’t wearing Solarian tabards; they weren’t wearing the tabards of any Torsian nation. And yet their blue and silver heraldry was recognizable—and welcome—virtually anywhere in the world. 
Against all odds, the Knights of the Last Dawn had finally arrived. 
The Crell forces almost immediately split in half. The manticore squads banked away, unwilling to engage the enemy dragons in close quarters, and attempted to regroup and change tactics. The black dragons weren’t able to maneuver so easily, but even if they could—even if their riders commanded it—Ethan doubted they would obey. The brutal Crell breeding techniques corrupted their minds until they loathed members of their own species, and they dove at their silver-scaled cousins with almost gleeful fury. 
Soon the sky was filled with the shrieks and roars of mighty beasts locked in a deadly melee, and several of the enchanted groll-filled crates plummeted down onto the fortress before they were ready. One missed Isen completely, and the groll inside leapt free of the wreckage only to find themselves trapped outside the walls; another crate broke open atop the parapets on the lowest level before it bounced down the nearby cliff, dooming the hapless monsters inside to splatter against the rocks below. 
But a few of the crates did land in their proper place, and Ethan glanced back over his shoulder to the ballista crew behind him. “There’s nothing more we can do here,” he called out. “We need to get inside and—”
The words died on his lips when a pair of manticore riders swept by overhead and hurled fireballs straight at the ballista. The crew didn’t even have a chance to move; the blazing orbs detonated directly on top of them, roasting them alive and blasting apart the ballista in a shower of flaming cinders and scorched flesh. Ethan tried to dive away and find cover, but it was already too late. The force of the explosion hit him like a hammer in the gut, hurling him backwards against the battlements, and his skull cracked hard enough against the stone that he nearly blacked out.  
By the time his vision cleared, he was vaguely aware of the manticore duo swerving away, and he wondered dimly if they would bother looping back around just to finish off a wounded old man. He got his answer just seconds later when one of the riders casually glanced back over his shoulder and flicked a final fireball towards the fortress. 
A year ago, back before Ethan’s own channeling abilities had been brutally stripped away from him following the death of the Galvian king, he would have been able to survive the attack. At the very least he could have conjured a protective barrier to block out the flames, and had he been more prepared he might have even been able to counter the Imperator’s magic directly at the source. But today Ethan was just a weak, broken old man who couldn’t even find his crossbow. He had no cover to duck behind and nowhere to run. Fate, it seemed, had decided to offer him a glimpse of salvation before cruelly snatching it away. After everything that had befallen him so far, he expected nothing less. 
As the burning sphere streaked down towards him, he closed his eyes and resigned himself to a fiery death—
But somehow, it never came. The wall rattled from another explosion, and a wave of heat washed over his face…but then abruptly vanished. Cracking his left eye back open, Ethan saw a glimmering, silvery shield of Aetheric energy arcing protectively around him, and just beyond the battlements a brilliant bolt of lightning cut through the sky and burned a hole straight through the long neck of one of the manticores. The creature twitched once before freezing in place, and suddenly it was plummeting straight down the cliff face with its shrieking rider trapped in the saddle. 
Panicking, the second Imperator madly whipped his head about in a vain effort to find the source of the attack, but it was already too late. A second bolt flashed through the sky and struck his mount cleanly in the torso. The beast dropped like a ball of lead, and soon the skies were empty once again. 
Or rather, mostly empty. Dropping down gracefully from the top of the fortress, her long, silvery hair whipping wildly behind her, was a wispy woman sheathed in glimmering scale armor. Electricity crackled at her fingertips, and she scoured the horizon for any other threats. Eventually she landed next to Ethan and offered him a nod and a tight smile. 
“Elu shala, stranger,” she said. 
Ethan groaned as he struggled to his feet. “Nice entrance,” he muttered. “But a little late.”
“I know,” she replied quietly, shifting her gaze to the smoldering corpses of the ballista crew. “More Crell are already on the way. Can you move?”
“I don’t think so,” he said, clutching at his chest. Apparently half the wood from the ballista had ended up embedded inside his chest. Without his armor, he would have already been dead. “I need…”
“Hold on,” she soothed, cupping her right hand against his chest. “And try to breathe normally.”
A surprisingly intense heat filled her palm as she channeled healing magic into his wounds, and Ethan gently swung his arm around her shoulder for support. Elysians were almost unheard of in this part of Torsia, and the woman’s luminous violet eyes, pale skin, and otherwise sharp features set her apart from the grimy humans that called this part of the world home. 
She was Selvhara Narhesti, a druid of Anvira, an ally of the Last Dawn, and the closest thing in the world he had to a real friend. 
Before the war, at least. Before he had thrown it all away. 
“I take you found Dracian, then,” Ethan managed between labored breaths. The pain had already begun to abate, but he was still finding it difficult to concentrate. 
Selvhara nodded distantly. “The Highlord wishes us to flee into the mountain and wait for reinforcements.”
Ethan snorted. “You can tell him we’re already trying to do that. I sent Lieutenant Iouna and Jason to get the refugees moving ten minutes ago.”
“You brought Jason here?” she asked sharply, her violet eyes boring into him. 
“He’s a soldier, in case you’ve forgotten. Besides, we didn’t have a choice. There was nowhere else to go.”
Ethan could see her jaw clench tightly even though she tried to hide it. It was difficult to get that kind of emotional response from any elysian, let alone one her age, but somehow he always seemed to find a way. And not generally for the better.  
 “We need to find Jason and the others and get them inside the mountain,” Selvhara said as she finished channeling and helped him stand straight. She couldn’t repair all the damage this quickly, of course, but she had managed to kill almost all of the pain. “Can you walk now?”
“Yes,” he told her. “How close are our reinforcements?”
“General Tavorus’s forces should be here by nightfall tomorrow. I doubt the Crell will stay that long.”
Ethan grunted and glanced back over his shoulder to check in on the battle. One of the black dragons had suffered a grievous wound, and blood spewed from its neck as it plunged out of the sky and dropped unceremoniously on top of the second wall some seventy feet below. The manticore riders were similarly occupied as they desperately tried to jockey for position against the vastly more powerful silver dragons. 
The Crell were distracted for now, but it wouldn’t last forever. The defensive powers of the Knights of the Last Dawn were legendary, but numbers were still numbers in the end. Eventually, they would be overwhelmed…and they had obviously known that before they had come here. But they were willing to fight and die to protect the survivors anyway. 
Some would call their dedication honorable. Ethan called it wasteful. The war would have unfolded much differently if Highlord Dracian hadn’t wasted so many of his forces defending strategically worthless farms and villages during the first year. 
Still, right now the knights’ valor might save his life…and more importantly, his son’s. Perhaps he could hold off on his criticisms until later. 
“We have to let the soldiers know they can pull back,” Ethan said, reaching down to his waist and drawing his sword. “I’ll head to the third level and see who is still alive.”
“Are you certain?” Selvhara asked. “I can move much more easily and—”
“Get the bottom two levels,” he interrupted. “I’ll meet you at the cavern.”
She nodded, a dozen unspoken questions on her lips. “Very well. Good luck.”
“You, too,” he said, touching her arm. “I expect we’re going to need it.”
 
***
 
With a bestial roar, the groll backhanded Lieutenant Iouna hard enough to send him skidding across the walkway until he crashed into the wall. Mercifully, he didn’t flip over the edge and plummet to his death, though it might have been a moot point; his head crumpled to the side and he remained still. From his current vantage point, Jason couldn’t tell if the other man was dead or not, but he was definitely out of the fight. 
Which meant that Jason was now officially alone. 
Grimacing, he lunged at the closest groll, hoping to score a quick kill while the monster was distracted. But he had no such luck—the monster turned and swatted him away like an annoying gnat. Jason bounced off the wall and nearly lost the grip on his sword completely. He had managed to score several decent hits over the past minute, but at this point his muscles were exhausted. He couldn’t muster the strength to pierce the creature’s leathery flesh, and he had resigned himself to becoming a crimson stain along the wall whenever the groll got tired of playing with him. The creature snorted in amusement as it raised one of its massive axes—
And then screeched in pain as a shimmering blue disc smacked it squarely in the forehead. 
Jason blinked in confusion, wondering what in the hell had just happened, when he heard a strange whoosh of air from behind his left ear. Turning, he caught a glimpse of a heavily armored man in a blue cloak leap down from the heavens and land upon the walkway. A few seconds later a silver dragon roared past overhead, and suddenly Jason understood. 
“Stay behind me,” the Knight of the Last Dawn said, unsheathing his glimmering sword. His left hand flashed with Aetheric power, and another shimmering blue disc melded around his arm to form a perfectly-balanced shield. 
Jason was impressed. The two remaining groll, unfortunately, were not. 
 The first one lunged forward, mercilessly hacking downward with its axe. The knight easily caught the blow on his shield, and somehow, either due to magic or his own impressive strength, he managed not to buckle beneath the impact. Pivoting dexterously, the knight then twirled on a heel, effortlessly evading the groll’s follow-up swing and positioning himself behind the now over-extended creature. With a single crisp slash, he lopped off one of the monster’s legs from the knee down, then calmly plunged his sword through its back once it flopped face-first into the ground.  
Jason was no longer impressed. At this point he was downright awe-stricken, and if not for the sudden rage-fueled roar echoing across the parapets, he might have forgotten there was still one groll left. Not that it really mattered. 
Ten seconds and a frantic blur of steel later, the monster’s severed head was rolling across the stone, a disgusting trail of blood following in its wake. Combined with the still-hemorrhaging corpses of the other Isen soldiers, the walkway was now a veritable river of gore. Jason had to turn away before he was sick. 
The knight, thankfully, had a stronger stomach. Sheathing his weapon, he immediately strode over and knelt down beside Lieutenant Iouna’s unmoving body. His gauntlet-covered hands began to glow a faint blue, and he held them tightly against Iouna’s chest for several seconds before the man began coughing. 
“What?” the young officer whispered, his blond hair plastered against his forehead. “Who…?”
“It’s all right, son,” the knight said, taking off his own helmet. It was a face Jason knew well—it was a face half of Torsia knew well. A forty-something man with dark skin, piercing brown eyes, and a graying beard, Highlord Tevek Dracian was a veritable legend everywhere outside the Imperium. Jason could scarcely believe he was actually here in person. Apparently, his father’s desperate missive had gotten through after all. 
“Sol have mercy,” Iouna breathed. “Are you—?”
“We need to get the refugees into the cavern before more Crell arrive,” Dracian interrupted, helping the younger man to his feet. “Can I count on you and your friend here to help me?”
“Y-yes, sir. Absolutely, sir.”
“Good,” the knight said, turning back to Jason. “Your father is down on the forward battlements attempting to rally the other soldiers. My people will give him as much cover as they can, but it’s our job to help the civilians.”
Jason nodded and did his best to hide his trembling hands. A few seconds ago, he had been certain he was going to die. But now…now everything was different. With Highlord Dracian at their side, they suddenly had a real chance. 
Or so he hoped. 
“Let’s move,” Dracian said, glancing down to the bodies, clasping his hand around Jason’s shoulder. “We don’t have much time.”
Together, they dashed back up the walkway and through the closest tower. The refugees were already waiting for them at the rear of the fortress; they were huddled together for warmth and protection beneath one of the wide overhangs along the cliff face. They were reasonably well-hidden here, at least, and so far the Crell riders hadn’t bothered to fly in this deep. The problem was that the actual door leading into the Isen Pass cavern was nearly a hundred feet away across a makeshift bridge—a bridge with no cover whatsoever. 
“The lever will open the doors,” Dracian said, gesturing towards the ancient metallic device on the opposite side of the bridge. “Once we’re inside, there should be a release to trigger a rockslide and bury us in.”
Jason swallowed heavily. As a small boy, he had been obsessed with exploring old ruins, especially the old, pre-Godswar tunnels that were so common in Galvia. But the thought of willingly burying themselves inside a cave with no way out…
“The lever might be stubborn after all these years,” the Highlord added. “I’ll need some help.”
“I’ll go,” Iouna volunteered. He tapped Jason on the shoulder. “Stay here with the refugees just in case.”
“Right,” Jason whispered, glancing back to the huddled masses piled behind him. Most were simple farmers forced to flee eastern Galvia as the Imperium continued its advance towards the Solarian border. They were haggard and terrified, but they were also surprisingly old…or very young. The men and women closer to his age had long since been conscripted to the front lines, leaving only small children and their grandparents behind. When all this was over, an entire generation of Galvians would have been decimated. The thought made him turn away and bite his lip. 
As Dracian and Iouna set out across the bridge, Jason caught a glimpse of the blue-eyed girl he had rescued from the upper levels earlier. She was huddled tightly against the wall, staring down at the piece of wood still clutched tightly in her small hands. He couldn’t imagine the hell her mind was going through right now…but he could at least empathize. He had watched his own mother die less than two years ago, crushed beneath the toppling wreckage of a building destroyed by a squad of Crell Imperators. Sometimes, her shattered body still haunted his dreams…
The staccato groan of old, stubborn steel echoed across the bridge as Dracian and Iouna pulled at the great lever. The refugees stood anxiously, awaiting the signal to dash to safety. The men had cranked the door halfway open when the knight abruptly dropped to a knee and shoved Iouna behind him. Without warning, a sizzling ball of flame streaked down from the sky, and Dracian barely managed to lift up his arm and summon his Aetheric shield in time. The fireball exploded against the barrier, and for a horrifying instant Jason feared the knight’s magic wouldn’ be enough. But then the smoke finally cleared, and miraculously the two men appeared completely unharmed. 
The refugees screamed, and Jason dove into the doorway and glanced upward. Hovering a hundred feet above the bridge, his left hand sheathed in magical flame, was another manticore rider. 
“Stay back!” Dracian warned, his deep voice barely audible over the screeching manticore. A second fireball detonated over his shield, and the two men hunkered down against the door as tightly as they could manage. The knight’s shield seemed capable of repelling the attacks well enough, but they were still trapped—without aid, they would never be able to open the door or retreat back across the bridge. 
Grimacing, Jason waved the refugees farther back into the tower before retrieving his crossbow and taking aim. His first two shots missed cleanly as the rider accelerated upwards and away in preparation for another pass. His third shot, however, clipped the beast’s flank just as it tried to turn, and the rider had to struggle to keep his mount steady. For a moment, the manticore vanished from sight entirely, but after a few seconds it soared back over the tower and hovered next to the bridge. Except that this time the rider was no longer staring at the pinned-down men by the cavern doorway—he was staring directly at the pesky little crossbow-wielding soldier. 
And belatedly, Jason understood the problem. He had expected to provoke the Imperator’s attention, of course, but he hadn’t considered the fact that there were dozens of helpless men and women huddled in behind him. The overhang would offer them some protection, but it was no guarantee. The assault on the upper level towers had proven that beyond a shadow of a doubt. 
And so Jason made a choice. Hopping to his feet, he sprinted out to the center of the bridge. The rider hesitated, obviously caught off-guard by the suicidal maniac willing to leave his cover and fight a channeler in the open. But the shock didn’t last long: a few seconds later, he flicked his wrist and chucked another volley of flaming death down towards the bridge. 
For the second time today, Jason watched imminent death descend upon him…and for the second time today, it somehow never arrived. In the brief instant before the fireball exploded in his face, another shimmering orb streaked across the bridge and struck the first. The two spheres exploded in a blinding flash, and the shockwave knocked Jason from his feet and slammed him against the stone. 
Distantly, he heard the manticore shriek in pain, and as he squinted through the afterimage seared into his vision, he caught a glimpse of the beast’s underbelly immolated in pure white flame. The rider yanked hard on the reins in a desperate attempt to control the wounded beast, but it was too late. Blinded by pain and confused by fear, the manticore jettisoned away in a random direction…and then smashed directly into the top of the nearest stone tower. 
Whether or not the beast survived the impact, it dropped from the sky like a sack of rocks, taking its rider with it.  
Jason caught his breath and turned to the doorway where the refugees were huddled in shock. Standing there just like before was the little girl…but now her hands were alight with Aetheric flame. 
“Unbound.” 
Jason wasn’t sure if he actually spoke the word aloud or not, but regardless he and the refugees were all thinking the same thing: only an Unbound could channel Aether without aid from an Ascendant. It was a rare and dangerous gift, and in many places across the world renegade channelers were imprisoned or even killed on sight. Here in Solaria, most Unbound children were locked away in a hidden asylum to protect themselves and others. But somehow this girl must have avoided detection…right up until now, when she had just saved everyone’s lives. 
Crawling back to his feet, Jason dashed over towards her. The fire in her palms faded, and she slumped down against the stone. “It’s all right,” he soothed. “You saved me. You saved all of us.”
She didn’t reply. For several long seconds, she didn’t even move. But then eventually she buried herself into his chest and began sobbing uncontrollably. 
Jason had no idea how long he sat there holding onto her, but he was acutely aware of the hushed and terrified whispers from the refugees. Some of them were as frightened now as they had been when the Crell rider attacked, and he was a little surprised that none of them raced back into the fortress to try and hide. 
Eventually, Dracian and Iouna managed to pull down the lever and open the massive door, and the bridge rumbled with the echoes of stone scraping against stone. The girl leaned up, tears still streaking down her face, and locked her eyes with his. 
“It’s all right,” he repeated, rubbing a hand through her hair. “I’ll take care of you. My name is Jason. Jason Moore.”
He didn’t really expect her to respond, but eventually she choked back her sobs enough to speak. “Krystia.”
Jason nodded and forced a smile. “We need to move, Krystia. We have to hide inside the mountain for a little while.”
“I know,” she whispered, her eyes darting back and forth between the nearby peasants as if they were bandits with shivs in their back pockets. “Are they going to hurt me?”
“No,” he assured her. “No, they won’t hurt you. Do you see that armored man over there?”
 Krystia nodded without looking. 
“He’s a Knight of the Last Dawn,” Jason went on. “He will protect you—he’ll protect all of us. Don’t worry.”
The door finally crunched to a stop, and Dracian began waving the refugees over. At first, they remained in huddled in place, but eventually good sense triumphed over fear and one by one they hustled across the bridge. Jason waited until the last ones were across before finally standing and lifting Krystia up into his arms. 
“Your father and the others should be here soon,” Dracian said once they finally reached the other side. “My knights will make a final push into the Crell lines to try and draw them away long enough for us to collapse the tunnel.”
“What about your people?” Jason asked, frowning. “How will they escape?”
The Highlord’s cheek twitched. “They won’t,” he said quietly. “Once Tavorus’s troops arrive, we’ll need to fortify Isen as quickly as possible. If the Crell can take this pass, they’ll have free reign into Solaria.”
“We’ll hold,” Lieutenant Iouna proclaimed, and it really sounded like he believed it.
Dracian nodded as his dark eyes drifted down to Krystia. “Hello, my dear,” he said. “I’m glad you were here to save us.”
The girl squeezed Jason so hard it hurt even through his armor, and she buried her face back into his chest. “Her family was killed in the first attack,” he said, switching from the Solarian tongue to one of the other languages his father had forced him to learn. If he remembered correctly, Highlord Dracian was a native of Tauros, one of the many powerful human kingdoms overseas in Calhara. “I’m not sure how she survived.”
The knight nodded distantly. “I’m surprised she was able to avoid detection for so long. General Tavorus will likely wish us to return her to the capital.”
“Where she’ll be packed away in a vault and never heard from again,” Jason murmured. “You know how they treat Unbound in Solaria.”
Dracian sighed as the last of the refugees took shelter inside. “Whatever King Areekan’s personal views on her kind, she just saved our lives. I won’t allow him to forget that.”
“I’m sure he’ll listen to you,” Iouna said. “He always does.”
The Highlord grunted softly as he glanced back across the fortress towards the forward battlements. “We can’t afford to wait forever. If the Crell advance any closer, we’ll have to shut the door.”
“They’ll make it,” Jason said, wishing he believed it. “Dad always finds a way.”
 
***
 
Ethan only managed to grab three soldiers before the battle on the lower wall became untenable. While the Crell remained focused on defeating the knights and their dragons, blasts of explosive fire were still randomly bombarding Isen’s walls. The last of the ballistae had already been destroyed, and there was nothing else here worth defending. 
“Back to the cavern!” he ordered. “Now!”
They stormed across the battlements and wound their way up the stairs and walkways, but just as they reached the uppermost level a massive black husk plunged out of the sky and smashed into Isen’s central tower. The stone buckled beneath the dragon’s weight, and chunks of shattered stone showered the entire area.  
“Move!” Ethan screamed as he scrambled for cover before anything else exploded and cut them off completely. 
Hunkering down beneath one of the larger parapets, Ethan glanced back over his shoulder and saw Selvhara frantically attempting to lead a group of survivors to safety. A storm of rocky debris rained down over them, and her fingertips flashed with Aetheric power as she summoned a stiff gust of wind in a last, desperate gambit to deflect the barrage. The pebbles were willing to cooperate; the larger stones, unfortunately, were not. She made it halfway to the parapet before a fist-sized chunk of rock finally slipped past her defenses and struck her in the head. 
Ethan was already sprinting towards her by the time his brain caught up and realized the tower was still collapsing above them. Another deluge of pebbles rained down across his back, but he barely even felt them. He crouched down on top of her, shielding her body as best he could, before flipping her over to check her pulse. She was alive, if only just; a stream of blood trickled down her face, and judging from the placement of the wound there was a good chance her skull had been cracked. But he knew if he could just get her to one of the knights, they would \ be able to heal enough of the damage to bring her conscious…at which point her own magic could take over. 
 “Get to the cavern!” he called over his shoulder as he hefted her up into his arms. “Now!”
 Ethan turned and ran as quickly as he could. A few months ago, before the fall of Galvia and the death of its king, he could have healed Selvhara himself. He could have healed all of these soldiers himself and mounted a much better defense against whatever the Crell threw at them. 
But not anymore. Now he was just a tired old man desperate to ensure that no one else died because of his mistakes. He had already lost everything…but he wasn’t about to lose Jason or Selvhara too. He would get them into that cavern even if he had to fight through half the bloody Crell army along the way. 
Long minutes passed as they wove through Isen’s exterior to the bridge at its rear, and his arms began to quiver from fatigue. Selvhara wasn’t exactly heavy—the slender elysian was half his weight at most, and her Aether-tempered scale armor probably weighed less than his sword—but age and injury were finally taking their toll. Clenching his teeth, Ethan ignored the pain as best he could, and eventually they passed the eviscerated bodies of several Solarian troops and a handful of groll. Mercifully, Jason’s body didn’t appear to be among the dead, and a few seconds later they finally reached the bridge—
“Dad!” Jason called out from cavern opening. He and Lieutenant Iouna were both standing there, bloodied but seemingly all right, and next to them was the familiar tall, barrel-chested figure of one of Ethan’s least favorite people in the entire world. 
“Thank the gods you made it,” Highlord Tevek Dracian said, kneeling over to inspect Selvhara. “We weren’t going to wait much longer.”
“She’s wounded,” Ethan bit out as a previously forgotten pain spiked through his lungs and arms. “Can you help her?”
He needn’t have asked. Dracian’s hands were already glowing with Aetheric energy as he channeled healing magic into her wounds. For a few seconds nothing happened, and Ethan feared he hadn’t been fast enough…but then she coughed several times and her violet eyes fluttered open. 
“Easy,” Dracian soothed, smiling down at her. “You were struck in the head. You’ll need to lie down for a while.”
Selvhara blinked several times, her eyes darting between the men looming over her and the massive door just behind them. She lifted a hands to her face and channeled her own healing spell, but she was clearly still too weak to stand. Jason leapt over and slung her arm over his shoulder when she faltered. 
“Help me inside,” she whispered. “I will seal us in.”
While Jason and Ethan helped her walk, Dracian and Iouna raced over to the gate lever and pulled. Soon the unmistakable sound of metal grinding against stone echoed throughout the cavern and stirred the stale air. The refugees huddled together, and Ethan watched grimly as the door gradually sealed shut, plunging them into total darkness.
“Get everyone back,” Dracian ordered as he activated a glowrod and tossed it into the center of the chamber. The light was dim but sufficient, and with luck they had stockpiled enough of the devices to last for a few days. “We need to collapse the shaft so they can’t just open it from the other side.”
Once the refugees and the surviving soldiers had retreated a few hundred feet father in, the Highlord glanced over to the rusted levers along the far wall. In theory, they would release several openings in the ceiling and trigger a planned collapse…but Ethan doubted that anyone had actually used the trap in decades, perhaps even longer. 
“We don’t need the trap,” Selvhara said as if reading his mind. “Just hold me up and make sure everyone else stands clear.”
“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Dracian replied, frowning. “You’re wounded and you—”
“I’ll be fine,” she insisted. “Besides, this is the only way to make sure they stay out and you know it.”
The knight studied her carefully, and the concern in his eyes was obvious. No, it went beyond mere concern—it was love, plain and simple, and Ethan struggled not to be sick. But as much as he wanted to blame Dracian for taking her away from him, deep down he knew it was his own fault. All of this was his own fault, when it came right down to it, and one of these days he knew he would have to let it go. But not just yet. 
 “As you wish,” Dracian said after a moment. “Everyone else: get back as far as you can. We can’t be sure exactly how the stones will fall.”
Taking in a deep, steadying breath, Selvhara thrust her hand towards the metal support columns holding the piles of rubble above the door. A bolt of lightning abruptly arced from her fingers and melted the beams, and a few seconds later the entire shaft collapsed, dumping what seemed like half a mountain’s worth of rock in front of the doorway. Normally, the dust would have choked them even this far in, but she quickly conjured a powerful gust of wind to contain the blast as best she could. 
“Now it’s time to rest,” Jason whispered into her ear as he lifted her up into his arms. “Come on, this way.”
The two of them slowly walked back down to meet with the others, and Iouna shook his head in disbelief at the impressive wall now sealing them off from the outside world. 
“It’s hard to believe…” the young man trailed off, his head shaking. “Praise Sol you arrived when you did.”
The Highlord didn’t respond. His expression remained as stoic as ever, but Ethan knew exactly what the man was thinking. He had just sent several of his knights and their precious dragons to die so that a handful of comparatively worthless refugees and soldiers could live. It was not a choice Ethan would have made in Dracian’s place; it was not a choice Ethan would have ever made at all. 
But it was the choice that had saved his son. And for now, perhaps, that was enough. 
“We’ll hold,” Ethan said, wishing for a moment he actually believed it. “We’ll turn them back here and change the war.”
For a long moment, the knight remained silent. He just stared at the rocks, his dark eyes lost in thought. But eventually he turned around to face the others, and his jaw visibly clenched behind his cheeks. 
“Yes,” Dracian said. “We will.”
 
 



Chapter One
 
“Perhaps the Immortals have been here forever, watching silently as gods do, judging our worthiness to carry out their will. If that is true then I question their divine intellect, for what being could look upon our species and deem us worthy of their magic? We deserve their pity, not their power.”
—Asalian Daar, 526 AG, the night before his execution for heresy
 
2015 AG, thirteen years later…
 
It was a cool autumn day in the forests of southeastern Galvia, with a light breeze that rustled up the fallen leaves and made a man thankful he had worn a jacket. It was a good thing, Jason Moore thought to himself, because otherwise he and the other two men shoveling away at the dense pile of rock-encrusted dirt would be even more drenched in sweat and grime than they already were. They had been at it for almost two hours now, digging out a hole wide and deep enough to bury a wagon, and they still hadn’t hit anything. 
“I hope you realize that if we don’t find something here,” Gor said into the long silence, “I am going to kill you.”
Jason grunted and glanced over his shoulder. The massive man standing behind him was one of the chagari, a hulking bipedal race politely referred to as “demon cats” by most humans. Covered in thick orange-red fur, Gor slouched at six and a half feet tall. His broad shoulders and hunched spinal structure always gave Jason the impression he was about to pounce on something. If not for the wickedly-sharp retractable claws on his hands and feet, the two large, curving horns atop his head, or the pair of sinister yellow feline eyes set deep in his face, Gor probably could have passed for a cuddly, oversized children’s toy. 
Instead, he was the stuff of nightmares.
“I just thought you should know,” the chagari added after a moment, taking another large scoop with his shovel. 
Next to him, Tam Eldrin scoffed. “This is only the third dig-site. Jason’s almost always right by about the seventh.” 
“Just give it another ten minutes or until Sel shows up,” Jason soothed, realizing he was still damp despite the breeze. They had all tossed their jackets and traveling cloaks to the side after half an hour, and at this point the hole was deep enough he couldn’t even see their belongings over the ledge above anymore. 
“Speaking of Sel,” Tam said, gesturing upwards. The distant clomping of hooves gradually grew closer before stopping entirely, and eventually they heard the soft thump of someone hopping down from a saddle. 
“Good of you to finally show up,” Gor grumbled loudly enough for the newcomer to hear. “Now why don’t you start digging and make yourself useful for a change?”
A slender woman leaned over the edge, her left eyebrow cocked in amusement at the three laboring men below. “You want an old woman to pick up a shovel and strain her aching back?”
“You really have to ask?” Tam muttered. “This is Gor we’re talking about here.”
“I won’t apologize for expecting everyone to contribute,” the chagari replied tartly. “Unless our glorious leader agrees to cut her share of the treasure as recompense.”
Jason sighed and shook his head. “For one, Sel never takes a share anyway. For two, you had better be nice to her if you don’t want to bleed out the next time we run into a Crell patrol.”
Gor continued to grouse under his breath, mostly for show, and Jason grinned as he glanced back up to the woman sitting on the ledge above them. 
Selvhara Narhesti hadn’t changed much over the years, though that was hardly surprising considering how slowly her people aged compared to humans. From a distance, she could have passed as an attractive, middle-aged human woman, but up close her pale skin and pupil-less violet eyes betrayed her elysian heritage. 
Ostensibly, her people—the “faeyn,” in their native tongue—were the result of the mixing of Immortal and human blood during the Godswar thousands of years ago. Like their darker-skinned cousins, the vaeyn, the elysians were natives of the distant western continent of Calhara across the sea. Sel was the only one of her kind Jason had ever seen, and over the past decade she had been the closest thing he had to a mother. 
“Did you see anything out there during your trip?” he asked after a moment. 
“Every landmark you mentioned,” she confirmed. “If your notes are right, this has to be the place.”
“You know what they say about assumptions,” Tam murmured. “Especially Jason’s assumptions.”
“They make us a lot of money?” Jason countered. 
“Well, yeah, but…” the other man stammered. “Uh…never mind.”
Smiling wryly, Jason speared his shovel into a fresh mound of dirt. He had known Tam for over a decade now, and in a lot of ways the other man hadn’t changed a bit since they had first met. Tall and lanky with an unkempt shock of blond hair and a cherubic face that couldn’t grow a real beard no matter how it tried, Tam was part scamp, part loner, and all awkward. He dressed like a vagrant, and his wide assortment of dopey grins made it impossible to take him seriously. 
The two of them had originally met following the end of the war and the subsequent dissolution of Galvia into the newest colony of the Crell Imperium. Both of their lives had been devastated by the fighting, if for drastically different reasons. Jason had lost his entire family. Tam, for his part, had never really had one. 
Life as an orphan was never easy for any child, but life as an Unbound orphan in a war-torn country was something else entirely. Ever since his innate channeling powers had first manifested around puberty, Tam had been a pariah constantly on the run from the authorities. He had eventually traveled to Lyebel, one of Galvia’s largest cities and home to the only legitimate academy for Unbound on the entire continent—or it had been, anyway, before the Crell had burned it to the ground.  
After the war, the two of them had lived as glorified vagabonds for several years before finally fleeing into the relative safety of Solaria. Tam had still been forced to conceal the nature of his powers wherever they went, and he had never been able to find a proper teacher. As a result, he preferred to ignore his magic whenever possible…often to his companion’s chagrin. 
“Can’t one of you just wave your hands and blast all of this dirt out of the way?” Gor grumbled after another few shovelfuls. “It would save a lot of time.”
“The Aether is not a toy,” Selvhara admonished, “and the Goddess does not approve of her followers draining her energy needlessly.”
 “How convenient for her,” Gor muttered. His yellow eyes flicked over at Tam. “So what’s your excuse, then?”
Tam shrugged. “I don’t think shooting fireballs at a pile of dirt will help very much. And what if there’s something valuable just a few inches down? Do you really want me to torch a bunch of ancient scrolls by accident?”
“Good point. Maybe they’ll have some spells you can learn to make yourself useful for once.”
Jason sighed and shook his head. A few years ago, he would have tried to play diplomat and keep everyone happy, but now he realized that endless bickering was just the inevitable consequence of traveling with a chagari. Or maybe Gor just had an exceptionally charming personality. Either way, the extra muscle was usually worth it, especially when they needed to scare off the competition. 
The group continued digging for another ten minutes before Jason’s shovel finally struck something. It took another fifteen to figure exactly what that something was.
“Staircase,” Tam said, banging his shovel against a solid chunk of dirt. “This definitely looks like some kind of tomb entrance.”
“It’s a Hassian royal crypt,” Jason corrected, smiling at the telltale ridges in the stone railings. “Over two thousand years old.”
“And possibly filled in,” Gor pointed out. “What are the odds the entire place hasn’t collapsed by now?”
“There’s nothing here suggesting a cave-in of that size,” Selvhara told him, her eyes closed and her fingers pressed deep into the dirt. “I believe only the entryway is covered; I can sense a stone door on the other side.”
Tam whistled softly. “You really need to teach me how you do that.”
“Trade secret,” she whispered, withdrawing her faintly-glowing hand. “Now move—I should be able to soften up all of this dirt without disturbing the structure itself.”
The three men crawled up and out of their ditch to give her some space. As a druid of Anvira, Selvhara had mastered a wide array of channeling techniques. Jason had seen her heal wounds with a touch, conjure raging tempests of wind and rain out of previously calm skies, and even shoot lightning from her fingertips. Unlike Tam, however, she couldn’t channel Aether on her own. Without the magical bond linking her to her goddess, Selvhara was just another flesh-and-blood person like anyone else. 
Most regular folk struggled to appreciate the difference between the Bound and the Unbound; after all, the subtleties of magic, just like any other esoteric field of knowledge, were difficult to appreciate from the outside looking in. Ultimately both possessed the ability to channel the Aether, the so-called “blood of the gods” left behind following the death of the Immortals in the last age, and that already elevated them above everyone else. For thousands of years, however, almost every nation around the world had agreed on at least one thing: the Unbound were dangerous, but the Bound were not. 
“Here we go,” Selvhara whispered. “You might want to hold onto something.”
For a moment, nothing happened, and Jason started to wonder if the dirt was packed in more tightly than she had realized. But then suddenly the ground beneath him began to tremble, and he dropped to a knee to steady himself as the center of the ruins transformed into a sinkhole. The rocks and larger hunks of clay were sucked downwards as if they had been devoured by quicksand, and soon the entire ditch looked like it had been transmuted into a ravenous vortex of mud. 
“The idea was to remove the dirt, not transform it into a pool of muck,” Gor commented. “Did we forget to mention that earlier?”
“Just shut up and let her work, would you?” Tam grunted back. After a moment, he leaned in closer to Jason’s ear. “She does know what she’s doing, right?”
Jason smiled. “What do you think?”
After another few moments, Selvhara thrust her hands up over her head, and her violet eyes blazed as if they had been replaced by a pair of glowstones. The afternoon breeze quickly intensified into a stiff gale, and the pool of slosh was violently sucked up into the air. With another flick of her wrist, Selvhara directed her concentrated hurricane to move thousands of pounds of dirt, clay, and rock from the ruins back to a pile on the surface.
The entire process only took a few minutes, and once she was finished they were suddenly standing in front of a pristine, ancient staircase descending down towards a massive stone door covered in markings—markings Jason would recognize even if he was blindfolded. 
“Amazing how much more useful that would have been two hours ago,” Gor grumbled as he vaulted down from the ledge to the staircase with surprising grace. “Perhaps next time we should let you dig while we do the scouting.”
Selvhara didn’t reply. She closed her eyes and let out a deep breath, and Jason swept behind her and slid a supportive arm around her waist. “Are you all right?” he asked. 
“Yes, I just need a moment,” she told him, smiling tiredly. “That isn’t as easy as it looks.”
He smiled back and squeezed. No, the common folk definitely couldn’t appreciate the difference between a Bound and Unbound. Even he had trouble with it sometimes. Selvhara’s power would have been absolutely terrifying in the hands of a rogue druid, but then again that was the whole point. If at any time her order determined that she had misused their goddess’s power, they could sever her bond to Anvira in a heartbeat. The same was true of the Crell Imperators and the Solarian priests and even the vaunted Knights of the Last Dawn. They all had an invisible string that could be cut at any moment. Tam and others like him did not. 
“This language is the same as the one you showed us earlier,” Gor commented as he studied the doorway below. 
Once he was sure Selvhara was all right, Jason stepped down next to the chagari. “Did you become a linguist when we weren’t looking?”
“No, but one of your tomes had several illustrations. The inscription here is identical.”
“He may not be big on words, but picture-books are right up his alley,” Tam muttered under his breath. 
“Either way, I’m impressed,” Jason said, ignoring the jibe. “This is a basic greeting—and warning—to visitors. It states that this is the tomb of Queen Malacross the Dreamwalker.”
“A greeting and a warning?” Tam asked. “What’s the warning part?”
“Nothing specific,” Jason replied, rummaging through his pack to find the keys and journals he had prepared for the occasion. “I already told you, this tomb pre-dates the Godswar by almost five hundred years. The worst things that could possibly be in here are a few dart traps and maybe a collapsing floor.”
“If I recall correctly, a collapsing floor nearly killed you and that nobleman you were with two years ago,” Gor said. 
“His name was Slaan, and he was just pretending to be a nobleman,” Jason corrected, running his finger along the outlines of the inscriptions before selecting the appropriate key. “But most of that trouble was his fault, anyway. He tends to lose his patience when the treasure is dangling right in front of him.”
Leaning forward, Jason extended his arm and slid the key into the lock—
And then suddenly a massive chagari paw slammed into his chest and hurled him backwards onto the steps. Even as he gasped for air, a serrated blade scythed down from the top of the door fame and embedded itself into the stone below. The metal was dull and rusty, but it clearly would have had enough force to sever his hand…
“Shit, what the hell was that?” Tam asked.
“A false keyhole, obviously,” Gor said, extending a paw to help Jason up. “Your books also had pictures of common Hassian-era door traps. I suggest looking at them next time.”
“Just making sure everyone is paying attention,” Jason muttered as he bounced back to his feet. “I like to keep everyone informed for a reason.”
“Indeed,” the chagari replied with a self-satisfied grunt. “Now how about you find the real slot and get us some treasure? I believe you owe me a ruby the size of your hand.”
 
***
 
Jason had never understood exactly why he had always been so obsessed with Hassian culture and history, but he assumed it was just a latent desire to connect with the legacy of his now defunct homeland. He had spent the better part of four years studying archaeology, history, and philosophy during his time in Solaria and then Solipei, and even now he still looked back fondly on those years. Before his father had ordered the ill-fated invasion of Crell, Jason had spent most of his youth chasing similar pursuits, and almost everyone in his family had encouraged it. His mother had been a playwright, and when her little boy discovered bits and pieces of forgotten cultural history, they always made their way into whatever drama she happened to be working on at the time. 
General Ethan Moore had always considered his son’s literary excursions a waste of time, of course. He had nothing against knowledge, precisely, but he believed the subtleties of pure academic pursuits were too distant from real-world concerns and politics. Or so he had always said. Later on, Jason realized his father’s actual problem with history and philosophy was that they often muddied the day’s simple black-and-white issues into much more nuanced shades of gray. And his father had never much cared for gray, at least not where the interests of Galvia were concerned. 
Thankfully, Jason eventually grew out of the need to seek his father’s approval. It had taken him most of a decade, but he had finally found his true passion…and better yet, he had even managed to find a way to profit from it. Relic-hunting had always been a popular pastime for adventurous types throughout Torsia, especially in places like Galvia that had once been home to a massive pre-Godswar civilization. Most hunters lacked the in-depth historical knowledge to find and appreciate the best dig-sites, however, and others simply weren’t able to assemble a proper team capable of navigating dangerous ruins. Jason, fortunately, had both. His hope going into this latest excavation was that it would be bountiful enough to allow him to live comfortably the rest of his life while chasing down the most interesting finds rather than the most valuable. 
Now, staring into this ancient tomb, he realized it might very well be both. After pushing aside his embarrassment over his earlier door foible, he had managed to get them inside the tomb and past a few other minor traps in less than ten minutes. It took him only a few seconds within the central chamber to realize that this was indeed the Big One. 
“That,” Tam whistled, “is a lot of gems.”
“And statues,” Gor added breathlessly. 
Jason smiled. “Far more than that.”
The circular burial chamber was about forty feet in diameter, with the walls covered in elaborate tapestries, carvings, and other works of art that highlighted the major events in this particular dynasty. Armor stands, weapon racks, and sealed chests littered the rest of the room, but at the center was the grand prize—a large sarcophagus flanked on either side by three human-size statues of sword-wielding warriors. Their jewelry alone was probably worth enough to buy themselves a village or two. 
“This is virtually identical to that drawing,” Selvhara commented. “Even the statues—women on the left, men on the right.”
“One of the more interesting aspects of her rule,” Jason commented, jumping up onto the central platform to get a better look. It took every ounce of willpower he could muster not to skip and squeal around the chamber like a delirious child. “Everything in Hassian society was equal and divided. And these guardians didn’t get a bad deal either, being immortalized in stone like this.”
“I think this one could take out Gor,” Tam commented, gesturing at one of the female-shaped statues. Her arms were wider than his head. “Also, damn that is a lot of rings.”
“Get the carts, bags, and everything else,” Jason ordered. “This is going to take awhile. We might as well start organizing.”
“Yes…” Gor rasped as he leaned over a pile of glittering gemstones. His feline eyes were fully dilated, and his tail was twitching back and forth in excitement. “If this tomb is laid out exactly as you predicted, then I assume your initial appraisal of its worth was also accurate?”
Jason shrugged as coyly as he could manage. “I probably guessed low, if anything.”
Gor didn’t smile often. He was completely impervious to humor and alcohol, as far as anyone could tell, and even the best bards in Galvia couldn’t crack the chagari’s chronically sour demeanor. But the moment Gor snatched up a pile of the gemstones, his mouth curled into a fang-heavy grin, and he snarled with joy as he half-ran, half-skipped back to their horses. Tam followed, whooping and hollering the entire way. 
Selvhara hadn’t moved. 
Jason closed his eyes and let out a frustrated sigh. “Look, I know you aren’t really into this whole grave-robbing thing, but you’re going to be rich in a few days. I mean, did you see Gor? Anything that gets him excited is worth celebrating.”
She turned and flashed him one of her many guilt-inducing, motherly looks. “You know I don’t do this for the money.”
“You say that now, but just wait until we get back to the city. I’ll buy you a new…uh…?” he stammered. “There has to be something you want. A new robe? New boots? Even druids need—”
“There’s something wrong.” 
Jason repressed another sigh. This discussion came up every few weeks. Tam had dubbed it “Sel’s ethics of grave-robbing” speech, and they were all sick of hearing it. Jason understood where she was coming from, of course, and he even sympathized to an extent. But it was still frustrating how often she seemed willing to ignore the basic realities of living and working with humans. Elysian society ignored wealth as a matter of principle; they saw the other races’ obsession with material gain as self-serving at best and widely immiserating at worst. Jason often wondered how she had managed to survive in human lands so long. 
But here and now, sitting on the biggest hoard of gold and glory any of them were likely to see in a lifetime, he really wasn’t in the mood for cultural criticism.
“Look,” he said with strained patience, “now really isn’t the time for—”
“No,” Selvhara interrupted, her eyes fixed on the tomb. “Something is wrong.”
Jason paused and followed her gaze. Nothing seemed out of place, but she could perceive plenty of things he could not. “What is it?”
She slid closer to the sarcophagus. “Aether,” she murmured. “It is concentrated very strongly—I can sense it even behind the stone here.”
He frowned. “Are you sure? These people couldn’t channel at all, Sel. Unless someone else has been in here after it was sealed…and given that the traps out front were still active, I find that hard to believe.”
“I am not mistaken,” she said, placing a hand on the stone. “There is something inside this tomb.”
Jason cocked an eyebrow. “Alive?”
“Aether is not alive,” she corrected as if it were obvious, “and aside from the carrion there is no life in this tomb.”
“Mm,” he murmured as he leaned in closer and studied the stone. To him it looked, smelled, and felt like a thousand-year old slab of rock, but of course that didn’t mean anything. She was the channeler here, and he trusted her abilities. But it still didn’t make any sense. 
Aether hadn’t existed in the world before the Godswar—that was where it had come from in the first place. The gods had died, and their invisible blood had seeped throughout the world, giving mortals a hidden font of power to draw upon.
That was the legend, anyway. But as a historian, he had long since grown accustomed to challenging the claims of conventional wisdom. 
“Any ideas?” he asked. 
Selvhara slowly shook her head. “None.”
Jason sighed. “Well, let’s get the others and see if Tam has any insights.”
By the time he made it back outside, Tam and Gor had managed to get their pulley system unpacked and near the setup point. Jason called them back down, and Tam took a few moments to study the sarcophagus. 
“Yeah…yeah, I see it,” he confirmed. “She must have been buried with a heap of enchanted goodies.”
“But that’s impossible,” Jason told him. “Queen Malacross died centuries before the rise of the first Ascendants. There was no magic in her time.”
“Erm,” Tam muttered. “Well, I don’t know what else to tell you. There’s a huge concentration of Aether in there. It’s easily the strongest aura I’ve ever seen.”
Jason nodded gravely. “There’s only one way we’re going to figure it out. Help me open it.”
The sarcophagus wasn’t locked or trapped, but it was damn heavy. Jason and Tam couldn’t even budge the lid, but that was one of many reasons they brought a chagari along. With a feral groan of exertion, Gor hefted the lid aside, and once the dust cleared Jason found himself staring at the last thing in the world he had expected. 
Nothing. Or rather, almost nothing. 
There was no glowing ring, no enchanted sword, and no angry corpse lurking inside the tomb. All that remained were the tattered remnants of cloth lining the edge of the coffin and a metallic black cube about six inches wide sitting in the exact center. Each of its sides had an inscription on it, but Jason didn’t recognize the language.
“That’s definitely what the aura is coming from,” Tam said. Behind him, Selvhara nodded in silent agreement. 
Jason licked at his suddenly dry lips. “Any reason I should be terrified to touch it?”
“Probably a dozen or so,” Tam muttered. “But that doesn’t usually stop you.”
Before anyone could protest, Jason reached in and picked up the cube. When it didn’t immediately explode in his face, he twirled it around in his fingers and inspected the markings. 
“There’s a lot of writing here,” he said quietly. “But I don’t recognize the language.”
“Isn’t that strange?” Selvhara asked. “I thought you knew all the languages of this era.”
“Not all of them, but I should at least recognize the basic ideograms. Hassian was the precursor to modern Galvian and Crell and almost every other Torsian language.” Jason pursed his lips in thought. “If I had to guess, I think it’s written in Nephilese. There are only a few people in the whole world capable of translating it.”
“How wonderful,” Gor grumbled. “But in case you’ve forgotten, we have an entire tomb filled with treasure here, and it isn’t going to move itself. I’m sure you can hawk that thing to some idiot collector.”
“This isn’t going with the rest,” Jason said. “I have to study it first.”
For a moment, the chagari looked like he might protest, but he probably assumed a stupid box had no value compared to the other relics they found. And he might have even been right—most collectors would only pay premium for authentic Hassian heirlooms. If Jason was right about the origin of the markings, then this cube belonged to a different age entirely. The problem was that he still didn’t understand why it was radiating Aetheric energy. 
 “Someone had to place this here,” he whispered. “There’s no other explanation.”
“You said yourself there were no signs of prior entry,” Selvhara pointed out. “I certainly don’t see any. Everything here is in pristine condition, and you would think other tomb robbers would have at least taken the gemstones.”
“I think there might have been an insult in there somewhere,” Tam replied with a grunt. “But Sel’s right—we had to move several tons of dirt and rock just to get in here. Do you really think someone else moved all that and then just reburied this place?”
“I didn’t say someone was here recently,” Jason corrected. “This tomb is ancient—someone could have easily placed this here a few centuries ago and reburied it. Maybe they even replaced the traps.”
“You know how crazy that sounds, right?” 
Jason cringed. He did, of course, but this whole thing was crazy as far as he was concerned. “This place wasn’t untouched: there’s no body.”
Selvhara glanced back into the sarcophagus. “Queen Malacross died thousands of years ago. Her body would have crumbled to dust long ago.”
“Hassians mummified their rulers,” Jason told them. “There would still be remains.”
Tam grunted. “Maybe they just forgot this time.”
“There are other possible explanations,” Selvhara said. “I believe you called her ‘Queen Malacross the Dreamwalker.’ That seems to suggest some type of clairsentient ability.”
 Jason waved a hand dismissively. “Plenty of ancient cultures named their rulers that way. The people liked to think of them as divine beings. It was a lot easier to accept orders from a god than some normal sap who happened to be born into wealth.”
“Or perhaps she was an Immortal.”
“You know that’s impossible.”
“Not all cultures share the same beliefs about their history, Jason,” Selvhara reminded him. “You of all people should know that. Many people believe the Immortals walked the land long before the Godswar.”
“I’m aware of the myths,” he assured her. “But there’s no evidence to corroborate them. Most cultures who believe in that type of thing use it as some type of nationalist mantra to justify the birthright of their ruling elite.”
“Certain events are difficult to explain without their presence.”
“Just because an explanation hasn’t been found doesn’t mean ‘the gods did it,’” Jason insisted. “You’re smart enough to know that.”
“It is not a matter of intelligence. Everyone accepts certain things on faith.”
Jason sighed and rubbed a finger against his temple. This was yet another argument they broached all too often, and it was probably even more frustrating than her sermons on the ethics of grave-robbing. While the majority of Bound channelers in Torsia served an Ascendant king or queen directly, Selvhara and her druid kin did not. They worshipped Anvira, one of the Old Gods—more often called the Immortals—who had ostensibly survived the Godswar. According to legend, she had merged her spirit with the world itself, and even thousands of years later she was capable of empowering a small number of Bound servants to enact her bidding. 
Jason had never completely accepted that mythos, but Selvhara obviously drew her power from somewhere. He sometimes suspected that the elysian queen—an Ascendant in her own right—was the one who actually granted the druids their power, but of course he couldn’t prove it. And ultimately, he conceded, it didn’t really matter. They could speculate about the nature of the gods and the Ascendants all day and it still wouldn’t help them learn anything useful about this cube. 
“So, not to break up a fascinating discussion or anything,” Tam said, “but in case you’ve both forgotten, we have a fortune to extract here. If you make Gor wait any longer he might just beat us to death and take everything himself.”
“The thought had crossed my mind,” the chagari said as he idly stroked a vase that was probably worth more gold than he was. 
“It doesn’t matter what the hell that cube-thing is or if this Queen Malacross was really a four hundred pound man who was cremated and stuffed in a jar,” Tam continued. “We’re rich! Ridiculously, fabulously, outrageously rich! I can finally live out my dream of owning every brothel in Lyebel. So let’s get this shit packed up already!”
Jason smiled despite himself. “All right, get the pulley assembled. I’ll start cataloguing. But this cube doesn’t go anywhere until I know what it is.”
“That’s fine, we’ll take it out of your share,” Gor said. “Now let’s go.”
Selvhara squeezed his arm and offered him a tired smile. “Just keep your mind open. There has to be a reason this was here.”
“Yeah,” Jason agreed, twirling the cube idly in his hand. “I’m sure there is.”
 
 



Chapter Two
 
“A man who finds wealth before conscience has no fortune at all.”
—Solipean Proverb
 
Jason poked at the fire for the hundredth time in the past ten minutes, his eyes lost in the throbbing coals. He should have been asleep given how hard they would be pushing to reach Selig by tomorrow night; failing that, he should have been lying there thinking about the piles of gold awaiting them in Lyebel when they finally unloaded their enormous stash. Instead he was mulling over the small cube nestled in his lap and wondering how the hell it had found its way into that tomb. 
“Are you trying to cook something on the end of that stick?” Gor grumbled under his breath. He was leaning against a nearby rock, his eyes closed but his bow and axe within arm’s reach if he needed them. At a glance, the chagari could have easily been asleep, but Jason knew better. Gor rarely allowed himself to nod off until everyone else had already done so—except Selvhara, naturally, who barely slept at all. 
“Sorry,” Jason muttered, tossing his stick into the flames. He sighed and glanced back at his sleeping roll and gear, inwardly scolding himself for not just lying down and passing out. He started to sprawl out but stopped when his nose wrinkled at the scent of fresh incense from behind him. “What’s the occasion?”  
Selvhara sat cross-legged on the ground with several small candles and an offering dish before her. Faint green smoke wafted from the bowl as she added various herbs to the mixture. 
“I don’t need an occasion to meditate,” she said. 
“You’re supposed to be keeping watch,” Gor pointed out. “Burning flowers with your eyes closed doesn’t count.”
“The camp is well protected,” she replied matter-of-factly. “But if you don’t trust my wards, you are welcome to set some traps of your own.”
The chagari grunted and shuffled in place. “That smell is terrible. And it will alert every creature within a mile to our presence.”
“You haven’t bathed in a week. Perhaps you should—”
“Would both of you just shut up already?” Tam muttered, his voice muffled by his pillow. He was planted face-first on his bedroll, looking for all the world like he had just been shot in the back. The empty ale flagon next to him seemed the likeliest culprit. 
Shaking his head, Jason slid the mystery cube back into its protective pouch and then tried his best to force his mind to settle. Once, years ago, he had asked Sel to teach him some of her meditation techniques, but sadly the entire process was so bogged down in cryptic and often downright nonsensical rituals that Jason had never found it particularly soothing. If Anvira just instructed her druids to inhale the hallucinogenic herbs and skip the prayers altogether, she probably would have been a lot more popular. 
Still, Jason knew how lucky he was that Sel was such a good sport. Even as a child, he had taken something of an impish joy in poking fun of cultural traditions—the more sacred, the better—and his time at the university in Solipei had only emboldened him further.  His mother, the free spirit, had found his antics endearing; his father the priest had not. General Moore had spent the bulk of his adult life in the direct service of King Whitestone, after all, and Bound channelers across Torsia, from Alliance priests to Crell Imperators, were the stewards of cultural traditions. Openly mocking their beliefs was generally a surefire way to get yourself exiled, imprisoned, or strung up in the gallows.
Or drive away the woman you love. 
Jason winced, and his eyes popped back open. He wasn’t sure where that particular thought had come from, but it felt like someone had just slid a dagger between his ribs. His mind always managed to drift to Sarina whenever he had trouble sleeping, which was incredibly stupid for two very important reasons: one, he hadn’t seen her in almost two years now, not since she had stormed out of that tavern in Dreen; and two, sleeping would have been the absolute last thing on his mind if she had been around right now. 
Sighing, he clamped down hard enough on his lip to draw blood. His mind would ramble all night if he let it, and he needed to be rested if he was going to fetch decent prices for whatever they could unload in Selig. It was time to shut up and go to sleep, and that meant he needed to stop thinking altogether, especially about making love to a fiery Asgardian women in the autumn twilight…
A rustle of movement snapped Jason back into the present, and he craned his neck backwards to see Gor clutching onto his bow, his nostrils flared upwards as he sniffed at the night breeze.
“Trouble?” 
The chagari’s orange-brown fur rippled slowly. “Possibly.”
“I see nothing,” Selvhara said, her eyes narrowed into thin violet slits. “But I did hear something.”
Nodding silently, Jason glanced out into the forest and surreptitiously scanned the nearby area. They hadn’t seen any humanoid footprints on their way out to the ruins, but the nearby mountains harbored far worse dangers than mere bandits. 
“Tam, wake up,” Jason whispered. “Tam!”
When he didn’t respond, Jason reached out and nudged the man’s arm; when he still didn’t respond, Jason smacked his leg hard instead. 
“Gods, what?” Tam blurted out. “I told you to shut up and—”
“Keep your voice down,” Jason admonished. “We might have trouble.”
“There’s no trouble, my young friend,” a baritone male voice said from the darkness outside the camp. “At least, there doesn’t have to be.”
Acting on pure instinct, Jason reached out to retrieve his crossbow—and then stopped in mid-air when an arrow whistled past his head and stuck into the ground not four inches from his hand. Before he could even consider rolling away, another warning volley struck their wagon at the rear of the camp. 
“There’s no need to panic,” the voice said, and a moment later a humanoid figure emerged from the shadows at the edge of the firelight maybe forty feet away. Two more men joined him shortly thereafter. “I have no interest in killing you, Mr. Moore. I only wish to talk.”
Jason slowly leaned back and studied their assailant. He had a medium build and a clean-shaven face, and his Crell accent was mild enough that most Galvians probably wouldn’t have even noticed. His thick black coat was bulky enough to conceal light armor, and he carried his own small crossbow in his right hand. His two brutish cohorts didn’t bother with anything so subtle; their heavy-armor and double-bladed axes clearly marked them as Borden mercenaries. 
“Who are you?” Jason muttered. “What do you want?”
“You may call me Heist, Mr. Moore,” the man said as he casually stepped in closer. At the moment his crossbow wasn’t pointed at anyone directly, but it was only a fractional twitch from becoming so. “I have been sent here to…appropriate some of your recent discoveries. But don’t worry: I have no intention of robbing you blind. Help me find what I’m looking for, and I guarantee you’ll keep enough for yourselves to live quite comfortably.”
“How generous of you,” Jason replied dryly. Beneath the sarcasm, however, a cold tingle had started prickling its way down the length of his spine. Whatever Heist’s real identity, he was calm, poised, and utterly unconcerned about retaliation. That, combined with the fact he and his men had apparently been able to walk right through Sel’s wards, left only one possible explanation. 
He was a channeler. Possibly a very powerful one. 
“Considering that I could order my men to kill you right now,” Heist went on, “you’re right: I am being very generous. But I would prefer to settle this without violence if at all possible.”
“You have an interesting way of showing it,” Tam muttered, suddenly awake and alert. “If you just wanted to talk, why not approach us in the morning?”
Heist acknowledged Tam with the faintest tilt of his head before turning back to Jason. “Unfortunately, I suspected you wouldn’t be in the mood to talk. The man who hired me thought it was a fool’s errand to even bother speaking with you, but I respectfully disagreed.”
“Really,” Jason mused, mentally running through a list of potential suspects. Considering how few people even know they were out here, it didn’t take very long for everything to fall into place. “So who do you work for, then?”
“A former colleague of yours who believed you were likely to discover many profound and valuable things,” Heist said, waving his hands dramatically. “But I don’t suppose there’s any purpose in being coy.”
“Slaan,” Gor growled under his breath. “He sold us out. I knew he wasn’t to be trusted.”
Heist raised a curious eyebrow at the chagari. “So the beasts can speak, then. Interesting; I had no idea.”
“Perhaps you should get to the point and tell us what you want,” Selvhara suggested, her voice cold. She hadn’t moved at all; she was still sitting cross-legged in front of her little ritual pyre. 
Heist flashed a thin but incredibly smug smile. “Very well. As an official representative of the Imperial Province of Galvia, it is within my discretion to confiscate any goods or items that could prove useful to my unit.”
Tam groaned. “Slaan paid off the local guard to steal our loot? That’s a new low, even for him.”
“Your friend is very well connected. But trust me, Mr. Moore, my concern is not primarily for gold. I am just as interested in you. My superiors would be very pleased to have someone with your skills working for them.”
Jason chortled despite himself. “You must not know anything about me if you think that’s a serious offer.” 
“Believe me: I’m quite aware of the irony,” Heist said. “You are Jason Moore, son of the infamous Ethan Moore, the Butcher of Geriskhad.”
Selvhara actually flinched, but Jason shot her a warning glare. “So that’s what they’re calling him now,” he murmured. “I doubt you’ll find many Galvians who agree.”
“On the contrary, your people have learned to accept the truth for what it is.” Heist waved a dismissive hand. “But I’m not here about your father; I am here for you. You are a skilled and thoughtful man, and you found something I want. Give it to me, and the rest of the treasure is yours.”
“Fine,” Jason said with an exaggerated shrug. With luck, they wouldn’t notice his right hand snaking down beneath his blanket. “If you tell me what it is, I’m sure I can unpack it for you,” Jason said. 
Heist smiled. “You don’t need to unpack anything. It’s right there in the crook of your arm.”
Somehow, Jason managed not to twitch. He thought he had done a good job of casually hiding the pouch away, but evidently not. “You want a half-eaten ration bar? Well sure, don’t let me stop you.”
The man’s smile wilted. “My employer wants that cube, Mr. Moore. And you are going to give it to me.”
The words seemed to echo across the camp and directly into Jason’s head. He blinked in confusion and pulled the pouch out in front of him. Maybe he should just give it away. It would certainly save them a lot of trouble…
“Stop it!” Tam hissed, as he quickly sat up. Pillow marks streaked across his face, but his stare was as intense as Jason had ever seen. “That won’t work, not with me around.”
Heist glared at the blond man in annoyance, and Jason frowned as an odd warmth abruptly washed over him. At first he had no idea what was going on, but then he belatedly realized he had felt this sensation before—Heist had been attempting to cloud his mind with magic, and Tam had just stopped him. 
Swearing under his breath, Jason shook his head and tried to refocus. He had been just seconds away from handing over the cube without so much as a fight. But while being mentally manipulated was terrifying enough, it also confirmed Heist’s identity. He wasn’t just a random renegade Unbound, as bad as that would have been; he was a Crell Imperator bound to the will of the Sovereigns. And that meant the situation had suddenly gotten a lot more complicated.  
“A pity,” Heist whispered, his momentary anger vanishing from his face. “Still, it would seem that our information was accurate after all, especially in regards to the abilities of your companions. An elysian druid, a renegade sorcerer, an unregistered slave…you travel with quite the eclectic entourage, Mr. Moore.”
Gor growled faintly but audibly. Thankfully, he remained still. 
“The four of you have lived on the fringes of society for some time now; I imagine that must be quite tiresome,” Heist continued. “I promise that if you cooperate, you will never need to concern yourself with your safety again.”
“If you wanted this so badly, you’d have just shot us on your way in,” Jason pointed out. “Hired Crell goons aren’t known for unnecessary diplomacy. So I figure that means you’re afraid you’ll damage it if you just try to take us out. Is that about right?”
“You are the resource we would prefer not to damage, Mr. Moore,” Heist replied flatly. His right hand finally aimed his crossbow, and his left abruptly flashed with red Aetheric energy. “But my patience does have its limits. Give me the cube…now.”
Jason grimaced. A part of him wanted to hand it over. For all he knew, this cube could have been worthless, and they were sitting atop a massive pile of treasure that would make them filthy rich regardless. But the larger, more stubborn part recognized that this also could have been the find of a lifetime—not in terms of gold, but in terms of history. This cube was an anomaly, and there was no way in the world he was going to let it go before he unlocked its secrets. Not to the bloody Crell, not to anyone. Besides, his friends would back him up—they always did. 
“Just give it to him, Jason,” Gor grumbled. “It’s an empty box.”
Jason shot him a look. Tam and Sel would back him up, anyway. 
“Last chance, Mr. Moore,” Heist said. The two men next to him tensed, twirling their axes in anticipation. “We have you surrounded and outnumbered. Don’t be foolish.”
“This isn’t worth dying over,” Selvhara whispered.  
“I agree, but your friend seems to have a different opinion.”
“He knows how dangerous we are,” she continued, her voice dropping a few degrees. “Do your men even realize what they are up against?”
Heist snorted. “Please. My men have been instructed to shoot at the first sign you’re trying to channel.”
“And what if I don’t give you one?”
His expression sagged in confusion….and in that instant, Sel struck. 
A bolt of lightning flashed from her palms and blasted Heist squarely in the chest. He soared backwards, shrieking in pain, and his two goons reeled from the blinding flash. As usual, Gor was ready: he pounced onto the closest mercenary, bowling him into his companion until the three men became a flailing pile of arms, legs, and fur. 
The next few seconds were a frantic blur of motion. The air whistled as a barrage of arrows emerged from the darkness to pepper the camp, and Jason tumbled clear of his bedroll mere moments before it became a pincushion. The others weren’t so lucky. Even as Tam vaulted to his feet and attempted to channel, an arrow struck him in the left shoulder, instantly flattening him back to the ground. Two others hit Selvhara, one in the chest and the other near her collarbone. 
As a younger man, Jason’s first instinct would have been to dive on top of his friends to give them cover, but years of bloody war followed by dozens and dozens of skirmishes had taught him a grim lesson: either they were already dead, or they would be able to take care of themselves. Regardless, getting shot in the back trying to save them wasn’t going to help anyone. He needed to give their enemies something else to focus on, and that was exactly what he was going to do. 
Digging his hands into the ground for leverage, Jason vaulted to his feet and quickly surveyed his options. He could enter the scrap with Gor and hope the archers wouldn’t shoot into a melee filled with their own men, but the chagari seemed to have it covered. Alternatively, he could sprint over and try to hide behind the large tree to his left, but he doubted he’d be able to make it before his legs were perforated. 
No, Jason knew had only one real option. He lowered his head and charged straight at Heist. 
The man was only just getting back to his feet—a miracle in and of itself considering he had just been struck by lightning—when Jason’s right shoulder plowed squarely into his waist. The two men flew backwards and tumbled across the grass, and by the time their momentum slowed, Jason cocked his left fist for a swift jab. 
Heist was faster. A right hook pounded into Jason’s cheek, and he almost lost his grip and toppled backwards onto the grass. But somehow he managed to grab onto Heist’s dark coat and pull himself in tight for cover. Their grapple soon became a desperate melee, with each man landing several glancing blows on the other while they jockeyed for position. 
Jason had his doubts about winning a one-on-one slugging match with a stronger, armored man, but the alternative was far worse: if he allowed Heist even a moment to concentrate, the man could probably summon fire or lightning to his fingertips and end this battle right then and there. Jason’s only hope was to keep the Imperator distracted long enough for his companions to bail him out. 
Companions who had both already taken hits, and who might already be dead. 
 
***
 
Pain stabbed through Selvhara’s chest and neck as the arrows pierced her flesh. The sheer force of the impact knocked her flat, and another pair of arrows whistled past her face, missing a killing blow by mere inches. Within seconds, another volley would likely take their place and finish the job. 
But she wasn’t about to let that happen. Clenching her teeth against the pain, Selvhara channeled the Aether through her body, and suddenly the entire world around her sharpened—colors became more vibrant, motions became more distinct, and the Aether became a visible bluish mist permeating everything around her. Time itself seemed to slow, as if she now had an eternity to make each and every decision. And she planned to make the most of it. 
Jason and Gor had joined a mass of tumbling appendages only a few yards away, but she and Tam were still quite vulnerable. She had wrapped herself in a thin protective barrier at the first sign of trouble earlier, which was probably the only reason she was still alive. Tam hadn’t, however, and he was seriously hurt; she could feel his agony rippling through the Aether from here, and she knew he wouldn’t survive long without swift assistance. What they needed more than anything was a distraction…and she had just the right thing in mind. 
Reaching out to the Aether again, Selvhara stirred the air around their campsite into a frantic gale. Leaves, dirt, and rocks leapt up from the ground in a swirling shield of debris, and when the next volley of arrows soared in, they were harmlessly buffeted away. 
The hiding archers were invisible, but not inaudible; Selvhara could hear their hissing swears and baffled gasps just fine. Their thoughts and emotions stirred in the Aether, and when she concentrated she could pinpoint them well enough. There were six of them in total, mostly perched up in the trees surrounding the camp, and sooner or later she was going to have to deal with them directly. But right now, she had more pressing concerns. 
Leaning down over Tam, she placed a hand against his chest and channeled healing magic into his wounds. He groaned and coughed, then yelped painfully when she ripped the arrowhead free. 
“You’re lucky it wasn’t poisoned,” she told him. “Now get up!”
Ignoring her own wounds, Selvhara swiveled back around towards the darkened forest. Her palms crackled with energy as she channeled another spell, but this time she wasn’t planning on blasting anyone with lightning. Instead she formed a large, scintillating sphere of brilliant blue-white light and hurled it out into the center of the forest. The orb itself was harmless, but it was easily bright enough to illuminate the entire battlefield. 
With their positions suddenly exposed, the enemy marksman panicked. A few of them hopped down from their trees, while others simply fired into her encroaching wall of coalesced debris in the desperate hope that one of their shots might actually slip through. But the arrows deflected away harmlessly, and then they were out of time. 
Snarling in a combination of fury and wounded pride, Tam leapt to his feet and thrust out his hands. His palms exploded in Aetheric flame, and with a flick of his wrist he hurled a fireball towards the closest marksman. The man didn’t stand a chance; the magic scorched his flesh black even as the blast itself hurled him away like an immolated ragdoll. Tam chucked another blast and then another, and soon the entire southern side of the clearing was bathed in a shimmering curtain of flame.  
“Enough!” she yelled, grabbing onto his arm. The remaining marksman were already screaming in terror and fleeing into the forest, and killing them served no further purpose. 
But the battle itself wasn’t over, and Tam quickly shifted his attention to Gor’s ongoing melee with Heist’s hired thugs. One of the big thugs had squirmed free of the pile and recovered his axe, and he was patiently waiting for an opportunity to hack down the annoying chagari the moment he had a clear opening. Tam didn’t give him the chance. With another flick of his wrist, the young man directed a searing beam straight into the mercenary’s chest. The man screamed in shock and pain, and his axe-flipped free of his grip as he reflexively clutched at the smoldering hole in his armor. Not that it made a difference; he was still dead before he hit the ground. 
The man’s partner, still grappling with Gor, gasped in fear and let his guard down enough for the chagari to finally wrench himself free. With a feral roar and an elbow to the chin, Gor slashed his claws across the mercenary’s throat, and a spray of red gore showered across his fur.
Wincing away from the carnage, Selvhara summoned lighting to her fingers one last time. She twisted around towards Jason and Heist—
Only to realize they were no longer there. 
 
***
 
A flash of light suddenly and unexpectedly lit up the forest around them, and in the corner of his conscious mind Jason heard the telltale sounds of Selvhara’s lightning and Tam’s fire as they retaliated at their hidden attackers. He might have smiled had Heist not landed two more blows in his chest and sent him reeling to the ground. Jason coughed as he hit the hard dirt, and a spurt of blood escaped his lips—along with most of the air from his chest. 
“Dukol!” Heist grunted in Crell, taking the opportunity to finally draw a slender sword from somewhere inside his coat. Their back-and-forth melee had eventually rolled them near one of the largest trees, but at this point Jason wasn’t really worried about finding cover from the archers; Sel and Tam could deal with the forest snipers easily enough. He was far more concerned about his broken ribs, his possibly punctured lungs, and, the armed man about to skewer him. 
He had exactly two lingering hopes. For one, it seemed Heist wasn’t much of a channeler; he had obviously survived Sel’s blast, but he hadn’t cooked Jason himself, which was a good sign. For two, the edge of the clearing was now only about ten feet away, and if he could maneuver Heist closer, he might be able to knock the man down the sharp hill and buy himself a few seconds to get back to the others. 
But all of that assumed he could survive the next few seconds. Heist didn’t waste any time in pressing his attack; he lunged forward with a simple thrust, and Jason barely managed to twitch to the side before the sword pierced the edge of his jacket and pinned him to the dirt. Grimacing, he shuffled his weight enough to score a quick right hook, at which point he rolled away as hard as he could, shedding his jacket and furiously trying to pick up anything he could get his hands on. By the time he hopped back to his feet, he was clutching onto an uneven, two-foot long branch and pretending it was a sword. 
Heist smiled as he lunged again. A few quick slashes reduced Jason’s makeshift weapon into a piece of kindling, but it did allow Jason to temporarily dictate their positioning. He leapt back to his right as he clumsily parried each of the attacks, and by the time his “weapon” was destroyed he was mostly where he wanted to be. Heist, seeing his opponent with virtually no defense, went in for the easy kill. 
But Jason’s left hand was ready. Just as Heist flinched to make his move, Jason tossed the bit of dirt and rocks he had grabbed into the man’s face. Heist stumbled—if only barely—striking forward blindly. His blade caught Jason in the side of his leg, slicing a clean new wound, but it cost him sure footing. Sidestepping and shifting his bodyweight, Jason slammed into Heist’s side and sent them both tumbling down the nearby decline. 
This fall was far less elegant than their earlier one, and it hurt a hell of a lot more, too. Jagged rocks and sharp branches lined the ground the whole way down, and by the time they splashed into the creek below both men were a bloodied mess. Jason’s eyes struggled to stay focused despite the pain ripping through most of his body, and he caught a glimpse of Heist’s sword lying a few feet away on the hillside, its point embedded in the dirt. 
Unfortunately, Heist had apparently seen it first. He rolled to his feet with a grunt, his face twisting in ire, and he caught Jason across the face with a boot just as he was trying to stand. Jason’s head banged into a rock, and he nearly lost consciousness. By the time his senses returned, he was lying on his back with Heist holding the blade right in front of him. He was now officially out of tricks and out of time. 
“You should’ve taken my offer,” the man said between breaths, leveling his sword. “Though after what he said about you, I doubt Mr. Slaan will much care if I bring you to him as a corpse.”
“Just get it over with,” Jason muttered. 
Heist smiled, and his muscles tensed as he lunged forward—
And then a stroke of lightning cooked through the air and burned a hole through his chest. His sword clattered against the rocks, and his body swiftly followed. 
“Nice timing,” he murmured, clutching at his aching jaw. Selvhara didn’t waste any time; a gust of wind stirred beneath her feet, and she half jumped, half floated down to meet him. 
“Stay still,” she told him, inspecting his myriad cuts and gashes. “You should be dead.”
“I’m a good target dummy, what can I say?”
“You need to be more careful,” she scolded even as her hands flashed with healing magic. Her face was twisted in a scowl, but beyond her motherly concerns he could see a deeper and even more familiar pain lurking behind her eyes. She looked the same way anytime she was forced to kill someone in self-defense or otherwise. Once, back at the start of the last war, Jason had often seen the same expression on his own face after a battle. 
But not anymore. 
“He would have killed me,” Jason soothed. “You didn’t have a choice.”
Selvhara didn’t reply. Sighing, he closed his eyes and let her work. A soothing pulse cascaded across his body, and one by one the worst of the lingering aches faded away. His jaw was still sore, and his temples pounded like someone had smacked him with a tree trunk, but otherwise everything seemed to be working all right. 
“What happened to the others?” Jason asked into the silence.  
 “Most ran off,” Tam said, rubbing at his own wounds. “A few are dead.” 
“We need to find Slaan,” Gor cut in, walking down next to them. “I’m going to feed that wretch his own entrails.”
Jason bit down on his lip, his mind racing now that he wasn’t so distracted by pain. He and Slaan—Professor Jacob Slaan, technically—had never really gotten along. The man taught at the Cergar Historical Academy here in Galvia, but he was a third-rate scholar at best. But he also happened to have stumbled on information Jason needed, and a few months ago they formed a semi-official business arrangement over a variety of Hassian artifacts. They hadn’t departed under the best of terms, but a few little scholarly debates here and there were a far cry from tipping off thugs to come and kill someone…
 There had to be more to it. The problem was that they might not have had time to figure it out. 
“Slaan can wait,” he said after a moment. “Right now we need to get to Selig and unload as much of this as we can.”
Tam glanced down to the pouch at his friend’s waist. “Heist knew about the cube specifically. How is that even possible? Even you didn’t know it was in there.”
“That’s the real question, isn’t it? He knew about the ruins, obviously, but I don’t know how he could have known about the cube.”
“Slaan must have learned something after you parted ways,” Sel reasoned as she leaned back against a stump, visibly exhausted. “He may very well know what the cube is.”
“Forget the cube,” Gor growled. “If Heist was really a Crell Imperator, then we might not even make it into Selig. Sovereign Verrator will know exactly what transpired here, and if he believes it’s important enough, he will dispatch troops.”
“I doubt he’ll go that far,” Jason whispered, wishing desperately that he believed it. He had expected this dig to be a huge find, but he hadn’t expected anything like this. All over one little box…
He sighed and closed his eyes. Gor was right: assuming Heist really was a Bound servant of the Sovereign Verrator—the imperial governor installed to oversee the day-to-day governance of Galvia—then that meant the authorities would also know exactly who had killed him. As if their channeling abilities weren’t bad enough, the Bound were also walking spies. Their Ascendant patron could hear and see everything that took place around one of their servants if they were so inclined, which meant that Jason and the others might have already been marked as wanted fugitives. 
Of course, technically they were all already marked as wanted fugitives here, just for different reasons. He was the son of a perceived war criminal, Tam was a renegade Unbound, Gor was an escaped slave, and Sel…well, the Crell had never been particularly fond of the elysians, and certainly not those who had helped the Galvians during the war. They had dubbed her people “elves” as a racial slur.
“We’ve managed to keep a reasonably low profile so far, and they’re already looking for us,” Jason said. “Besides, in all likelihood Heist was just a local nobody who thought he could score some easy gold on the side and then milk some prestige from the Sovereign. You’ll note that his goons weren’t actually Crell—this wasn’t an official mission.”
“Anything involving an Imperator is an ‘official mission,’” Gor countered. “They can’t exactly sneak around behind the Sovereign’s back. He knows where his minions are at all times.”
“He also has hundreds of other Bound servants to keep track of, and even an Ascendant’s attention is finite,” Selvhara said. “It’s also worth pointing out that Heist seemed to be avoiding channeling whenever possible. There could be a reason for that.”
“Sneaking behind his boss’s back,” Jason said. “Interesting.”
Gor flicked out his claws in disgust. “Speculation is just as pointless as sitting here. Whatever we do, we need to do it quickly.”
“We could head to Taig instead,” Tam suggested. “It’s a bit farther away, but maybe that will throw off any potential pursuit. And if we can’t sell everything there, then we can just push on to Lyebel.”
“That’s not a bad idea, actually,” Jason murmured. Taig was only about half the size of Selig, and he wasn’t likely to find nearly as many interested buyers…but as long as they could unload some of their cargo, they could easily pack up the rest and make haste for Lyebel where the market would be dramatically better anyway. “Let’s just hope the horses are okay…”
Thankfully, they were. Heist seemed to have put them asleep with his magic, which explained why they hadn’t gone berserk during the fighting. A quick spell from Selvhara got them back on their feet, and she gave them a small snack to help convince them that everything was all right. 
“Let’s get everything packed up,” he said as he surveyed the still-smoldering embers from the battle. “We obviously can’t stay here, and Taig is almost sixty miles away.”
Gor and Tam set off to work without further protest, but Selvhara eventually slipped up next to him. “If we do have trouble getting into the city, we should consider contacting the Resistance,” she said. “I’m sure they’ll have agents this close to Lyebel.”
“No doubt,” Jason whispered. He had no intention of talking to anyone in the Galvian Resistance if he could help it, of course—the thought of spending time with his father’s old war buddies made him sick to his stomach. Not because he didn’t like them or because he didn’t share in their cause, but because he didn’t want to have to deal with their inevitable guilt-tripping. After his father died, everyone had expected Jason to step in and claim General Moore’s mantle, but of course he hadn’t. And he never would. 
“Just keep it in mind,” Sel said, squeezing his arm. “They’re good people, and you know they’ll bend over backwards to help you.” 
That’s exactly what I’m afraid of, Jason thought to himself. He watched in silence for a few moments as the others put out the remaining fires and retrieved their belongings, but eventually he let out a deep breath and got to work. The sleepy little town of Taig was waiting for them, and it was time to get moving.  
 
 



Chapter Three
 
“Ours is not an alliance born of convenience, but of companionship. We stand united against the dark forces of the world, be it tyranny, injustice, or the reckless misuse of Aether. Together we are a force for righteousness and a sacred fist of judgment. Let no evil stand in our way.”
—Salien Orothar, King of Solaria, 1525 AG, before the Conclave of the Last Dawn
 
Darius Iouna, General of the Sixth Solarian Legion, decorated war hero, combat veteran, and scholar, rarely felt powerless. Twelve years ago, he had been a soldier at Lyebel during the final battle of the Ash War. Six years ago, his unit had crushed the Placite rebels in the far eastern corner of the country. And only two years ago, he led his nation’s forces at the Serogar Gate, destroying an army of cultists bent on resurrecting an ancient demon. At only thirty-five years of age, he was the youngest man ever to wear the crest of an Alliance General, and he was one of the most respected military minds in all of Torsia. 
Yet here, staring out the immaculate marble window of the King’s Tower, he was a pauper. 
Regardless of what he said or did, none of the men and women seated around the Table of Lords would take heed. They were fools—arrogant, blind fools who had seen history repeated time and again over the decades yet refused to acknowledge its patterns. Eventually, they would pay the price for such short-sightedness. But not today. 
“Your arguments have not changed, General Iouna,” Lady Savilen said. “I fail to see why you expect us to give you a different answer.”
Darius turned back to the table, doing his best to keep the frustration off his face. The speaker was, like virtually everyone here, in the twilight years of her life. Savilen had a calculating aura about her he admired, but she was as stubborn as the rest of them when it came down to it. She lorded over the Laquoor province, a heavily populated, largely urban area within the Solarian Alliance, and her word carried great weight within these walls. But while she understood politics, she had never seen a battlefield in her long life. At half her age, Darius bore scars from three separate conflicts and had more field experience than her or any of the others. It was, perhaps, what he hated most about the Lord’s Council: their complete and utter detachment from the world around them. 
There were seven seats at the table, six for each of the lords that ruled over Solaria and one for High Priest Kaeldar, the Voice of King Tyrius Areekan. It was an archaic tradition, this council, but it was something the Alliance had always taken pride in. It had existed in principle since their ancestors had taken up arms to fight against the evil gods and their heretics millennia before. At first, the Council had been filled with knights loyal to Sol, the great Immortal who had forged their righteous empire in the first place. Since then the Council had become part of Alliance politics in one way or another, with the most recent change being the elections of provincial lords to fill the seats rather than the nation’s warrior elite. 
The king, for his part, was ultimately the heart of the country and the chosen successor to Sol. Ostensibly, he was merely the religious leader of Solaria, and he was only rarely supposed to involve himself in direct matters of state. In practice, of course, no one was more important. 
Areekan was an Ascendant, one of a handful of individuals throughout the world with the ability to empower a caste of Bound servants to channel Aether.  He carried within his ancient body the spirit of Sol and the memories of all those who had come before him on the throne. This “divine spark” of power burning inside him allowed him to hold the country together, to link his mind with thousands of his priests across Solaria at all times. These men and women were entrusted with enormous responsibilities, from maintaining the mental and spiritual health of the Solarian people to allowing instantaneous communication from one border of the country to another. Without them, Solaria couldn’t exist. And without Areekan, the Bound could not exist. 
So while the Council may have technically wielded all the political power within the Alliance, everyone knew they were merely subjects of the king like everyone else. The only genuine restrictions on the king’s power were the tenets of Sol, and while Darius had never been completely comfortable with that arrangement, many centuries had passed since an Ascendant king had grievously misused his authority. 
The Council, on the other hand, seemed to abuse their power on a daily basis. Not in practical terms, of course, but in situations like the one confronting them now. They faced a genuine imminent threat, and these politicians were too consumed in their own ambitions to see it. They refused to take risks that might jeopardize their status and popularity, and at times it made him sick. 
Darius often wondered if the knights of old would have been blind to such dangers. Somehow, he doubted it. Politicians and generals saw the world in dramatically different ways, and they probably always would. Regardless, none of this idle speculation changed the reality of the moment: convincing the Council to go to war with the Crell Imperium preemptively, without signs of an overt offensive, was impossible.
It was also the only way they could save their homeland. 
“The arguments remain the same,” he said finally, trying to make eye contact with each of the councilors in turn, “but our window of opportunity grows narrower each and every day. The Imperium continues to breed dragons and groll at an alarming rate, and they are conscripting peasants and hiring mercenaries even faster than during the Ash War. If we do not act soon, we will lose our chance to mete out justice to the Sovereigns.”
“Justice,” Lord Alistan scoffed. “You mean war, General. You are still talking about launching an unprovoked attack. That is not the way Solaria functions.”
“If you’ll pardon me, my lord, unprovoked is a matter of opinion,” Darius replied coolly. He had practiced this debate in his head so many times it was almost like reading off a script. “According to our most reliable spies, the Crell army has doubled in size during the last five years and tripled in size since the end of the last war. Even now their forces march across the borders of Talisham in the southeast.”
Lord Margrove snorted. “If the Sovereigns wish to bring down the Pah, that’s hardly our concern. Let our enemies grind each other into dust.”
“You’ll forgive me for saying so, my lord, but that is a very naïve and dangerous view. I have no sympathy for the Pah, but the Talishites have always served as an effective counterbalance against Crell incursions. If the Imperium conquers Talisham and removes the threat on its flank, we will see an even larger surge of troops along our border.”
“You’re getting ahead of yourself as usual, general,” Alistan said with a dismissive wave. “The Crell haven’t conquered Talisham yet, and recent reports suggest that hostilities might have even stalled completely. You’re not going to convince anyone here with your scare tactics.”
Miraculously, Darius managed not to glare at the old man. When it came right down to it, Alistan was probably his staunchest enemy here. He hated the Crell as much as anyone, but his lands in the north had suffered greatly during the last war. The more recent Serogar Gate fiasco hadn’t helped matters, either; one of his most important towns had been completely annihilated by demons, and he blamed the Alliance military for failing to protect his people. 
The other councilors held similar views, if for entirely different reasons. Margrove hailed from the east, and as a result his lands had been nearly untouched during the fighting. But his position as a provincial lord was always being tested by the local merchant cartels and trade guilds, and he knew a war would almost assuredly cost him his position. Savilen, for her part, was simply a traditionalist. She firmly believed in Solaria’s core principles—purity of heart, freedom of body, and equality of law—which meant that while she despised the Sovereigns and their tyrannical rule, she also refused to “sully herself” with a preemptive attack. In some ways, her righteous naivety made her the most dangerous councilor of all. 
There were others who opposed Darius, of course, and only a few who were sympathetic. But that latter group had been unwilling to take much of a chance for fear of political consequences, and he didn’t expect anything to change today. 
“There is also the outstanding issue of the Galvian resistance movement,” he said. “My sources tell me that they have once again rebuilt and established a power center in Lyebel, in addition to several smaller outposts. In the last two months, they have launched at least a half dozen successful skirmish attacks on Crell garrisons or convoys.”
“And a week ago they captured an arms convoy bent for the Kurden Pass,” Lord Tamas interjected. As the leader of Darius’s province, he was the general’s biggest supporter. “We didn’t even know about the shipment, but if it had made it through, our military positions at the pass might have been compromised—further evidence the Sovereigns are solidifying their borders in strategic locations.”
“I sympathize with the Galvians,” High Priest Kaeldar said, instantly drawing everyone’s attention, “but the last two times a resistance has organized, the Crell exterminated them quite efficiently. There’s nothing to suggest this time will play out any differently.”
Most of the other lords nodded in agreement, and Darius repressed a sigh. As the King’s Voice, Kaeldar spoke for His Majesty in all matters—Areekan hadn’t shown himself publically in years. Like most Ascendants, he spent the bulk of his life buried beneath this tower in his own personal fortress-chamber. 
“With General Moore dead, we aren’t sure who is leading the rabble this time,” Savilen put in. “Let alone if we can trust them.” “
It might be his son,” Margrove suggested. “I’ve heard rumors that the Crell have been hunting him.”
“It doesn’t matter if it’s his bloody ghost,” Alistan snapped, “the point is that whatever resistance they assemble will be crushed in a matter of weeks. The Voice is quite correct—offering support for a doomed resistance is futile.”
“That is not what I said, Jonathan,” Kaeldar replied patiently. “I am simply not willing to allocate resources to something we know so little about.”
“Frankly, that has been my major problem with this line of discussion,” Margrove interjected. “For months we’ve debated this situation, and yet our intelligence is sorely lacking. Why have our assets in the Imperium been so silent?”
“They have provided us a great deal of information,” Darius assured the man. This was the opportunity he had been waiting for the entire meeting, and it was time to pounce. “But you are right: we are operating with immense blind spots right now.”
Tamas grunted. “I suggested this two weeks ago. No one seemed particularly interested in listening then.”
“I believe your suggestion, Lord Tamas, involved the covert removal of several Crell military leaders operating at the border,” Lady Savilen pointed out. “Not exactly the same thing.”
“Enough,” Alistan said sharply. “This is pointless. The issue the General has brought before us has, once again, been rejected. The Solarian Alliance does not attack without provocation. I fail to see why we are still discussing it.”
“With all due respect, my lord,” Darius replied, “that is not your decision to make. Two of the other Legion Generals have agreed with my analysis and suggestions. I realize I am the youngest member in that very select group, and I am not blind to the fact that there are those who consider me impatient because of it. Nevertheless, Generals Wystan and Belyise are senior members of the military. I would think their voices would hold weight, even if you wish to ignore mine.”
“It is not a question of holding weight, General, as I’m sure you know,” Savilen told him. “It is a matter of principle. The Alliance does not fire the first arrow—we fire the last.”
Darius kept his expression calm but allowed his voice to cool a few degrees. “Again with respect, my lady, tyrants thrive under those conditions. Allowing them to build up indiscriminately upon our border is foolhardy to say the least.”
“As would be an ill-advised strike on our part,” Margrove said. “You fail to mention the three generals who do not support your conclusions. And, of course, the will of His Majesty, which has always very clearly prohibited such aggressive acts by our hand.”
Darius smiled thinly. “I would not presume to speak for His Majesty,” he replied evenly, not-so-subtly throwing a look to Alistan as he did so. “But you are talking about three versus three—an even split amongst your loyal commanders. If nothing else, I contest this at least suggests the situation warrants further attention and debate.”
Savilen’s face remained expressionless, but Darius knew she was biting her tongue in annoyance at how he had managed to maneuver them to this point. They were a predictable lot, if nothing else, and even if they weren’t going to give him permission to launch an attack on the Crell, he might at least be able to cement the permanency of the issue in their minds. And, of course, the real goal of this entire exchange: sending a scouting unit into Galvia. 
“In any case,” he said after a moment of silence, “I feel I’ve adequately expressed my concerns to you. It is my opinion that if we do not take action now, we will regret it in the not-too-distant future. We face an enemy with comparable or superior resources, territory, and military power; if we do not take advantage of the opportunities given to us, we put ourselves in great peril.”
“I thank you as always for your candor, Darius,” the Voice said with a soft smile. “His Majesty and I do agree with you that we need more information, and we are willing to listen to suggestions.”
As usual, Kaeldar preferred to let the lords carry the bulk of the discussion, interjecting only when necessary. The king had always been a passive man at heart, though he seemed to be growing more so as the years passed. Darius suspected that Areekan’s health might finally be failing, which meant that soon he would have to call upon the Council for a Rite of Ascension to select his heir. The process was dangerous, not just to the heir but also the entire nation—when the king’s powers were passed on to another, all of his priests across the Alliance would lose their ability to channel. They would need to return to the capital to reforge their bonds, and during that time Solaria would be virtually defenseless. 
With no ability to channel himself, Darius couldn’t fully appreciate or even understand the subtle nuances of Ascendancy, but he grasped the tactical implications perfectly. He also knew that if the Crell learned of his weakness and tried to exploit it, the coming war between their nations would almost certainly be the last. It was yet another reason why they needed to act now and hit their enemies while they were weak and rebuilding. 
“I would actually suggest something a bit unorthodox, Your Eminence,” he said after a long, deliberate pause. “We could contact Highlord Dracian and ask for his assistance.”
“The Last Dawn?” Alistan snorted. “The knights are killed on sight in Crell lands—you know this. And paladins make for poor spies.”
“We have spies, my lord,” Darius pointed out. “But that is fitting a square peg into a triangular hole. Our assets have been trying to deduce the name of this resistance’s leader and have learned nothing. If they can hide from the Zarul, they can certainly hide from us.” 
He was quite sure of this particular point. The Zarul managed the internal security of the Imperium, ferreting out traitors and spies with ruthless efficiency. Any resistance that could survive Zarul sweeps could certainly survive those of Alliance agents.  
“Whoever is leading them will meet with Dracian; we can be sure of that,” Tamas agreed. “Besides, we know the Dawn is interested in the rebellion. This might fit into their agenda nicely as it is.”
Alistan crossed his arms. “I doubt their agenda includes getting murdered by some Crell lunatic. Highlord Dracian is many things, but he is not a fool. Sending any of his people into Galvia now would be suicide.”
“That decision is for him to make,” Darius said. “In any case, I think it is worth consulting him on the matter.”
“Agreed,” Tamas said, nodding. A few of the others who had so far remained silent nodded as well. 
Savilen, for her part, offered Darius a wry smile. She and Alistan might have been his opponents here, but they were old rivals in many ways as well, and Darius knew she would appreciate how he had managed to maneuver the old man into giving him exactly what he actually wanted in the first place. 
“Agreed,” she said. 
“I will contact Tevek tomorrow and request his council,” the Voice said. “In the meantime, I want fresh reports from all of our operatives in Crell territory, and I want everyone at this table brought up to speed.”
“I will consult my colleagues and have them file fresh reports as well, Your Eminence,” Darius said. “Now, if that is all the Council requires of me, I shall take my leave.”
Each of the lords offered him some additional platitudes, and a few minutes later he departed the room. The moment the doors closed behind him, he let out a deep breath but otherwise tried to remain expressionless. The entrance to the Council Chamber wasn’t exactly swimming with people, but there were plenty of armed guards, and he knew firsthand how important appearances were in such places. 
Keeping his expression even and his stride crisp, Darius set off for the Temple of Sol. 
 
***
 
Krystia Tharule took four deep, measured breaths before opening her eyes. The elderly man lying on the cot in front of her stirred as she slowly removed her hands from his side. He wasn’t exactly conscious, but even a small movement was more than they had seen from him in the past twenty minutes. More importantly, the green discoloration on his side was completely gone.
“I can’t believe it,” Arven breathed. “How did you know what was wrong?”
“His body told me,” Krystia said, smiling wryly. “How else.”
Arven shook her head in disbelief. “He should be dead right now. I wish I had half your gift…”
“He’ll still be in pain when he wakes up, but it should pass after a day or two,” Krystia replied, placing a reassuring hand on the other woman’s arm. “I know we’re a bit overwhelmed, but I’d still recommend keeping him here tonight and maybe tomorrow.”
“No one would argue with your recommendation after this. I’ll see if I can get him moved to a quieter area.”
Krystia nodded and glanced up at the large clock in the back of the room. “I’m actually going to step out early today. I’m a bit exhausted after that.”
Arven grinned knowingly. She might have been middle aged and married, but wasn’t naïve; her impish smile proved that much. “I’m sure you are. I’ve also heard rumors that the one of the Legion Generals is in town today.”
“Really?” Krystia replied, feigning surprise. “I had no idea.”
Arven squeezed her arm lightly. “Go on. I think you’ve done your good deed for the day. If I were you I’d head right to bed.”
Smiling, Krystia squeezed the other woman’s arm once before turning and dashing up the nearby stairs. Darius would be out of his meeting at any time, and she fully intended to beat him to her chambers. Fortunately she only had to climb a few flights of stairs to get there, while he would have to walk several blocks across town—never an easy task for a full-fledged Legion General in the nation’s capital. 
Once she reached the third floor, she glanced back down to the sprawling infirmary below. Arven and the others still had plenty of patients to treat—at any given time, there were up to five hundred sick and wounded here, from peasants to nobles to soldiers. All Solarian citizens were welcome inside the Temple of Sol. In this day and age, even the smallest town in Alliance territory had at least one of the king’s priests serving in it, ready and able to tend to physical or emotional wounds, among other things. Krystia often wondered what life must have been like in the desolate areas of the world without an Ascendant. Rampant diseases, rotting teeth, high infant mortality, lifetimes that barely measured in the decades….it all seemed oppressively dark and miserable. But fortunately they lived in an age of wonder and prosperity, and it was all thanks to the power of the Aether…and of course, the benevolence of King Areekan. 
Krystia winced at the thought. She loved His Majesty, of course, but there were still times when she couldn’t help resent some of his servants. The Bound sustained Solaria, and their magic was obviously both impressive and vital…but sometimes she still couldn’t help but see them as parasites. They drew on Areekan’s power like leeches, and worse they resented—no, feared—people like her. Or they would have, anyway, if they knew what she actually was. 
Sighing, she turned away and continued her climb. Only the King, the Voice, and a handful of others knew her true identity, and they saw fit to remind her about the dangers of her untapped power every chance they had. Thanks to Highlord Dracian, the leader of the Knights of the Last Dawn, she was the only free Unbound in the entire country….and His Majesty intended to keep it that way. It was one of the True Tenets of Sol: unchecked power led to unchecked corruption. They could never trust an Unbound because she owed loyalty to no one but herself. They were terrified at the prospect of free channelers roaming around the world…and she couldn’t entirely blame them.  
Her abilities as a healer were unmatched by any priest here in the temple and perhaps anyone in the entire Alliance, and that was just the beginning. She was only twenty-one, and already she could channel Aether more freely and easily than any Bound. If others like her were to suddenly become free, the entire social order of the Alliance could unravel.  Or at least, that’s what His Majesty and the other Ascendants believed. 
Pausing at the top of the chamber, Krystia glanced out the window and basked in the bright afternoon sun. Ever since she had learned about the Solarian Academy of Aether Studies—otherwise known as the Unbound Asylum—she had found it difficult to reciprocate Areekan’s affection. The Academy was a prison, pure and simple, where Unbound citizens were locked away and forgotten. It had existed for over three centuries, ever since a powerful channeler named Sevel Thorean had temporarily toppled the Alliance government. An Unbound himself, he had gathered other such men and women to his banner and had rebelled against what he saw as the tyranny of the Alliance government. Now the Solarian people were taught to fear his kind, and so they were locked away for their entire lives. While Krystia lived a privileged life as a priestess, thousands of others would never have that opportunity…unless someone did something about it. 
Someone like her. 
Stepping away from the window, she smiled and she opened the door to the temple’s living quarters. She had made many powerful allies in the last few years, not the least of which was the man she was about to see: Darius Iouna, General of the Sixth Legion, who also happened to be her lover. He knew she was Unbound and didn’t judge her for it—it was one of the reasons she had fallen in love with him in the first place—but he didn’t know of her desire to set others like her free. Not yet, at least. 
Right now she wanted to help him get through to the Council about the danger posed by the Crell. That’s what his meeting with them today had been about. They had both assumed it wouldn’t be all that productive, but he was a persuasive man when he wanted to be. With any luck, he might have been able to turn a few more provincial lords to his side and keep the issue on the table. Regardless of what happened, he would almost certainly be stressed and in need of some relaxation. And that, at least, she could help him with directly. 
Smiling to herself, Krystia scampered into her quarters and set to preparing for his arrival. 
 
***
 
“I trust everything went as you expected?” Krystia asked as she filled a pair of wine glasses. 
Darius nodded. The crowds in the tower had been thin enough that he’d been able to make his way to the temple in less than half an hour, which was no small accomplishment for a man of his status. Unlike most of his peers, he traveled with a minimal entourage these days whenever possible, preferring to send the people a message of hope that one of their generals wasn’t afraid to be seen in public or walk among them. Plus, he really hated having to deal with bodyguards; it just reminded him of all the presumptuousness, bureaucracy, and arrogance he despised so much in the current government. 
But here he felt perfectly safe and welcome—though he imagined it would be almost impossible not to when spending time with a woman like Krystia. A high-ranking priestess, she had an excellent reputation as a healer, both physically and spiritually, and spent her days at the temple tending to wounded bodies and minds. Like him, she was young for her position; at only twenty-one, she had risen through the temple ranks quickly in the last five years. She was loved by the people and the king.  
For him, of course, those were just bonuses. She had saved his life once during the last war when she had only been eight years old, and he had found her again just two years ago when he had still been a colonel. Despite their age difference, he wasn’t ashamed to admit being enamored by her short but voluptuous figure, shoulder-length blond hair, and arresting pale blue eyes. 
But in truth, her mind was every bit as impressive. Despite never spending a moment at a military academy and having no real combat experience, she had a keen understanding of tactics at almost every level. At Serogar, just before she had invited him into her bed, she had helped him make many tough operational decisions. She’d intuitively picked up on strategy far faster than trained men twice her age.  
“They fail to see what is right before them,” he said, unclasping the buckles on either side of his ceremonial breastplate. “It’s going to get them all killed someday.”
“Hopefully we can avoid that,” she replied, handing him a glass as he set his armor down. 
He carefully sampled the wine, rolling the liquid on his tongue in a vain effort to identify the vintage. His position demanded a certain familiarity with the nuances of “elite” life, but he fully admitted his weakness on many of the subtleties. 
“Izarian 2007,” she told him, smiling knowingly. “Not that you’d notice the difference.”
“I try,” he shrugged. Her personal quarters weren’t particularly spacious here on the upper levels of the temple, but she had arranged it well—a large, comfortable bed on one side, a luxurious padded sofa on the other, and several rare curios from around the world scattered between. She had a love of Izarian art to match her love of their wine, and several ancient pieces decorated the walls. He was no art critic, but he imagined they were worth a great deal—even more since Izaria had been swallowed up by the Imperium over ninety years ago. 
“So none of them looked convinced?” she asked.
He sighed. “The usual bunch was just as hostile. Only Tamas and Zoreal really show any signs of support. Honestly, at this point I don’t know what we are going to do. The lines are drawn, and they aren’t moving.”
“Just keep the idea out there, you know that,” she assured him, finishing her glass with an uncharacteristic gulp and heading back to the bottle. “The Crell will do something soon enough to make the choice easier; they always do.”
“Maybe,” he said neutrally. “The latest reports still show a very slow but steady build up at the border, but not much else. There are a lot of rumors about troop reallocations elsewhere, but we haven’t been able to confirm anything. 
“Did you speak to them about the Highlord?”
He nodded and grinned. “I managed to slip it in. Alistan was furious, but the king thought it was a good idea. So did Savilen, I think.”
“Tevek will find something if it’s there,” she assured him. “He’s the best there is.”
“Areekan is going to contact him tomorrow. I imagine he’ll come himself instead of sending an envoy, so I’ll stick around to make the case personally.”
She smiled. “He won’t take much convincing. Just tell him about the rumors that Jason is leading the new Resistance and he’ll show up by the end of the week.”
“You’re probably right,” Darius admitted. He actually wouldn’t mind seeing his old war buddy, either; he hadn’t seen or spoken to Jason in a long time. “I can’t think of another organization in the world where the leader goes on the most dangerous missions himself. It’s a wonder any of them live past forty.”
“Many don’t,” she said soberly. “I doubt he’ll go alone, regardless.”
Darius finished the rest of his glass. “I wonder if it really is Jason. Last I heard he was still running around playing archaeologist, and I can’t see him throwing himself into another war.”
“I don’t know, but I’d love to see him again,” she said, smiling coyly. “At least he’s closer to my age.”
Darius grunted. “Uh huh.”
Krystia smiled wider and placed her second glass on the table, then slinked her way over to him with a seductive gleam in her eye. “But right now, I think you just need to relax.”
He set down his empty glass and sighed. “I would love to, but unfortunately, I have a meeting with the local garrison commander in an hour.”
“An hour is a long time,” she said, pressing up against him. One of her hands worked its way across his chest, while the other looked for the buckles on his belt. 
He leaned down and kissed her. As usual, she was wearing one of the white-gold robes of the priesthood, but as his hands slipped inside and traced along her back, he realized that was all she was wearing. 
It was, he mused, the other thing about her he found so intoxicating. Of all the women he had bedded in his thirty-five years, none had ever come close to her passion or sensuality. She intuitively knew exactly what he wanted when he wanted it, and he had never left her embrace unsatisfied. 
“I suppose it is,” he whispered as he nibbled his way down her neck. 
Here, at least, he was General of the Sixth Legion, decorated war hero, combat veteran, and scholar. He was powerful. And no man could be considered a pauper with such a magnificent prize wrapped around him. 
 
 



Chapter Four
 
“Ghosts of the past often become the demons of the present.”
—Unknown
 
Krystia waited for Darius’s booted footsteps to fade before opening her eyes. She was tired and sweaty, as was usually the case after one of their love-making sessions. If not for his meeting she would have gladly spent another hour testing both of their limits. He was an excellent lover, and the thought of his taught, muscular form in her bed sent a hot shiver through her body. Unlike most men her age, he knew when to take control and when to let it go. 
She had let him have it for most of this visit, of course, given his mood. But had he stayed, that would have changed. Fortunately he would be in town for a few more days, so with any luck they could both sate themselves. In the meantime, she had other things to do. 
Krystia slid out of bed and into the adjoining washroom. She stepped into the marble basin and tapped one of the faintly glowing crystals on the wall; a moment later a crisp stream of warm water emerged from the fountain mounted nearby. She allowed herself a few minutes to enjoy the soothing sensation of the steam and water on her skin, musing as she always did about the benefits of having standing amongst the priesthood and finally getting her own washroom and steam fountain. Seven years of sharing a communal washroom with dozens of other men and women was something she wished she could forget. 
She had managed to mostly clean herself when a familiar presence flickered in her mind. Even without trying, she could always feel the ebb and flow of the basic emotions of the people around her, which typically revealed their presence even when they attempted to be discreet. All Solarian priests had this training, from basic empathy to full-blown telepathic manipulation. With subtle coaxing, priests could soothe the minds of troubled souls or inspire the morale of nearby troops. Half of her daily tasks involved the former, talking to nobles and commoners alike about their problems and helping guide them towards hope. This “mental healing” combined with the physical variety encompassed the majority of techniques taught to Areekan’s servants. It was a limited role, to be sure, but also a vital one. The health and prosperity of a sprawling nation filled with millions of people relied on their abilities. 
Krystia’s personal abilities were far more expansive. At six she had already learned to sense the presence of other minds at great distances, and even remember specific patterns, letting her know who was who even rooms away. By eight, she had learned to influence those minds and thoughts if she wanted to—a tantalizing power for anyone, let alone a young child. Fortunately, she had quickly realized the consequences of those indiscretions and the value of self-discipline.  
But in the here and now, this particular presence was unmistakably cold and calculating. They weren’t scheduled to have a meeting today, and she couldn’t discern his purpose here without probing farther than she wanted. The man was not amenable to such intrusions, and she would have to hurt him to dig farther. 
She managed to turn off the fountain and wrap a towel around herself before the nearly invisible stone door at the back of her chambers slid open. Stepping out was a human man wrapped in a dark cloak and light leather armor. His face was concealed by the cloak’s cowl, which cast a deep shadow strengthened by an Aetheric enchantment. He rarely revealed his face to anyone, even her, though she could see a few thin wisps of his white beard. It would be an easy task for her to shatter his meek illusion or even augment her own eyes to see through the shadows, but she allowed him to maintain his dignity. Such as it was. 
“We have a problem,” the man said.  
“Do we?” Krystia moved to the edge of her bed and crossed her legs. “I’ve told you before to warn me before you approach.”
“I gave you an hour to fuck him,” he bit out. “Would you prefer if I opened the door while your legs were still in the air?
She smiled. “My concern is for your sake. You have enough regret in your life without wishing yourself in my bed instead of Darius.”
His snort was inaudible, but she could hear the derision in his thoughts. It was enough to make her smile widen. She could simply threaten to shatter his mind if he entered unannounced again, but he wasn’t one to heed genuine threats, let alone idle ones.
“Iouna managed to convince Areekan to send the Last Dawn into Galvia.”
“I’m aware,” she told him. “It should work out nicely.”
He shuffled, and she could feel his frustration. “Nicely? You realize when Dracian heads into Lyebel—and make no mistake, he will go himself—the rebels will feel obligated to have an audience with him?”
“Yes.”
“Really?” he seethed. “And this doesn’t strike you as a problem?
Krystia shook her head. “Quite the contrary. It’s an excellent opportunity.”
He laughed. It was an unpleasant, raspy sound, and it soon broke into a full-fledged cough. His withered body was deteriorating rapidly; she doubted it would last more than another year or two. 
“Opportunity? I assume you realize that if Dracian or any of his dogs come anywhere near me or a half dozen other rebels, they’ll smell us out in an instant.” 
“The downsides of using demons instead of flesh-and-blood underlings,” she murmured. “Why is it that villains always leave such obvious trails to follow?”
Had his rage been a weapon, he would have skewered her with it. When she was younger, Krystia never would have been so brazen with the great Ethan Moore, but many things had changed over the past few years. Stripped of his channeling ability with the death of his king—and then of his homeland by Crell invaders—Ethan could have easily crawled into a grave and died at the end of the last war. Many believed he had done just that. Only she and a handful of his loyal rebels knew the truth. 
Ethan hadn’t given up his fight against the Imperium in the slightest; he had merely changed tactics. The demons of the Void were always willing to grant their “gifts” to mortals, especially former channelers who had been stripped of their power. Such dark magic was illegal in every civilized society, of course, even the Imperium, and after the horrors of the Serogar Gate incident, demonic conspirators—typically called warlocks—were hunted down by everyone from soldiers to bounty hunters to the Knights of the Last Dawn. 
But the inconvenient truth of the matter was Ethan’s demons were winning his private war against the Crell. The Galvian Resistance relied on their support, even if most of its membership didn’t know it. Deep down, Ethan knew his dark pact would ultimately end in his own destruction, but he also knew it was his only chance to avenge his fallen people. Krystia could never quite decide if that made him brave, petty, or just outright insane. 
“If you are done wasting my time,” Ethan growled under his breath, “why don’t you enlighten me on what precisely you have in mind?”
Krystia sighed softly. “Despite what you may believe, I am not stupid. Tevek won’t ever get close enough to sense your little secret or flush out any of your special underlings.”
He leaned against the nearby wall. “And how exactly will we accomplish that?”
“Simple,” she told him. “You attack him.”
She couldn’t see his face, but she knew he was blinking in confusion. He wasn’t stupid, either—quite the opposite, in fact. He would put it together sooner or later, and maybe even be annoyed that he hadn’t come up with the scheme himself.
“You want us to kill him and frame the Crell for it,” he reasoned. 
“Tevek will not be harmed,” she said pointedly. “Attacked, yes—but just enough to point fingers at the Crell. If he brings other knights along with him, they should be your primary target. I don’t wish them to be seriously hurt either, but a few bumps and bruises is all we’ll need.”
Ethan shuffled in place. “He may go alone.”
“No. Tevek can be brazen, but he’s not a fool. He won’t risk going into Lyebel alone. I’d bet my Tario painting he’ll take someone with him.” Her cheek twitched. “Probably Elade, if I had to guess.”
“Ah,” Ethan muttered knowingly. “So you aren’t an idiot; you’re just selfish and short-sighted. You’re worried that your lover might want some fresh meat.”
Krystia was quite adept at keeping her emotions controlled when it mattered, and she didn’t let the anger flare across her cheeks—at least not much of it. But it wasn’t easy; she didn’t even realize Ethan knew about Tevek’s squire, or that Krystia, Darius, and Elade had met at Serogar two years ago. Not that it mattered—Krystia’s motives weren’t based on jealousy or anything so trite. Back at Serogar, maybe; she had been a nineteen year-old girl trying desperately to get an older man’s attention, all while he was fawning over another woman. But Krystia had grown up a lot since then, and she was the one who had seduced Darius into her bed. Besides, Elade was a vaeyn—no self-respecting Solarian man would sully himself by touching one of those disgusting, gray-skinned elves. 
“It doesn’t matter who he sends,” Krystia said, waving her hand dismissively. “I just think Elade is the most likely choice.”
“And I thought you were really serious about all of this,” Ethan replied coolly. “Instead you can’t see past your lust.”
“Nor you your bitterness,” she countered. “I’m giving us a perfect opportunity to set our plans in motion with the Council. I can tell you exactly what will happen. Tevek will agree to meet the rebel leader on behalf of the Dawn and the Council. Before they make final contact, your demons possess a Crell soldier and attack, promoting the rumors of an infestation in the city. Tevek will be convinced there is a mole within the Council—there’s no other way the Crell would know the knights would be there.” 
“Knights of the Last Dawn are enemies of the state,” he reminded her. “Being attacked by a group of city watchmen or even garrison soldiers wouldn’t be at all out of the question. I bet there are a score of them just looking for that opportunity to kill a paladin and get a promotion.”
“It doesn’t matter,” she insisted. “He’ll sense the demon inside the watchmen, and that’s what counts. The Council will become much more interested when they start to believe there is an uncontrolled infestation behind enemy lines—they might even send in reinforcements.” 
“That still won’t move them,” Ethan replied skeptically. “Not when they can rely on the Dawn to handle it for them.”
“Maybe not, but it will continue to press the issue into their heads and maybe get us a few votes. Darius only needs the support of a few more councilors to expand his operations. Everything will be set perfectly for one final push to bring it over-the-top.”
Ethan paced for a moment. “Too many variables. The Council may react with complete ambivalence, or the paladins might just stumble on our secrets too early.”
“All of which are manageable risks. We’ve had months of talk, and now we’re finally in position to see some real action.”
 “Real action,” he repeatedly cynically. “Patronizing words from a pampered girl who never gets her hands dirty.”
“It’s the truth,” Krystia said, ignoring the jibe. “I have full confidence you can pull this off. And just remember that you are the one who needs to prove valuable to me, Ethan.”
His lips thinned and he paused briefly. “There may be no way to keep your paladin alive.”
The bait was too easy. He knew she cared for Tevek. The Highlord had rescued her when she was only a child during the war, and he would always remain her savior. Her petite frame might not have been up to the physical demands of life as a paladin, but she knew he did think of her as his own daughter in many ways. She held out hope that when all of this was done and her plan unfolded as they hoped, Tevek would join them in freeing her Unbound brethren and destroying the Crell. He was a man of honor and integrity, and he had fought on behalf of the Unbound before. When the moment came, she knew he would back her up—even if she had to keep a few things from him for now. 
“He is important to our long-term plans,” Krystia said coolly. “You know this.”
Ethan paused and measured her for a moment. It had always been a habit of his; he intentionally prodded everyone’s weakest spots in order to see how they reacted. 
“Possessing another watchmen and getting them to authorize an ambush won’t be easy,” he said finally. “Crell security and paranoia continue to increase.”
 “You’ll manage. I’ll leave the details to you, but you won’t have much time to organize.”
“How do you think your general will respond to the news?”
She shrugged. “Darius will be angry, of course, but he’ll take it as a sign he’s doing the right thing.”
Ethan didn’t respond, but Krystia knew what he thought. He and Darius were two men very much alike in many ways, one a younger reflection of the other. Darius wanted to destroy the Crell mostly because of his intense nationalism, but also because he thought them a legitimate evil in the world. Not so long ago, Ethan had started a war for the same reasons. She just hoped this one would end better. 
“The deception will need to be perfect,” Ethan said. 
“Use your discretion,” she replied. “But I expect to be kept apprised. In the meantime, you were supposed to bring me more information on the Asylum.”
He rolled his eyes. “I assume you’ve managed to sell yourself to the dim-witted headmaster?”
“Well enough. I’m planning on visiting in a few days.”
He reached into his cloak and pulled out a scroll case. “That’s everything I have. You’ll have to get the rest on your own.”
She smiled and took the case. He had managed to set up a contact between her and the Unbound Asylum’s Headmaster, a lonely old man who thought Krystia was a young, rich woman interested in helping the establishment—and she might have suggested a touch of romantic interest as well. She didn’t particularly like lying to an old fool, but this opportunity was too important to pass up. If she could get into the Academy, she could get all the information she could want about its students and wardens. One man’s broken heart was a small price to pay. 
Ethan and Darius had their reasons for hating the Crell, and she had plenty of her own. But in a perverse way, the Imperium was actually kinder to its Unbound than the Alliance. The Sovereigns trained their Unbound as elite soldiers or spies…though not always willingly. She had heard rumors of the Sovereigns’ perverse mind-wiping techniques which twisted all of their servants, Bound and Unbound alike, into virtual slaves. 
Still, the point was that Unbound across Torsia needed help, and she was in a unique position to provide it. For her, the war with the Crell was merely a means to an end—namely, the liberation of her people from the yoke of the Ascendants. 
 “I can handle that part,” she told him. 
“I’m sure you will.” Ethan paused a moment. “I really do hope you appreciate the type of risk this is, Krystia. If they do snuff us out, this will all backfire horribly. There’s no way the Council will endorse the resistance then—the Crell will even gain support from the population at-large for fighting off their own little Serogar.” 
“You know the paladins’ capabilities as well as anyone, General,” she pointed out. “You should be able to predict their response.” 
The darkness in his hood faded for a moment, and she could see his hollow blue eyes. “I know how Tevek thinks, but I’m not foolish enough to underestimate him. Many people have made that mistake.”
“You won’t,” she assured him. “Even if something does go wrong, there are ways to minimize the damage. Plus, the success or failure of the attack isn’t really important—the act itself is what will pull the heartstrings of the Council.” She leaned an arm back on the bed and smiled. “Besides, if you can’t pull off one little ambush, then you don’t have much chance against an entire empire.”
“It’s the small things that often present the biggest challenge.” The shift in his emotions was subtle, but she could feel him put his mental armor back on. “I’ll make arrangements and leave you to get dressed, if you are even going to bother. Iouna’s meeting probably won’t last all day.”
“You’re welcome to wait on the other side of the door in case he comes back. I’ll try to make some extra noise for you.”
He wordlessly left the room, and the passage closed behind him. She waited for a minute before standing and getting dressed. If there was one universal truth about Ethan Moore, it was that he knew how to test people. Years ago, he had been able to break her down and manipulate her at his whim, but now their positions were reversed. He still thought she was a frivolous child who couldn’t comprehend politics, war, or much of anything else, but he knew that he needed her to get what he wanted—and that she in turn needed him. For now. 
Krystia smiled to herself. At this point, their relationship was far from even, and it burned him each and every time they met. If his attack did indeed backfire, she could cut him loose easily enough. His resistance would die and she would lose a great opportunity, but there would be others. For him, however, she was his one and only chance at revenge. 
Ethan had approached her six months ago with his plan, and initially she had been tempted to just throw him in prison. It wasn’t often that a supposedly deceased man came to your door and spoke treason. And that’s exactly what he was proposing: he wanted her, a young woman with no political experience, to become the queen of the Solarian Alliance. 
At first, she thought he was simply insane. One did not simply become the head of state and religion in the Alliance with a few political favors. The king was selected by the Council during a Rite of Ascension, and she wasn’t even on the list of possible successors. But of course, he hadn’t been suggesting she ascend through conventional means.
He wanted her to murder King Areekan in cold blood and steal his power directly. 
The plan was both laughable and reprehensible all at once, and it had taken her weeks to treat the idea as anything besides the fevered ramblings of a bitter old man. But eventually she came to realize it wasn’t quite as ludicrous as it first sounded. Ethan knew she was Unbound from the siege of Isen thirteen years ago, and he also knew that sooner or later Crell and Solaria would inevitably fight a third war. During this time, the king would be vulnerable. Ascendants influenced thousands of people on a daily basis, but there was a difference between the day-to-day use of their power and the intensity of battle. Areekan would be so withdrawn in his own mind that he could easily be defeated, and in turn she could claim the spirit of Sol as her own. With that power she could create her own Bound servants and legitimately be queen…
That was the simplified version, of course. Aside from the logistical problems of assaulting a man with a personal army defending him at all times, there was also the fact that she would have to commit murder. Killing was the antithesis of her life as a priestess, and even during her time on the front lines at Serogar she hadn’t been forced to harm anyone. She was a healer, not a killer, and despite Areekan’s bigoted policies towards the Unbound, he didn’t deserve death. He was a good and noble man. 
Still, Ethan had yet to let go of his master plan, and he stayed close to her now in the hopes she would come around. Krystia valued the efforts of his resistance against the Crell, and of course she also wanted access to the Academy. He was helping her greatly, and right now she wasn’t really giving him much in return. But ultimately, he knew she was his only hope. He was an ailing man whose body was withering from the drain of his demonic rituals, and he knew that once she was queen, she could restore his lost channeling ability. He could give up his demons and lead his rebellion with real power. 
Ethan was nothing if not resolved, and at times she found herself pitying him. He had lost everything he cared about, and revenge was the only thing that sustained him. But it also made him dangerous, and she couldn’t afford to forget it. Not now, not ever. 
Shaking her head, Krystia finished slipping on her shoes. For now, she just wanted to focus on learning what she could about this Asylum and the other Unbound within it. Perhaps they could teach her new things. Perhaps she could even lessen their plight somehow. Or perhaps seeing their misery would just convince her to go along with Ethan’s plan. 
With that dark thought burning in her mind, she sat down and began to read. 
 
 



Chapter Five
 
“If there is a suffering to be endured, the vaeyn have wrought it. If there is a decadence to embrace, the vaeyn have lived it. If there is an evil yet undone, the vaeyn shall commit it. They are the children of demons and men, and we shall purge their darkness from the world.”
—Anos Kecen, King of Tauros, 1324 AG, shortly before his defeat
 
“I hope you’re not planning on going yourself.”
Tevek Dracian, Highlord of the Last Dawn, smiled at his old friend. “I think you know the answer to that.”
“I do,” Sir Gabriel Alric murmured. “That’s what scares me.”
“Celenest is probably the safest place in all of Torsia, and I haven’t visited in far too long.”
“It’s not the city that worries me,” Gabriel replied, leaning back and sighing. “It’s the certainty that Areekan will implore you to stamp out another brush fire somewhere—and that you’ll agree without thinking twice about it.”
Tevek chuckled. The two men sat across from each other in his chambers, a large and elaborate room filled with decorations from around the globe. He had visited nearly every country on the face of Obsidian in his fifty-three years, and to this day he enjoyed collecting bits of art and local culture. Many of the other senior knights filled their own chambers with reminders of conquest, from the husks of fallen beasts to the weapons and armor of defeated foes. Tevek had done the same in his youth, but over time his taste for grisly trophies had faded. Today he found it more important to remember the good in the people he saved rather than the evil of those he had vanquished. 
The man across the table from him held a more traditional view. Gabriel’s chambers were filled with coats-of-arms and blades from previous generations of knights, all the way back nearly two-thousand years to the original followers of Maeleon, the Dawn’s Immortal patron. Tevek had always admired the display, and he certainly appreciated the sacrifices of the men and women who had come before him…but he preferred to focus on the present
And most importantly, the many people who still needed them now. 
“His Majesty didn’t officially suggest there was a follow-up,” Tevek said after a moment. “It’s possible he simply wishes to catch up on old times.”
Gabriel tilted his head. “You know Areekan better than that. He’ll want you to fetch something—he just wants to throw the bone in person.”
Tevek frowned. Gabriel was his age; both men had joined the Dawn together over three decades earlier. They had fought on battlefields across the globe, from the streets of massive cities to the endless gray dirt of the Wastes outside their door. Gabriel was the best friend Tevek had ever had…and yet sometimes the two men were as opposite as dusk and dawn.  
The differences started with their appearance. Tevek was a massive, barrel-chested man standing almost six-and-a-half feet tall and weighing over two-hundred fifty pounds. His dark brown skin and eyes were common in his homeland of Tauros, the powerful mercantile nation on the eastern shores of Calhara. His hair and neatly-trimmed beard were liberally sprinkled with gray, and within a few years they would probably be completely white. 
Gabriel, by contrast, was quite literally a man from a different side of the world. A native Galvian, he stood just under six feet tall with a lean musculature that had once supported a proud endurance runner and climber. His hair was blond, though it had recently started to turn white, and his dark, piercing gaze had become legendary here in the Dawn Citadel as “the eyes of judgment” among the younger knights and squires. 
Their less superficial differences had grown far more pronounced over the years. Gabriel had been happy for his friend when Tevek had assumed the mantle of Highlord fifteen years ago, but it was no secret he had long coveted the position himself. During the last decade especially, Tevek had been more receptive to the pleas of national leaders, sending his knights to help them deal with domestic problems. It was part of a much more active agenda than the Last Dawn had pursued in generations, and one he believed was integral to preventing full-scale wars like the one that had nearly consumed Torsia not so long ago. Gabriel believed they risked becoming little more than government mercenaries, which, he argued, was not their purpose. The knights existed to protect the innocent and defenseless, to root out lies and injustice, and, first and foremost, to serve the needs of the good people of Obsidian. Tevek sympathized, but he also wasn’t willing to turn his back on old friends in need. And in his time traveling the world, he was proud to say he had made many. 
“I didn’t mean that to sound so…insulting,” Gabriel added when Tevek went silent for a long moment. “I just dislike them treating us as a disposable resource.”
“Indispensable, not disposable,” Tevek corrected. “Areekan knows we can accomplish many things his people cannot. He’s also an old friend.”
Gabriel’s lip twisted. “I know that. But given what we’re hearing from the Solarian border, I have a sneaking suspicion he’s going to want you to head into Crell.”
“Maybe. I’m more inclined to think it has something to do with the Galvian rebels, given what we’ve heard about their recent successes. Either way, I need to hear him out, and I need to do it personally. You know how insular he’s become these last few years. I don’t think anyone besides his Voice has even seen him in months.”
“You think the Crell smell blood?”
“I think both sides do,” Tevek said gravely. “That’s what scares me.”
Gabriel stood and paced a lap around the room, stopping before a Borden tapestry on the east wall. “We’re not ready for another war.”
“If only war waited for everyone to be prepared,” Tevek murmured. “We both know it’s coming, though. If not now, soon.”
Gabriel nodded idly. “If you go, you should take two knights with you. And maybe a squire for some field experience.”
“Elade will be enough.”
The man’s face instantly hardened. It was the final lingering issue between them, and perhaps the most divisive. “Are you certain that’s wise?”
“‘Certainty is for fools scared of being wrong,’” he said, quoting the old adage. “Besides, she has a few of her own friends in the city after Serogar. It won’t be as bad as you think.”
Gabriel didn’t look convinced in the slightest, but he remained silent. He had opposed Elade’s entry into the Dawn four years ago, believing a vaeyn had no place in their organization. He had opposed her official knighting after Serogar for the same reason. The Knight’s Conclave had barely accepted her, and now, with its membership having become increasingly conservative over the past few years, Tevek wasn’t sure he could get majority approval on anything even with his tie-breaking vote. 
One of the most frustrating aspects of the situation, however, was that the Conclave’s obstinacy wasn’t entirely their fault. For all her impressive qualities, Elade had a willful streak that got her in trouble all too often. Paladins were supposed to follow their conscience, but like any military-style organization, the knights had a chain of command. When a Knight of the Conclave gave an order, he or she expected it to be obeyed. Elade followed the orders she believed in when given by individuals she respected. If either was in question, she bucked against authority. Tevek appreciated her conviction. Gabriel and most of the others did not. 
“You remember the battle against those warlocks near Mavarinth a few years ago?” Gabriel asked into the pause. 
Tevek nodded. “Of course.”
“When we returned to the Citadel afterwards, my wife told me something I’ll never forget. She said there’s going to have to be a time when I’m willing to let other men take the risks for me, because my body will be a liability.”
“I can see where this is going,” Tevek said with a grunt.
“We’re fifty-three, old friend,” Gabriel said. “At some point you’re going to have to let go.”
“Fifty-three is hardly senile. Avilar is almost seventy-five!”
“Avilar sits comfortably in his chair in the Conclave and doesn’t gallivant around the world.” Gabriel winced noticeably. “My wife thought I was slowing down when I hit forty.”
“Perhaps she wasn’t referring to your sword-arm,” Tevek said with a smirk. 
 Gabriel returned the smile. “Perhaps not. But you know what I mean. You’re going to have to let others take the risks one day—and sooner than you’d like.”
Tevek stood and clasped his old friend on the back. “I know, old friend—but not today. I need to go talk to Elade.”
Gabriel grunted. “Maybe that’s your secret. If you spend enough time hanging around century-old women, you’ll feel reinvigorated.”
Chuckling, Tevek slipped out into the hall. 
 
***
 
The swirl of crimson clouds, pierced by the last beams of the day’s sun, were like the center of a giant disembodied eye glaring down at the nothingness that was the God’s Wastes. It was a fitting optical illusion, Elade Devarath mused, for Calhara had seen more war and torment than any continent in Obsidian. Two millennia ago, it had hosted the final battle in the war that almost shattered the world, sundering the mighty Immortals to dust and showering their divine power upon unsuspecting mortals. The struggle led to the age of the mortal god kings, men and women blessed with the power to bind others to their will and forge vast empires with their network of servants.  
This particular spot also marked the first victory for the Knights of the Last Dawn. Here they had first fought and destroyed Krosis, the Immortal Lord of the Void. Shortly afterwards, this mighty fortress, the Dawn Citadel, had been erected as a lasting monument to the Immortal Maeleon and his loyal paladins that guarded the world against evil. 
For most of her life, Elade had viewed the Dawn and their “sacred charge” as somewhere between absurd and outright dangerous. Now she found it noble…if sometimes a bit naïve. In practice, the knights weren’t quite the glorious champions of legend; they were mortal men and women who meant well but made plenty of mistakes. And of course, there was more “evil” in the world than a few thousand paladins could ever hope to banish, especially now when they were spread so thin. 
The sound of booted footfalls made her blink away the reverie that always seemed to ensnare her out here. Two hundred feet from the ground, situated on the top balcony of the Citadel, the view of the ashen plains and blood-red sky was not for everyone. She knew that many of the other knights found her so-called “dusk watching” a bit disturbing. The Wastes were not known for travelers or sight-seers hoping to catch a pristine waterfall, sparkling rainbow, or even just beautiful people. But she found it relaxing; it was a permanent reminder of the power of greed and corruption even among those who claimed to fight them. Humans in particular had such short memories and seemed doomed to constantly repeat mistakes of the past. Maeleon had chosen this location for a reason, and she found great wisdom in his decision. 
It was also the lure of dusk itself, she knew, when her sensitive eyes didn’t burn as badly.  
“Dame Devarath,” a male voice announced his presence from behind her. When she didn’t turn, he continued his timid approach. His footsteps were just slow and awkward enough that she knew he was nervous. She waited until he was almost upon her before turning towards him with a cocked eyebrow. The breeze caught her thin white hair and blew it across her face. 
“Squire Talroy,” she said. “Is there something I can do for you?”
 He paused awkwardly. He always paused awkwardly; it was one of his defining character traits. His round face, pudgy nose, and bushy eyebrows completed the portrait of a perpetually nervous young man who had a good heart but an untrained mind. 
“Um…anything new and exciting today?”
Elade remained still and silent. His anxiety would grow the longer she made him wait, and she took something of a perverse pleasure in watching him fidget nervously and stumble over his words. 
“Dead dirt and a dusty wind,” she said eventually. “What else would there be?”
 “Er, right,” he nodded, clearing his throat and glancing out to the horizon. 
Elade smiled despite herself. Talroy was adorable in his own way, but she liked to believe that her torment served a greater purpose. Like many of the recruits the Last Dawn picked up, Talroy was a good kid, but he was also intimidated by almost everything and everyone here. He had probably grown up with stories about heroic paladins slaying monsters and saving innocent princesses, and he was having trouble internalizing the less glorious reality of Citadel life. Recruits spent almost all their time in training. In his first two years, he hadn’t yet slain a dragon or rescued anyone. 
He was also terrified of her—or had been, at least, for a year after they first met. He had almost assuredly never seen a vaeyn in person before. His only knowledge of her people came from cultural fables that portrayed her kin as grotesque spawns of demons who lived only to drink human blood…or something equally outlandish. It wasn’t an entirely unusual reaction around here, unfortunately. Even most of the elder knights avoided her whenever possible. 
Still, in some ways Talroy possessed a well of courage they lacked. It had taken him a while, but he had eventually tried to get to know her. In the last few months, he had tried to spar with her as often as he could.
At first Elade had thought it was just some type of youthful infatuation—she wouldn’t have been surprised if he had never had a sexual encounter in his twenty years. But it was more than that. He really wanted to learn from her, to add her exotic fighting techniques to his own. Very few of the knights had ever expressed interest in that. His mentor, Sir Alric, shied him away from her as much as possible, and she was glad he tried to learn anyway. She had almost a century’s worth of fighting experience on even the oldest knights, after all. It was why, despite his awkwardness, shyness, and occasional idiocy, she really liked Belek Talroy. He faced his fears and ignored his ego. 
But that didn’t mean she couldn’t mess with his head from time to time.  
“I was wondering if you could teach me a few more of your moves,” he said eventually. “I overheard Lord Dracian speaking with Sir Alric, and I think he’s going to send you out again soon. I’d like to shore up a bit before my Second Trial.”
Elade waited a few moments before turning to him. The request was hardly a surprise. Aside from the fact that he had asked her to spar almost every day since she returned from Tauros a week ago, he was carrying a pair of practice blades with him.  
She nodded and took a few steps away from the edge of the balcony and its railing. It was a large area, with a good twenty feet between the silver fortress and the walls. She wasn’t really in proper sparring attire: her loose-fitting silver and blue dress, matching cape, and soft black leather boots were flexible enough, but they offered no protection. The knight’s cape was, of course, purely a thing of fashion that could easily cause a warrior to trip or stumble during a real fight, and her untied hair tossing about in the wind wasn’t doing her vision any favors, either.  
“Start with what I taught you yesterday,” she said, taking a moment to relax and stretch her muscles. Talroy nodded and offered her a sword, but she shook her head. “Your weakness is footwork and close-quarters fighting—you don’t react properly when someone slips under your guard.”
“You…want to fight hand-to-hand?” he asked, confused. “That’s not really tested in the trials.”
“No, I want you to fight with a sword,” she corrected. “Use the stance I taught you or any other you prefer. Just don’t let me slip inside.”
Talroy thought about it for a moment before tossing one of the practice blades aside. They were actually valuable items in their own right, forged by the Last Dawn smiths to perfectly replicate the weight and balance of a knight’s chosen weapon. The blades were tempered with an enchantment that blunted the worst of their attacks and made the wounds they inflicted easily healable by even a squire. Elade had never seen anything like them before coming here. Among her own people, the Matriarch’s shadow knights trained with live weapons and considered painful mistakes the best teachers…assuming they didn’t end up permanently chopping something off. 
Talroy settled into the basic stance the knights taught their squires, raising his weapon in a two-handed grip before him. He was a large young man, half a head taller than her with probably an extra fifty pounds and all the muscle that came with it. Without training, he could crush her at his leisure, but she had spent decades learning how to turn an enemy’s strength against him. 
He was hesitant to attack her unarmed, and his first several moves were weak feints designed to read an opponent rather than take initiative. She allowed the first two to go unanswered, dodging easily and letting him get a feel for her movements. On his third maneuver, she struck. Easily dancing inside his guard, she had him flipped on his back within seconds. 
“I’ve warned you about hesitating,” Elade said, helping him to his feet. “Always take the initiative. Dictate the pace of the fight or your opponent will.”
Talroy groaned as he stood. “Sir Alric would disagree. He says that opponents will eventually reveal their weakness, given enough time.”
She smiled. “Taking initiative doesn’t necessarily mean attacking first: it means being ready and setting the pace. You can do that in other ways besides swinging.”
“Positioning and footwork,” he replied sheepishly. “I should know better.”
“You do,” she told him. “So show me.”
Talroy came in again. He had chosen one of the more aggressive stances she had taught him; it was designed to batter down an enemy’s defenses with precise force, and it was a form his stature supported well. He was a quick study, too—in three days he had gotten most of the footwork down. She managed to dodge the first strike but knew she wouldn’t be able to fend him off with just her fists in this style. Fortunately, she had other options. 
She focused on the Aether around her and channeled its power through her body. An instant later a blue, translucent shield of pure energy flashed into existence on her left arm. Talroy’s second strike glanced off the barrier, and she flipped herself backwards to prepare for his next assault. 
The “Aetheric shield” was undoubtedly her favorite technique in the Dawn’s arsenal. A traditional shield brought enough bulk that it could severely hamper a warrior’s balance and dramatically limit her fighting options. But this weightless disc could be summoned and dissipated with a mere thought, and it could stand up to virtually any attack as long as she maintained her concentration. They also made for a handy thrown weapon in a pinch. 
In this particular case, Elade just required the defense. Talroy came in harder this time, and she had to angle off his blows so the force didn’t crush her arm. She allowed him several solid strikes before deflecting him off-balance and slipping inside his reach. An elbow to the kidney and sweeping kick to the back of his knee flipped him back to the ground once more. 
“Better,” she said. “Good form, good movement. Not hesitating just because I had no weapon.”
“We’re not supposed to strike unarmed targets,” he grunted as he once again stood up. 
“No, but there are always exceptions to that—and plenty of foes who are dangerous without a blade. You have to know your opponent and act accordingly.”
Talroy nodded, flexing his fingers as if to test the grip on his sword. “I didn’t hesitate and I took the initiative, but you still slipped inside.”
“I still knew what you were going to do,” Elade explained, reaching down and lifting her own practice blade. It was an excellent replica of her own sword, a vaeyn cavalry saber with a swirled basket hilt and extended handle that allowed her a more comfortable two-handed grip if she wanted it. She dismissed her shield and readied the weapon before her. “Don’t be predictable.”
“If I shift forms during my trial, I’m in trouble. It’s about rote execution.”
Elade offered him a dry smile, then leapt at him without another warning. He parried her initial attack and spun away, but she didn’t let up. She struck his inner body, thrusting and slicing in fast arcs designed to keep him from having a pause to reset his defense. It worked for a few seconds before he finally switched up his approach—he let one of her attacks through, a slash that would have caught his ribs, in order to drive a foot into her midsection and toss her back a few feet. The gambit would have left him dead against some foes, but most wouldn’t be able to slip past his Dawn-forged armor, and knights were taught to use that knowledge to their advantage. And in this case, it gave him the opportunity to launch into his own assault. 
He dropped into one of her forms and used it well. The attacks drove low and high, and she allowed him to maintain the assault while gauging his movements. It wasn’t perfect, but it was better than she had expected with only a few days of practice. Once she was content with his form, she waited for the next inevitable step in his attack chain and prepared to quickly parry it and flip him over again. 
But it didn’t come. 
Talroy changed his stance at the last second, and her planned parry was suddenly useless. He caught her blade awkwardly and wrenched it aside enough to present a large opening, then drove in for the kill. Despite the non-lethality of the blades, Elade’s shadow knight training kicked in. Instinctively reaching out with her powers, she folded the balcony’s shadows into an invisible, insubstantial doorway and stepped through it. In the blink of an eye she vanished from in front of him and appeared behind. His attack, having nothing to stop it, caused him to careen forward and stumble off balance.
Elade placed her sword at his back. 
 “What?” He caught her out of the corner of his eye and groaned audibly. “That’s not a fair move.”
“Fight with honor, but never assume your enemies will do the same,” she said, lowering her sword and grabbing his shoulder to spin him around. 
He didn’t reply, but his face just screamed “I beat you and you cheated.”
She offered him a genuine smile and brushed the unruly white strands of hair from her face. “You did well. You learned that form in only a few days. I figured you’d been practicing it so much you would just stick to it regardless of circumstances, but you didn’t. Excellent.”
It took him a second, but his face flushed as he smiled. “Erm…thanks.” He paused, and she imagined he looked a bit like a child about to ask for a treat from an out-of-reach jar. “Could you teach me whatever that was you just did?”
She patted his arm and appreciated the mass of youthful muscle. “I’m riding the line even teaching you vaeyn fighting styles. I think some of the others would froth over with rage if I tried to teach you shadow knight tricks.”
Talroy nodded in reluctant understanding. “All right.”
“Maybe someday,” she told him. “For now, focus on your trial. When I get back, we’ll both get suited up properly and I’ll slap you around a bit.”
He smiled. “That’d be great.” He took the practice sword she offered him and bowed before heading back inside. 
Elade stood there for a moment in the cool evening breeze, watching the last of the day’s light melt into the horizon and the giant crimson eye in the heavens fade into black. 
 
***
 
 “My lord,” Squire Talroy saluted as he moved past. The smile on his face was wide enough that Tevek almost paused and asked him what was going on. He knew he had been dueling Elade off and on for the last week or so, but he almost always left frustrated and shaking his head. Maybe she had actually cut him some slack for once. He was a nice kid, and she liked nice kids. It was the bitter old men she had problems with. 
Fortunately for him, he was aging but not bitter—at least not yet—and he didn’t have to worry about getting smacked around in a duel just to impress elder knights during trials. One of the side benefits of being the Highlord was not worrying about showing off to anyone, at least not here. Fencing duels and combat maneuvers didn’t really impress foreign dignitaries or heads of state in the same way as actual accomplishments on the field of battle. 
He opened the great metal doors that lead to the balcony. The enchanted torches lining the outside of the citadel burst into flame at almost the same moment the night swept its way across the Wastes. Elade was standing still at the edge like she often did, peering out into the nothingness. Tall and lithe, she had the athleticism of a warrior in her prime despite being three times his age. In a hooded robe or other concealing attire, she could have passed for human like any other vaeyn or their elysian cousins, but her dark gray skin and sharp features helped set her apart. Her hair was pearly white and long, but her eyes were her most striking feature. The sapphire orbs glowed with an inner radiance, especially in the evenings, and they contrasted sharply with her skin. A pattern of matching luminous blue tattoos stretched from her right hand all the way up her arm. She typically concealed the rest, even around the Citadel, given the reaction they elicited in others. They were inscribed on servants of their Matriarch Queen as wards against demons, but rumor and legend among humans had twisted that meaning into almost the exact opposite. 
“Do I want to know what you did with the poor squire?” Tevek asked as he approached. 
Elade turned with an impish smile. “I’m apparently an excellent teacher. He would have landed a blow if I hadn’t cheated.”
“I’ve seen your teaching technique,” he said doubtfully. “You’re probably just getting old.”
“Mmhmm,” she murmured, facing forward again. “The gossip mill suggests I’m going on a trip.”
“How quickly news spreads in a closed community,” Tevek murmured. “King Areekan sent word. He wants to meet with me personally and ask a favor. I have a feeling he’s going to want to send me to Galvia.”
“Galvia?” she frowned. “What for?”
“It’s just a suspicion at the moment, but you’ve read the reports. They’ve been making serious progress, especially in Lyebel. I’m betting General Iouna is pressing them to pounce on the opportunity.”
“It’s about time,” she said. “He’s believed that since Serogar.”
Tevek drew a deep breath. “It’s controversial at best. The Alliance doesn’t strike first; they strike last.”
Elade snorted. “That’s the slogan. It hasn’t worked out so well for them recently.”
“You know that I usually agree with that position, but in this case they might feel they take advantage of the Imperium’s recent losses at the hands of the rebels.” 
“That’s exactly what he’d argue,” she confirmed. “So you’re probably right about his intentions—but that means he’s using us. They’ll send in paladins because people will trust our reports more than their own politically-motivated spies or agents. Then they just hope we find something shocking that will push the public in favor of a war.”
Tevek nodded. “I’m sure that’s the idea.”
“Smart. I knew he’d make a fine general.” Elade turned to face him. “The question is whether you like being used.”
“Gabriel protested. He actually feels the same way as you.”
She laughed humorlessly. “That I doubt.”
“He’s concerned about our willingness to jump through hoops for anyone who asks,” he explained. “But still, I’d been planning a trip soon anyway. Areekan isn’t a young man; I’ve been wondering if he’d ask for help during a Rite of Ascension for his successor.”
“If he wants that, he better hope the Crell aren’t prepared.”
Tevek nodded thoughtfully. “I’m also genuinely curious who is leading this new resistance.”
“It seems like they have a new one every other year,” she commented. “So how much did Alric protest when you told him you were going?”
“The standard amount.”
“I’m sure he was joyous you selected me to go, too.”
“He voiced some reservations,” Tevek said neutrally. 
Elade grunted and then sighed, her blue eyes fastened on him. “I don’t know why you put up with him. I thought he was going to throw a fit when I started teaching Talroy vaeyn moves.”
“He did throw a fit,” Tevek pointed out. “Just in private. He’s a traditionalist, you know that. But he is also honorable, and it’s his job to disagree with me when he feels it necessary.”
“So, all the time?” 
He sighed quietly and followed her gaze to the darkening horizon. Despite being an organization built on honor, loyalty, and justice, the Dawn had its fair share of infighting and always had. Politics were inevitable with any group of people, he knew, but he still hated being in the center of it. Gabriel was his oldest friend and most trusted advisor. Elade was…well, she was his protégé, but there was more to it than that. 
He had found her four years ago chained up in a Taurosian warehouse, the victim of a racially-motivated attack by a group of the local humans. The woman she had been traveling with hadn’t survived, and it was an act of pure circumstance that Tevek had found Elade in time. She hadn’t even spoken the local language when he had cut her down and tended to her wounds. 
He could have left her there after dealing with her captors, and many on the Conclave had been annoyed he hadn’t done just that. But he was not so cold. He had brought her back to the Citadel and nursed her back to health. Like any victim of a horrendous assault, she had been angry, depressed, and insular, but he had tried his best to keep her safe. Six months later she had become his squire and the first of her race to enter the Dawn. 
He had knighted her after the battle at the Serogar Gate when she had saved his life and those of a hundred Alliance soldiers. Gabriel had been furious, and Tevek had even thought his friend might leave the Dawn over it. Fortunately reason eventually prevailed, and today Elade was almost certainly the order’s most powerful member. He had never met anyone more skilled with a blade, not even himself during his prime. 
More importantly, though, she was his friend in a way no one else had ever been. He trusted her instincts and sought her company. He didn’t condemn her or the darkness in her past; instead, he saw it as a unique opportunity for redemption.  
Unfortunately, there were distasteful rumors floating around the Citadel about the two of them being lovers, but that was nonsense. She was his friend and confidant, and that was what they both needed. His heart was already taken by a woman who lived very far from here, and it didn’t need another. What it did need was a legacy, something to be proud of when his time on this world was finished. With Elade—along with a young priestess in Solaria—he felt he had that. It was a comfort on cold nights alone here in the Citadel.
“I’ve already contacted Zyraena; she’ll be there to meet us at the gateway tomorrow,” Tevek said, breaking the silence. “A lot will depend on what they have to say, but I imagine we’ll end up in Lyebel. The last reports I saw suggested that the Resistance had the garrison on its heels in half the city.”
“Galvians are a stubborn lot,” Elade replied. “I’m not surprised the Crell have struggled so much to keep order there.”
“Part of it is cultural differences between Galvians and, say, Izarians,” he explained. “But Ishthare’s rebellion cost the Imperium far more than they let on, I think. Combined with the continuing hostilities in Talisham and it’s really not surprising their northern colonies have been left weakened.”
“I’m sure that’s exactly what Darius tells the Council whenever he sees them.”
“No doubt,” Tevek murmured. “I’m going to summon some dinner to my chambers and enjoy a book and some wine before we set out, I think. You’re welcome to join me.”
“I might later. I need to check and see if my armor is repaired and get my things together first, though.”
He nodded and set off towards his chambers. There were still a few other things he needed to arrange before the trip as well, and he had an inkling they might not return home for a while.  
 



Chapter Six
 
“The people control the slaves, the Bound control the people, and the Sovereigns control the Bound. But at the end of the day, it’s the Zarul who control the Imperium.”
—Tayzel Darac, noted Crell poet, before sipping a glass of poisoned wine
 
The echo of a footfall was a great way to learn about a place, Vice Admiral Onar Tenel thought to himself as he and his darkly-dressed escort made their way down the polished stone hallway. On Tenel’s war galleon, the Perilous, the deck had a tendency to creak and groan, a testament to the tumultuous life one found at sea. Back in his country home outside the sleepy town of Thesik, the virtually silent floors were a perfect match to the serenity of the flowing fields of grain just outside his door. 
But here, in this sterile place, his boots landed with a hollow thump that reverberated up and down the long, empty corridors. It was as if even the air had to announce its presence, and it prickled the skin on Tenel’s arms. 
He had good reason to be terrified. Every Crell citizen with an ounce of sanity trembled at the mere mention of the Zarul Headquarters, and they downright cowered at the sight of the dark green uniforms worn by its agents. Ostensibly, the Zarul guarded the Crell Imperium against all threats, both domestic and abroad, but in practice the Zarul had been nothing less than a shadow government for generations. The Sovereigns held all the official military and political power within the empire, but the “Green Coats” controlled and monitored almost everyone and everything—presumably even the Sovereigns. 
But that was an old soldier’s perspective, of course, and men like Tenel tended to despise politicians as much as covert operatives. In many ways, they were cut from the same cloth: they were both two-faced, cutthroat, and often invisible people who tended to make life more difficult than it already was. Military officers enjoyed the additional perk of having both constantly getting in their way.  
Yet even as Tenel and his Green Coat companion turned another bland, identical corner, the admiral was not wracked by fear—annoyance certainly, and even a fair bit of caution, but not fear. He had been given orders by High Command to attend a top secret debriefing, and when he entered he had found these three Green Coats prepared to escort him halfway across the country. It had been shocking, certainly, but it had also been telling—when the Zarul came after someone, they didn’t bother concealing their identities. They had a reputation for kicking down doors and dragging people screaming into the night. They weren’t concerned with embarrassing their targets, so if they had gone to the trouble of giving him a cover story, they must have wanted something besides an interrogation. 
At least, that was Tenel’s hope. It was certainly possible they were just playing games with him…or maybe even reading his mind right now. There was no way to know until they reached their destination, so he simply resigned himself to being quiet and tried to memorize each turn and every corridor they passed. 
“In through here, sir,” his escort said when they finally reached a double metal door. It didn’t have any apparent handles or even locking mechanisms; if not for the obvious gap between the metal plates, he might not have even known it was an entrance. 
Tenel started to reply, but the door slid open a moment later and revealed a spacious, half-spherical chamber. It was virtually empty aside from a single chair and an unassuming woman sitting in it. Several opaque mirrors lined the opposite wall, all tilted to face the room’s only occupant. Curiously, they seemed to be made of crystal rather than glass, and as a result they weren’t actually reflecting anything. 
“Come in, Admiral,” the woman in the chair said, spinning about. Her voice was cool and cultured, just like her appearance. She looked like she was in her mid to late forties with straight, shoulder length black hair and green eyes common to many pure-blooded Crell, including Tenel himself. Her dark green uniform and knee-high black boots were clearly military, and she would have fit in perfectly at any command briefing if not for the lack of insignia on her jacket.  
Tenel stepped inside, and the double doors closed behind him. His escort, notably, did not follow.  
“Thank you,” he replied stiffly. “Forgive my bluntness, but it would be nice to know whom I’m addressing.”
The woman smiled faintly. “Not many people who come through that door are so bold. That’s good.” She stood and leaned forward to offer him her hand. “I apologize for all the misdirection in bringing you here, Admiral, but I had something I wanted to discuss with you in person. I am Sovereign Alexandra Damir.”
Tenel accepted her hand but felt his face wither. “Your Eminence,” he croaked. “I…I wasn’t quite certain what…who… to expect.”
“That’s typically the idea, though in this case it was simply an unfortunate necessity,” Damir said. “As I said, this is an important matter.”
“Of course,” Tenel replied cautiously. His mind raced as he tried to put all of this together. Despite his rank, he had never met one of the Sovereigns in person; almost no one had, as far as he knew. They, like most Ascendants, operated strictly through their Bound liaisons. The mental and physical drain of influencing so many people left them weak and vulnerable, and as a result they rarely risked exposing themselves in public. In some ways, their powers almost seemed more like a curse than a gift.
But here was Damir, the only Crell Sovereign who did not lord directly over a province, standing calmly before him. Was it because she had fewer Imperators to control? Was she just that much more powerful than the others? Tenel didn’t really understand the intricacies well enough to even hazard a guess. 
“Please, sit down,” Damir offered, returning to her own seat. 
Tenel paused. The room was empty aside from the Sovereign’s chair. He raised an eyebrow. “You wish me to sit on the floor?”
Damir laughed. There was something mildly upsetting about the sound. “I assure you, Admiral, you won’t fall. Just take a seat where you are.”
It could have been a game, Tenel figured—a test of sorts, to judge either loyalty or improvisational skill. How did you respond to the needs of social courtesy and proper authoritative deference? He chose to believe that Damir wasn’t looking for pointless humiliation and relaxed his legs. 
And he found himself seated neatly in the air, as if there were an invisible chair beneath him. 
“That’s better,” Damir said. “Now, on to the matter at hand. I assume you are aware of our military situation along the Solarian border?”
“Of course, my lady,” Tenel murmured, desperately trying to keep his voice measured. It wasn’t easy. “Unless something changed during my trip.”
“There have been suggestions among the elite that you have certain…doubts about our current strategy.” 
“I have expressed reservations about some tactical decisions High Command has made,” he replied honestly. It seemed pointless to lie to the face of a woman who could probably read his thoughts. “When I first saw the Green Coats, I wondered if that was why they were there.”
Damir cocked an eyebrow. “Do we have cause for concern?”
Tenel grunted. “It’s just the culture of the military, I suppose you could say. There’s a tendency to equate disagreement with treason, even among the higher ranks. It fosters a very tribal atmosphere.”
“Obedience is essential to any command, naturally, but that isn’t what I’m referring to. You have specifically stated you do not feel it is in our best interests to continue to build up forces at key areas along the Solarian border.”
“That’s essentially correct, yes.”
“Then please humor me, Admiral,” Damir told him. “I would like to hear your thoughts on the matter.”
The Sovereign had undoubtedly been briefed on the matter already, Tenel knew, so she was unlikely to get anything new out of this. She must have wanted something else.
“I’ve raised several logistical concerns,” Tenel explained, “but I’ll assume you’re talking about my general perspective on the situation with the Solarians. I simply don’t feel a prolonged war would be beneficial to the average Crell citizen.”
Damir’s face was stiff for a moment before smiling thinly. “And for you, that really is the central issue, isn’t it? What is best for the citizens of our empire.”
“Of course, Your Eminence,” Tenel said, not bothering to hide his confusion. “That is why we serve.”
“If only that were true,” she whispered, her eyes narrowing. “The strength and prosperity of our empire is rarely on the minds of those who hold power over it. Few can see past their own personal interests, and some become consumed by them.” She gestured to one of the opaque mirrors, and it shimmered with color. A moment later the disembodied image of an auburn-haired, middle aged woman appeared. “Take the former Sovereign Ishthare—an intelligent, cunning woman completely consumed by a lust for power and conquest.” 
“Indeed,” Tenel replied. The Perilous had been at the front line of several of the major naval battles during Ishthare’s Rebellion two years earlier, and it had been his fleet that had ultimately won the day at Veinshel Harbor. 
Damir continued to smile, though her expression shifted. “I don’t wish to leave you in the dark, so I’ll be blunt: I brought you here to offer you a very rare opportunity.”
“Your Eminence?”
The Sovereign waved her hand theatrically, and the other formerly opaque mirrors around the room flashed with magic before suddenly sharpening into similar images. But instead of displaying the ghostly visage of a specific individual, they presented a remote view of dozens of varying locations across the Imperium. Tenel could only assume that the images were coming directly from Damir’s servants—Ascendants allegedly had the power to “see” through the eyes of all of their Bound subjects.  
“Our job here is to maintain order and security—both at home and abroad,” Damir said. “When we approach potential recruits, my agents inundate them with speeches about how the Zarul requires ‘exceptional people’ to do this difficult work…but I’m sure you are above such tripe, Admiral. You are here because I believe you can provide me with a perspective I lack.”
“Perspective? Because I disagree with Command?”
“Not exactly, but that is part of it,” Damir told him. “I’m sure you’re aware how rare it is for a man like you, a vorhang, to move up the military ranks.”
“Keenly,” Tenel muttered. Vorhang was a derogatory term used by channelers to describe so-called “normal people,” and it was a favorite expression in some social circles—like the officer’s lounge, for example. “There aren’t many of us, for obvious reasons. We are at a significant disadvantage.”
“In some ways, but not in others. The Sovereigns are surrounded by supplicants, and they sometimes begin to function in very predictable ways because of it. A lifetime of constant affirmation can inflate one’s ego quite rapidly—and produce poor decisions as a result.”
Tenel nodded slowly. He completely agreed, but he never would have dared to say such a thing in front of a Sovereign. Distantly, he wondered if all of this was a delayed reaction to the victories Sovereign Ishthare had achieved during her short-lived rebellion. It had been almost two centuries since the First Expansion and the subsequent distribution of power between multiple Sovereigns, and in all that time there had never been a true defection likes hers. Perhaps the High Sovereign, Thelonius, was starting to wonder if the rest of his underlings could be trusted. 
“You are also a family man,” Damir went on. “You have a wife and two children on a farm just outside Thesik, if I’m not mistaken.”
“Yes, Your Eminence.”
“You’ve felt the human cost of war where many have not. Your first born son was killed in the Galvian attack at Geriskhad.”
Tenel’s lip twitched despite his best efforts to control it. “Yes.”
“Some would see your loss as a weakness. They would argue that your judgment has been compromised.” Damir smiled. “I disagree. I believe that even in desperate times, we must always consider the consequences of our actions…and no one can understand that better than a parent who has lost his child.” 
“I suppose not,” he murmured, trying desperately to keep the old pain sealed away. It didn’t work. 
“Tens of thousands of people on both sides have already died in Talisham this year, all because of a series of diplomatic blunders and tactical oversights. I can’t think of a more pertinent example of failures in our command and leadership. Wouldn’t you agree?”
“It certainly hasn’t been our finest hour.”
Damir grunted softly and pivoted back towards the crystalline mirrors. “The High Sovereign has given me a new directive, Admiral. He believes the Solarians are once again preparing for war. They know that between the stalled Talishite Offensive and Ishthare’s insurrection, we have been substantially weakened over the past two years. They believe it is a perfect time for a preemptive attack.”
Tenel frowned. “Alliance law explicitly forbids unprovoked military action.”
“Laws governing behavior in war rarely survive the first engagement. I’m sure you know this as well as anyone.”
“Normally yes, but the Solarians cling to their laws and code of morality more than most. From everything I’ve read about them, I highly doubt any of the Legion Generals would seriously consider a preemptive strike.”
“Then prepare to be surprised,” Damir replied mildly. “I have operatives very close to the Alliance Council—far closer than they believe. Several of the Legion Generals have been pushing for a strike on one or all of our border garrisons, but King Areekan and his provincial lords are not yet willing to take the risk.”
“Interesting,” Tenel mused. He had read the official reports on all the highest-ranking Alliance commanders, and while virtually all of them had a personal reason to hate the Imperium, he still found it hard to believe they would actually wish to fight another war. Perhaps he had given them too much credit. 
“Regardless, this brings us to the High Sovereign’s plan,” Damir went on. “He will order an all-out assault on the Solarian border before winter.”
Tenel’s mouth gaped open before he could stop it. “Erm,” he managed, clearing his throat. “There has been no mention of this to High Command as far as I’m aware.”
“At the moment, only the Sovereigns and a select few high-ranking officers are aware of his plans.”
The admiral licked at his suddenly dry lips. “You’ll forgive me for saying so, Your Eminence, but an unprovoked attack on our part seems….misguided,” he managed, struggling to be as diplomatic as possible. “The Solarians are correct that we have been weakened; it will be years before the army is back at full strength.”
“That particular analysis is shared by most of the senior officers,” Damir agreed. “There are also other serious diplomatic considerations. If we invade, we risk provoking the Asgardians, and possibly even the Talishites again if they smell blood in the proverbial water.”
“And the Last Dawn,” Tenel added. “They will assuredly come to the defense of Solaria against an out-right invasion.”
“Very likely,” Damir agreed. “The bottom line is that if we fight another war now, we will lose.”
Tenel pursed his lips, wondering yet again if this was some kind of perverse test. Was she just waiting for him to speak ill of the High Sovereign before carting him off and sticking his head on the block?
“Fortunately, the High Sovereign is not insane,” Damir said into the pause. “He is fully aware of the risks of invasion, but he also believes we have a unique opportunity before us. The Alliance is facing its own potential insurgency even now, and His Supreme Eminence wishes us to exploit it.”
“An insurgency?” Tenel asked, frowning. “Has he told you why he believes this?”
“He didn’t need to. I was the one who informed him of it in the first place.”
“I see,” he murmured, feeling a bit foolish. Of course the Zarul would have been the ones to ferret out the truth. Still, the idea of a brimming insurrection inside the Alliance seemed almost impossible. The provincial lords were as ambitious and manipulative as any politicians, but they also had a long tradition of obedience to the throne. Tenel may have disagreed with Solarian principles, but he was objective enough to recognize their strengths as well. They had managed to remain stable despite a weak king while the Imperium had been faltering with internal rebellions under strong despots. “Do you know what these insurgents want? Do you believe they have any chance of success?”
“Yes to the first; a qualified yes to the second,” Damir replied. “A few well-connected individuals are unhappy with the way King Areekan has chosen to deal with the Unbound in Solaria, and this has made them believe that the time has come to replace him with someone more…open-minded.”
“I’m surprised the provincial lords would care about such a thing,” Tenel commented. “They have always supported the king’s policy of quarantining renegade channelers.”
“The provincial lords don’t care; I’m referring to others with influence in the Alliance government,” the Sovereign clarified. “But on to your second point, yes, we believe the insurgents can succeed. Our operatives have played a vital role in fanning the flames of rebellion for years, and with our continued help we may be able to push the dissidents over the top.” She tilted towards one of the crystalline mirrors, and the image shifted to something Tenel recognized—Garos, the fortress guarding the northwestern border of Solaria. “The objective of the High Sovereign’s invasion is not to crush the Alliance forces, but rather to distract their king. With his mind and powers focused on coordinating a defense against three separate, simultaneous invasion forces, he will be weak and vulnerable.”
“Allowing the rebels to strike at him directly,” Tenel said, nodding in grim understanding. “If Areekan dies, their Bound will falter.”
“If Areekan dies, the Alliance military will collapse,” Damir corrected. “With proper timing, we will be able to march straight to Celenest before they can hope to respond. The war will be over in a matter of weeks.”
Tenel rubbed a hand across his chin in thought. With its capital conquered, the rest of Solaria would quickly buckle. The Alliance Council would disband, and the provincial lords would start looking out for themselves. It would still take months to round up all the rebelling forces and probably years to squash the throes of domestic uprising, but it would still save millions of lives in the long term. Tenel had always hoped to avoid a third war, but he knew it was almost inevitable given the contrasting ideologies of Torsia’s most powerful nations. The only question, really, was when. The Crell standing forces might have been weakened, but the Solarian king was old and feeble. If there was a way to attack during a transition of power, it would be their best—and perhaps only—chance at victory. 
Of course, this was all completely theoretical. A million things could go wrong with this plan, not the least of which was this assassination attempt. They would be placing the fate of their entire empire in the hands of a few rebel insurgents… 
“If the rebels fail, it will be a disaster,” Tenel said. “We’ll be stuck in a bloody war that we won’t be able to win.”
“And that is why His Supreme Eminence has ordered us to ensure it succeeds,” Damir said matter-of-factly. “But there is much work to be done, and I want a clear-eyed commander with ground-level experience to oversee this operation. I believe that person is you, Admiral.”
Tenel took a deep breath. This was certainly the last thing he had expected when the Green Coats had brought him here, and he belatedly realized there was an ominous catch to everything she had just told him—Damir obviously expected him to accept the offer, or she never would have revealed this much sensitive information. What would happen if he refused? Did he really even have a choice?
“I’ve arranged for you to stay with us for a day if you wish to think about this offer or mull over specifics,” Damir said, as if responding to his thoughts. “If you are concerned about your family, you will get to speak with them soon, and I can assure you they will be well taken care of. Neither your wife nor your children will ever need to worry about their future again.”
Chalandra wouldn’t like it, Tenel knew, but she had never cared for him being in the military, either. She also hailed from a small village, and she’d never had aspirations to be anything else besides a simple farmer. But when the Galvians had brutally attacked Geriskhad and killed their five-year old son years ago, Tenel hadn’t been able to just stand by and do nothing. He joined the service shortly after, and within a few years he had been promoted to an officer. Now, over a decade later, he commanded the Perilous and was responsible for over a dozen ships and thousands of lives. 
He worked to keep the Imperium safe, to protect his family and their lifestyle. He was not a man of conquest or war, but if it was going to happen, he could probably do more good here than on one ship far from the major land battles that would decide its outcome. Damir was certainly right about one thing—many within the Crell officer corps had no concept of what normal life was. They acted and thought in a bubble filled with power and ambition; few had families of their own, and almost none had children. They fought too easily and gave lives too freely. Perhaps here he would have a chance to change that.
“I will need some time,” he said after a moment. “This is a lot to think about.”
“Of course,” Damir assured him. “For now, though, I’m sure you wish to weigh your options. Allow one of my people to escort you to your chambers—everything you need will be provided for you. We can talk again once you’ve had time to think up some more questions.”
Tenel nodded and stood. He definitely needed time alone; there was just too much to consider here. “Thank you, Your Eminence.”
“Excellent,” Damir replied. With a gesture of her hand, the double doors at the back of the room parted, and a green-cloaked man was standing there patiently. “I look forward to our next meeting.”
Tenel bowed and then slipped out of the room. His footfalls once again echoed down the long empty corridors.  
 
***
 
His presence seems unnecessary.
Damir raised an eyebrow and tilted her head to the man in the left corner of the room as he whispered his thoughts directly into her mind. Most of his face was covered by the cowl of his dark cloak, though of course the disguise wasn’t really needed. He and the other two men in the room were invisible to anyone other than their Sovereign, including Admiral Tenel. As long as they could touch someone’s mind, they could erase their very presence from it. It was one of their most useful and notorious abilities. 
The Zarul called them Shadows, and while they were Bound just like the Imperators, they were far more than mere soldiers. They were the most elite operatives in the Imperium, and they were her eyes and ears across Torsia. 
And that is precisely why he is here, she told him. If you can’t see the value of an intelligent vorhang, then you really have lost perspective.
He is a sympathizer, a second one said. He may turn on us.
He is a patriot, Damir corrected. He will do what is in the best interests of the Imperium. Right now, that means serving us.
And when that changes?
She turned to the third Shadow. If it does, then he will be eliminated. By then, he will have served his purpose. She folded her hands in her lap and crossed her legs. The Admiral is a keen analyst and tactician; he proved that at Vienshel Harbor.
None of the Shadows responded. They really didn’t need to; she could feel the concern in their thoughts. 
Of more immediate concern is this Hassian relic, she told them. Heist’s failure leaves us vulnerable.
Our brother will obtain the cube, the third Shadow promised. It will never reach the resistance.
She arched her fingers and brought them to her lips. If the younger Moore makes it to Lyebel, he might threaten our plans.
Or his father may ignore our arrangement, the first Shadow warned. The elder Moore cannot be trusted.

Without him, we would need to rely exclusively on the priestess, the second added. We are not convinced she is ready.
Then we should take control of her directly and remove the elder Moore from our plans.
Damir shook her head. Not yet. But we do need a contingency; a way to motivate her if General Moore fails us.
We can provide that, the Shadows said in near unison. 
I know you can, she told them smiling. And soon, you will.
 



Chapter Seven
 
“Beware the answer to an unspoken question.”
—Solipean Proverb
 
Two long days after surviving Heist’s ambush, Jason and the others arrived in the sleepy little town of Taig. To his mild surprise, they hadn’t needed to dodge any Crell patrols or additional groups of bandits or thugs along the way. The journey proceeded as smoothly and quietly as they could have reasonably hoped, and Tam and Gor spent most of their waking hours debating the best way to spend their forthcoming fortune. Jason, for his part, was too distracted by his ruminations about the origins of their mystery cube to waste any time thinking about piles of gold. 
The cure, as it turned out, was to actually look at said piles of gold in person. 
“A hundred and sixty gold bricks,” Tam whispered for probably the fourth time since Jason had set the newly-minted bars out on the massive marble table. Even Gor was mesmerized; his feline eyes were so dilated it looked like he was about to pounce on something. 
 “Forty a piece,” Jason said, taking a seat on the opposite side of the table. “But remember that’s for the whole lot, and only once we get to Lyebel. The forty here is just a down payment.”
He had already rented out the largest suite at the Riverpeak Inn, Taig’s finest and newest establishment. Ten years ago, not many towns in this part of Galvia would have bothered maintaining luxurious accommodations, but since the occupation, Crell nobles occasionally traveled down the coast from Lyebel and into their homeland, and apparently the increase in business and merchant traffic was enough to support some expensive renovations. 
Still, while the 300 year-old tapestries, ever-flowing fountains, and imported Talishite silks were definitely impressive, at this point Jason could have probably purchased the whole bloody inn if he had been so inclined. After years of hard work and research, not to mention evading vicious competitors, he had finally struck gold—literally, at this point. There was enough here for each of his friends to live comfortably the rest of their lives anywhere they wanted in Torsia or beyond.  And that didn’t even factor in the mystery cube, which apparently was worth so much that Slaan had been willing to hire assassins to try and take it. 
“At least now we know why Slaan was willing to backstab you over this junk,” Tam commented as if reading his friend’s thoughts. “And why a Crell soldier like Heist was willing to try and hide it from his superiors.”
Jason sighed softly and took a sip of his wine—an Izarian vintage he never would splurged on just a few days ago. “Heist was only interested in the cube. Slaan too, I imagine, which tells me there’s a lot more going on than just gold.”
Tam didn’t respond or even look at him, and neither did Gor. They probably hadn’t even heard him, not with the candlelight still sparkling off their newfound fortune. 
Selvhara, for her part, was staring right at him. “Have you had any new revelations about its origins?”
“Not really,” Jason conceded. “I still don’t—”
“Wait, you didn’t sell that thing?” Gor interrupted, his eyes and attention finally shifting back into reality. 
 “No,” Jason said, shaking his head. “Not yet. Not here.”
 “And why the hell not? You found enough stupid humans willing to spend a fortune on useless baubles.”
“I had to speak with seven different buyers over the past day and a half just to unload what we had,” Jason explained. “Taig isn’t exactly a bustling metropolis; there’s no one else here with that kind of gold.”
Tam snorted. “Oh, come on, Jace, at least be honest: you just want to know what it does.”
“That too,” Jason conceded, finishing his glass and leaning backwards. “You’re staring at more gold than you’ve seen in your life. Don’t complain.”
“But we could have more,” Gor pointed out. “By your own admission, considerably more.”
“And we will,” Jason assured them. “But we need to reach Lyebel first. We’re much more likely to find someone who can properly appraise it, not to mention buyers for the stash we have left. You’ll just have to be patient.”
Gor studied him for another few seconds before finally grunting and turning back to the bricks. He hadn’t even touched them yet; it was like he was afraid they might crumble the moment his claws made contact. Having spent most of his life as a slave, he likely had no idea what to even do with so much gold besides hoard it.  
Tam didn’t buy Jason’s bullshit for a moment, of course, and he flashed a knowing smirk even as he returned to fondling his brick. He knew his friend was more interested in mystery than money, and he also knew that Jason wouldn’t quit until he had an explanation. 
“We could reach Lyebel in three days on horseback assuming we took the main roads,” Selvhara said into the silence. “But considering what we’re carrying, we might want to travel through the woods instead.”
Jason pursed his lips. “If the Crell haven’t found us yet, I don’t think they’re going to. And the once nice thing I’ll say about the Imperium is that they keep their roads safe. Even if one of our buyers got the sudden urge to try and get his or her money back, I don’t think they would risk crossing an imperial patrol.” 
“We also have enough gold to bribe off a king if someone starts asking too many questions,” Tam put in. “That has to be worth something.”
“Once we reach Lyebel, we’ll be fine,” Jason told them. “Last I heard, the Resistance basically controls the entire eastern side of the city. We’ll be safe there.”
“Personally, I’m more worried about your impoverished little freedom fighters trying to guilt you out of this fortune,” Gor said flatly. “We’ll need to store the gold somewhere they can’t find it.”
“Oh, look, the great Jason Moore has returned to lead us to victory! Now buy us weapons!” Tam said mockingly. “That’s pretty much what I’m expecting.”
Selvhara started to reply but stopped herself. The disgust on her face was obvious; she knew many of the people in the Resistance, and even if she didn’t always agree with their methods, she naturally supported their cause. But thankfully she was wise enough to recognize that there was no point in reasoning with Tam or Gor, especially not right now. 
“Personally, I wouldn’t mind staying here a night or two,” Tam said after a minute of silence. “I’m sick of sleeping alone in the mud.”
“I think we should keep moving,” Jason told him. “I’d rather set out first thing in the morning.”
“You just said you didn’t think the Crell were even after us,” Gor pointed out. “So why are you so concerned about moving on?”
Jason sighed. “Just a feeling.”
“Well, we definitely need to stay at least one more day,” Tam said. “The Sor’sal are supposed to have new dancers performing tonight and tomorrow, and I want a private show.” He twisted the brick around in his hands as he smiled. “I think I’ll need some change.”
Jason grunted. “Take what you need, but leave the rest here. I’ll feel better with all of us watching over it.”
The blond man frowned. “What, you aren’t coming? I’m talking about the Sor’sal, Jace. We haven’t been to one of their shows in what, six months at least? And that was with stolen tickets!”
“Not tonight. Maybe tomorrow.”
“Oh, come on,” Tam pleaded. “They’re supposed to have some Izarian girls—you know the way they dance…and what else they’re into.”
Jason smiled tightly. “In two hours you’ll be so drunk you won’t even know I’m not there. Go have fun.”
Tam sighed and shook his head. “How about you, Sel? I know you like dancing.”
She cocked a silver eyebrow in response. 
 “You people are terrible friends, you know that?” Tam muttered, standing. “Sarina would go if she were here. If nothing else, she’d at least start a bar fight.”
“You didn’t ask me,” Gor said. 
Tam paused for the briefest of moments, snorted, and then turned on a heel and walked out the door. 
“So what are you going to do with your gold, anyway?” Gor asked Sel a few minutes after Tam had departed. “You barely eat, you don’t drink, and you don’t attempt to buy mates with gold.”
“She can do whatever she wants,” Jason said. “If she wants to throw them in the river, that’s her business.”
Selvhara smiled faintly before reaching up and squeezing his hand. “There are worthy people who need it more than I,” she said. “I’ll make sure they get it.”
Gor grunted. “So the river it is, then. At least tell me which one so I can place a net downstream.”
Chuckling, Jason slipped away to get himself another drink. 
 
***
 
“So are you going to tell me, or do I have to guess?” Jason asked after a few moments of awkward silence. He was on his third glass of wine and well on his way towards passing out on one of the ridiculously oversized beds, but Selvhara had barely even twitched since Tam and Go had left an hour ago. She finally lifted her eyes up to meet his, and she was wearing one of her myriad motherly, borderline condescending expressions. He had known her for almost fifteen years now, and he still wasn’t immune to it—not even when he had a pile of gold sitting right next to him. 
“If you’re worried about Tam, you shouldn’t be,” he went on when she didn’t reply. “Even with a pocketful of gold the dancers will probably ignore him.”
“A man you’ve known for nearly a decade sent a squad of men to kill us and retrieve that cube,” Selvhara said. “You might have distracted the others, but I want to know what’s really going on.”
Jason sighed and unceremoniously gulped down the last of his wine. He had been putting this off for a while now, and he should have known better than to think she would let him get away with it. “I didn’t want to talk about it with Tam and Gor around.”
“I know,” she said, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “So talk about it with me.”
Setting his glass down, he stepped over to the bed and grabbed the small pouch resting atop the sheets. He pulled open the top and looked down at the mystery cube once more. “I’ve spoken with every remotely knowledgeable person in this city since we arrived, and not one of them had the faintest clue what this could be.”
Selvhara glided over and sat down next to him. “Did they recognize it as Hassian?’
“That’s just it,” he explained. “Most of these people are experts on antiquities and dead cultures. They could tell the difference between a 3rd and 4th dynasty Hassian vase, but they had absolutely no idea what this is. Two of them agreed with me that the engravings are writing in Nephilese, but neither of them could actually read it.” 
“So we still have no idea how Slaan knew it was there.”
“Not a one,” Jason whispered. “It makes no sense. An Aether-infused relic from a time before there was Aether…”
She nodded absently. “I’m not a historian, but I’ve heard plenty of stories about competing sages and scholars across the world. They can be as competitive as anyone, and this seems like it could be a truly remarkable discovery.”
“One worth killing for, apparently,” he said softly. “The one thing I know for certain is that Slaan wouldn’t send thugs over a rumor He knew this was there, and I bet he even knows what it is—or at least what it does.”
“We could try and find him,” she suggested. “He might even be in Lyebel for all we know.”
“As long as we bring some of our own thugs with us this time, sure.” Jason twirled the cube in his hand again and pursed his lips. “The real problem is that I honestly don’t know if anyone in Lyebel will be able to help. Let’s face it: Galvia might have plenty of rich aristocrats interested in buying historical artifacts, but it doesn’t have a lot of people left who actually know things about them. Most of the sages and scholars fled across the border after the war.”
“But not you.”
He grunted. “I guess I’m just stubborn.”
Selvhara smiled. “And addicted to the prospect of the ‘Big Score.’”
“That, too,” Jason conceded. “When Slaan and I found all those maps years ago, I knew they would eventually lead to something. You can hardly blame me for following through.”
Her silver brows furrowed. “Why would I?”
“I don’t know. To be honest, sometimes I still don’t understand why you spend time with us at all.”
“I have told you many times.” 
 “Yeah, well, I guess I always have a hard time believing it,” Jason whispered. “I know you loved my father, and I know you believed in standing up to the Crell, but the war ended a long time ago. We lost.” He closed his eyes and pinched at the bridge of his nose. “Besides, I doubt the prospect of rummaging through old books and dusty ruins is as appealing to you as it is to me. You don’t care about gold or fame…”
“I care about you,” Selvhara told him, squeezing his hand. “What other reason do I need?”
He smiled and kissed her cheek. “I just feel like we’re wasting your time. And I’m a bit surprised Anvira hasn’t disowned you yet for frolicking around with a bunch of scoundrels.”
“The Goddess is patient, and so am I. I’m two-hundred and fifty years old, Jason. I’m not in any rush.” She squeezed him again. “I’m also not human, which I think you forget sometimes. You father used to as well. You can’t just project your feelings onto me and expect to understand me.”
“Fair enough,” he said. “But I trust you more than anyone I’ve ever known. I hope you realize that.”
“I do,” Selvhara replied, smiling.  
“Good,” he whispered, turning away before he started to blush. She was probably the only person in the world he felt comfortable opening up to, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t still awkward. “But anyway, since we finally have some time to lounge around, do you think there’s anything you can do to figure out what this thing might be? A spell or ritual or something?”
“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “I thought about it during our trip. I could try channeling some of my power into it just to see or if it will respond.”
“Isn’t that dangerous?”
“I don’t believe so, but it’s impossible to say for certain since we don’t know its purpose.”
“Hmm,” he mused. “Well, while I was out I did manage to scrounge up a few books on Nephilese ideograms. One of the buyers doubles as a linguist—he used to work for King Whitestone, and I think he knew my father.”
Selvhara’s lip twitched. “You didn’t tell him that you were Ethan’s son, did you?”
“I didn’t tell any of them my real name,” he assured her. “I’m a professional, remember?”
“Of course,” she murmured. “Well, I’m certainly willing to help if I can. Let’s see what we can figure out.”
Jason handed her the cube, and he shuffled over and rummaged through the foot-high stack of books he had collected. As a rule, dead languages weren’t the easiest things to translate, but since Nephilese had been the root language for most current Torsian dialects, the process was a bit easier. He had generally ignored linguistics while studying at the university; he had always been annoyed when his professors would drop a phrase here and there that no one else understood. The whole discipline seemed pretentious at best and downright patronizing at worst, but right now he wanted to scold his past self for not paying better attention. 
“I’m pretty sure these are alphabetic symbols and not ideograms,” he commented after he had flipped through the first two books. “I don’t know if that’s relevant or not.”
“Possiby,” Selvhara said noncommittally. 
“It seems like it has to be a container of some sort. I just don’t see any way to open it.”
The druid’s violet eyes sparkled as she tapped into the Aether. “It still has a strong aura. It’s almost like Aether is leaking out of it.” She floated her left hand above the top section. “Imagine trying to trap smoke in a box.”
Jason frowned. “Is the cube actually producing the Aether?”
“I don’t see how that’s possible. The Aether is the blood of the Immortals spilled across the land.”
“Allegedly, anyway. It’s not like we know that for a fact.”
She cocked an eyebrow at him. “What are you suggesting?”
“I wish I knew,” he muttered. “Maybe this should wait until morning. I’m tired and probably drank too much.”
“Probably?”
“I’m fine, mom,” he groused, leaning backwards. “Gor will have to sling Tam over his shoulder by the time they’re finished.”
Selvhara glanced back down to the cube and held it up closer to her face. “Let me at least try something,” she said, her palm flickering with power. “We’ll see how it responds to direct stim—”
Her sentence turned into a shriek as she convulsed backwards like she had just been hit with an arrow. The cube flipped across the room and rolled across the floor, but Jason barely even acknowledged it. Instead he watched in horror as Selvhara clutched desperately at her hand, and his nostrils curled at the unmistakable scent of burnt flesh. 
Reflexively, he tried to grab ahold of her arm and steady her, but she was thrashing so violently he couldn’t get a grip. Her right hand sizzled in invisible flame; the flesh was literally burning away before his eyes. Her flawless gray skin charred red and then black. 
Jason forced himself not to panic as he scanned the room for inspiration. They still had half a pitcher of water on a stand a few feet away, and before he even consciously realized what that meant, he had already grabbed it, run back, and doused her hand. 
She didn’t flinch or acknowledge it in the slightest. Her face had hardened against the initial shock, and her left hand emitted a faint green glow as she channeled a healing spell into the wound.  Eventually the flame seemed to extinguish, but her hand remained a blackened stump.  
Jason wasn’t certain that he had ever felt so helpless. He had watched from a distance as soldiers died during the war; he had held onto comrades as they bled out in his arms. But this...this was something else entirely. Watching the horrors of unknown magic unfold in front of him made him feel five years old again. Suddenly he was listening to his father preach to him about why he had joined the Hands of Whitestone, why he had chosen to serve Galvia as one of the king’s Bound. The life of the Sightless was the life of the impotent, his father had always said. Those who could not perceive the Aether were powerless to combat it, just like they were ultimately powerless to shape the world around them. 
Jason swallowed, his eyes flicking desperately between Selvhara’s hands and face. He couldn’t imagine the depth of the pain, and he couldn’t understand how such a frail slip of a woman could possibly endure it. He doubted she could lift a sack of potatoes over her head, and yet here she was holding fast against a crippling agony that probably would have made Gor black out…
“Sel? Can you hear me?” he asked in a whisper. 
She didn’t reply. He slid an arm around her and squeezed. It was a pathetic gesture, he knew, but he couldn’t think of anything else to do. He held her as tightly as he could for what seemed like an hour before she started breathing heavily. She blinked, her eyes still glowing with magic, and glanced down to her hand. 
“What?” he croaked. The flesh on her hand was red and raw, but he could see the color slowly returning to it. Even her fingernails had returned intact.
“I’m all right,” she murmured. “I just need some more time.” 
Closing his eyes, Jason squeezed her more tightly. “Thank Anvira for me.”
Eventually the glow in her eyes faded, and she glanced over to the cube sitting at the center of the floor. “That didn’t work exactly as I’d planned.”
Jason snorted. “What the hell even happened? What did you do?”
“I didn’t do much of anything,” Selvhara told him. “You could call it the equivalent of a tap on the shoulder.”
“Tap it on the shoulder, get punched in the face,” he murmured. “Maybe this thing is secretly Asgardian.”
“It was more than that. I almost felt a…presence.”
 “A presence?” Jason asked. “You mean like the aura you were describing before?”
“No,” Selvhara said, shaking her head. “I mean a presence, like a person. It felt like it was telling me to leave it alone.”
His brow furrowed. “You know how that sounds, right?”
“Yes, but I know what I felt. Perhaps describing it as a conscious thought is too strong, but there was definitely something. Something more than a just a box holding onto some smoke.”
“Maybe we should leave it there,” he said softly. “That or tell Gor to fetch it once he gets back.”
Selvhara smiled. “It hasn’t reacted to you before, so I don’t know why it would start now. I’m reasonably sure it was reacting to the Aether, not to me.”
“’Reasonably sure’ makes me think I’ll get my own hand burned off,” he muttered. “What if that happens?”
“I’m ‘reasonably sure’ I can heal you,” she chided. 
“Fantastic,” he grunted, standing but remaining in place. They sat in silence for a moment, both staring at the cube but neither making a move to retrieve it. “Gor would tell me to throw a bag over it and try to sell it to the first collector we find. And I’m not sure he’d be wrong.”
“Except that now you want to know what it is more than ever,” Selvhara pointed out. 
Jason sighed. She was right, of course. And that meant that sooner or later, he was going to have to pick up the damn thing. “If no one in Lyebel can help, I’m not sure what else we can try.”
“Perhaps we should just continue our work on simple translations.”
“Yeah, simple,” he grumbled, sucking in a deep breath and stepping over towards the cube. He paused for a moment, stared directly at it, then quickly scooped it up. To his mild surprise, he didn’t explode or spontaneously combust. Yet. 
 “Very simple.”
 
***
 
The dark figure glided through the northern streets of Taig. He had already been here for a day, but his prey was elusive. Mercenaries passed through this part of Galvia often enough that a small group of armed travelers wouldn’t attract any particular attention. The Mistress wasn’t even sure it was a group; his quarry may have chosen to go alone or split into separate teams. It was even possible that they weren’t in Taig at all. They could have traveled west to Selig instead or simply headed straight for Lyebel. 
The lack of certainty was frustrating. The Mistress rarely dispatched him on missions with so little information. He typically knew exactly who and what he was looking for, but this time the Mistress had only given him a single name: Moore. The man was carrying something important, and the Mistress demanded that it be retrieved. 
It would.
Hours earlier, a local noble had informed the dark figure of a recently-arrived merchant attempting to sell rare Hassian antiquities. Several other wealthy collectors in the city had also been making deals with an unknown traveler. In every case, the seller had traveled alone and gone under a different name…but his appearance was almost always the same. 
Moore’s face seared into the dark figure’s mind. As always, he wasn’t forced to rely upon the mere words of those he questioned, not when the Mistress’s power allowed him to rip the truth directly from their minds.  Even those strong and willful enough to resist his first push rarely resisted his second. Pain had the remarkable capacity to open even the most resilient mind. Just a few minutes ago, he had been forced to shatter the knees of one of the informants to get what he needed, and after his departure, the informant believed she had simply tumbled down the stairs of her wine cellar. The local healers would probably tend to her wounds. If they couldn’t, she would spend the rest of her life believing she had become a cripple because of her love for rum. 
It didn’t really matter. None of them would ever remember the dark figure’s presence, nor would virtually anyone else he encountered. It was the Mistress’s will for him to remain invisible, and so he was…except for today. Someone in the city knew of his presence. He had only caught a glance of her once, but it was enough to touch her mind for a fraction of a second and glean the barest of her intents: she was hunting him.
He was not accustomed to such a disturbing though. No one besides the Mistress herself knew he was here, and even if they did, tracking him was impossible. He was a specter of darkness, a ghost on the wind…and yet somehow, this woman—this huntress—had found his trail. He had spent hours trying to locate her and touch her mind once again but she was clever. She knew his capabilities. She knew what he was.  
Perhaps she was an accomplice of his quarry. She did not fit the description of his associates, but he could have acquired new allies. If so, then his quarry might have already gone to ground. That could not be allowed to happen. The dark figure would do whatever it took to—
Hear me, servant.
The dark figure froze as the Mistress’s voice echoed in his mind. My lady?
Your quarry has been found. I shall direct you to it. 
A flood of energy washed through him. The black, puddle-filled ally before him disappeared as the Mistress took control of his sight. Aether stirred through and around him as he swept his gaze across the city. While he could still perceive solid objects like walls and buildings, they were no longer obstructions for him. He wafted across Taig like an ethereal mist, and with the Mistress’s guidance he was soon focused on a building in the south of the city. There he could sense a massive pulse of energy so brilliant he could barely stand to look upon it. He had only seen such raw and primal power once before, and that was in the presence of the Mistress herself. 
 See to it they do not escape, she ordered. Be discreet.
Yes, my lady. 
The Mistress’s touch vanished, and the dark figure was once again staring at the walls of run-down stone buildings. But now he knew exactly where to go. It would take him the better part of an hour to make the journey on foot, but he could not afford to travel another way, especially with the huntress after him. He had to be careful. He had to be swift. 
And so he was. He flit from alley to alley, building to building, an invisible specter of thought and mind and power. 
A Shadow. 
 



Chapter Eight
 
“The scariest thing about the Zarul Shadows it that you could have told one your life story five minutes ago and you wouldn’t even know it.”
—A Crell citizen who told a Shadow his life story five minutes ago and didn’t know it
 
“Dream,” Jason said, struggling in vain to rub the fatigue from his eyes. 
“Dream?” Selvhara echoed from beside him. 
“That’s what this symbol means. I think, anyway; it’s hard to be absolutely certain.” He sighed. “One word in what, an hour? This is going to take a while.”
She reached out and plucked the book from his lap. “It can wait until tomorrow. You’ve barely slept since we found the dig site. You need to rest.”
Jason shook his head. “No, there won’t be any time tomorrow, not if we decide to hit the road.”
“We aren’t, not yet. Gor and Tam will be so drunk tonight they’ll sleep until midday or more. We can set out the day after just as easily. Besides, I’ll see what I can do while you rest. Maybe I’ll translate another word or two.”
He cocked his head. “If I’m going to sleep, so are you. You’re the one who had her hand burned.”
“I require very little rest,” Selvhara reminded him, snatching away the rest of the books and piling them out of his reach. “I am going to get something to drink from downstairs, though.”
“There’s half a bottle of 2006 over there,” he said, leaning back on the bed. “That stuff isn’t cheap, you know.”
“Yes, well, I’d rather not have to rinse my mouth out afterwards,” she said, wrinkling her nose. Izarian wine might have been considered a delicacy in many human societies, but it was so sweet it almost made her sick. “I’m sure they have something drinkable I won’t have to break up a gold brick for.”
“I’ll try not to be offended,” Jason grumbled. 
Selvhara could see the fatigue in his body, and despite his verbal protestations she could tell he didn’t actually want to argue. He flopped backwards on the bed, clothes and boots still on, and let out a long, deep breath. 
She couldn’t help but grin. She had met plenty of nobles who would faint at the site of someone so boorish lying atop Talishite silk sheets that cost more than the rest of the bed. Of course, Jason was smarter than any of them; he had just never bothered to pick up on the social graces his father had tried to impart to him. 
“Do you need anything while I’m downstairs?” she asked. 
He shook his head, eyes still closed. “I’m fine.” 
“Very well,” she said, standing and sliding over to the door. Her eyes latched onto the cube as she passed by, and she reflexively reached down to touch her burned palm. At this point her healing magic had almost completely mended the wound, but the memory of the pain was still fresh enough to make her wince. She had never felt anything like it before, and she had been stabbed, impaled, and even burned plenty of times over the years. 
Shaking her head, Selvhara flicked off the glow-lamps on the far side of the room, and by the time she turned around Jason was already asleep. Smiling, she slipped out of the room and into the long, narrow corridor. The main hall below was quiet—most of the guests who stayed at a place like the Riverpeak were too “refined” to stay up so late—and the only person she expected to see was the barkeep. 
But to her surprise, someone else was making his way up the staircase. He was dressed in a black, hooded overcoat, and while he didn’t appear to be armed, she immediately felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up in warning. Taking a deep breath, she surreptitiously channeled Aether into her palm and stopped until she could get a closer look at him—
Selvhara blinked. She caught the nearby railing and glanced around, but no one was there. 
“What?” she muttered under her breath. She was suddenly so woozy it was like she had taken up Jason on his wine offer after all. Had she just imagined seeing someone? It seemed so—there was no one else on the stairs or in the hallways. 
Apparently she was sleepier than she had wanted to admit—or perhaps she was simply thirsty. Yes, that was probably it. She was just thirsty and maybe even hungry too. Jason could use some time alone, and she would be nearby if he needed her for something. 
Nodding to herself, Selvhara continued down the stairs.
 
***
 
A loud pop shattered Jason’s brief slumber, and a strained creak caused him to reflexively drop his hand down to his belt in search of the sword that wasn’t there. Grimacing, he cracked open his eyes and glanced to his left, and even in the relative darkness he could make out a tall, slender figure hunching over the mystery cube. He nearly leapt off the bed, but then he belatedly realized that neither the pop nor the creak had come from that direction. Whirling his head about in confusion, he glanced back to the suite’s only window—
And then suddenly the glass shattered and a second dark figure tumbled gracefully inside the room.  A sleek repeating crossbow appeared in his hand, but instead of taking aim at Jason, the figure pointed his weapon squarely at the other intruder and fired. Three bolts streaked across the room in rapid succession, each burying themselves inside the target’s chest. The man yelped in shock. There was a blood-choked gurgle, a loud thump, and then nothing. He was dead right in the center of the room. 
Jason tried to move, but nothing happened. His mind reeled in shock as it tried to piece together what in the hell had just happened, and his muscles had apparently frozen up along with it. He should have been moving, he knew; he should have been diving for cover before the mysterious assassin swung his weapon about and killed him too. But just as he finally managed to vault himself up and out of the bed, his eyes adjusted well enough that he got his first good look at the marksman…at which point his mouth gaped open. 
For one, it wasn’t a “he” at all. She was adorned in form-fitting leather armor and a thick black cloak, and her belt and bandolier were loaded with throwing knives, lockpicks, and a pair of savage-looking axes—in other words, just the accessories he would have expected from someone who crashed through windows and shot men in cold blood. She was tall and athletic, with enough curves to be a woman and enough muscle to snap a man’s neck. Her wild shock of auburn hair peeked out from within the cowl of her cloak, and when she turned to face him Jason finally got a look at the piercing green eyes he knew so well. 
“Sarina?” he stammered. “What in the bloody hell are you doing here?”
 “Quiet,” she ordered, slowly rising from her crouch. Her weapon, notably, was still pointed directly at the corpse. 
Rubbing at his eyes in disbelief, Jason let out a deep breath and forced his brain to think. Other than the new intruders, he was alone. He vaguely remembered Selvhara heading downstairs a few minutes ago—or was it even a few minutes? He had no idea how long he had been asleep. 
Before he could figure it out, Sarina strode over to the corpse and fired a point-blank shot into its torso. She then kicked it in the side and fired one last time.  
“I’m pretty sure he’s dead,” Jason told her. “Now please tell me what the hell is going on. What are you doing here?”
“Saving your ass, what does it look like?” she snapped. Her eyes remained fixated on the body even as she grabbed a fresh cartridge of bolts and reloaded her crossbow. 
“But what…” He licked at his lips and again struggled to make his brain work. “Who is this guy? And where did you come from? I had no idea you were even trying to find me.”
Once her weapon was reloaded, Sarina let out a deep breath. “I wasn’t. But I did happen to be nearby, and when I heard the Crell were looking for you, I decided to stop in Taig and see what I could learn. I just spent the last day tracking this guy across the whole damn town.”
“How did you hear about the Crell?” Jason asked, shaking his head. “And how—”
He barely caught the fractional movement out of the corner of his eye, and by then it was too late to do anything about it. A black blur materialized behind Sarina, and a second later she was yanked backwards as a gloved hand abruptly clenched around her throat. Suddenly, the corpse was very much alive—and in the span of a heartbeat he had managed to disarm and totally immobilize her from behind. She choked and tried to buck free of his grip, but the man didn’t even flinch. 
This time Jason finally moved. Diving to his left, he swept up his small, hand-sized crossbow from off the nearby nightstand and rolled into a tight crouch. 
“Let her go!” he warned. Not that he had much of a shot with the man using her like a body shield, of course; he had as good a chance of hitting Sarina as anything else. But the color in her face was already draining away, and Jason knew he didn’t have much time. 
The mysterious assailant looked at him. Despite the room’s thick shadows, Jason could make out a pair of black eyes—completely black eyes, actually, with no visible white sclera. The man was clearly human, but he was just as clearly corrupted by some type of magic. His expression was devoid of feeling and perhaps even thought, and Jason immediately knew there would be no bargaining with this person, whoever or whatever he was. He would kill Sarina, and then he would kill Jason. And then he would steal the cube and disappear. 
Jason fired. The small bolt ripped through the mystery man’s shoulder, staggering him. His grip faltered ever-so-slightly, and Sarina managed to wriggle away just enough to give Jason a bigger target. He fired a second time, and the bolt lodged into the man’s upper torso. This particular crossbow didn’t have a great deal of stopping power, unfortunately, and Jason hadn’t actually expected it to kill his target. But he had expected it to allow Sarina to finally wrestle free and tumble clear. 
The problem was that the mystery assailant was no longer there…and neither was Sarina. 
Jason’s mouth fell open in disbelief an instant before a fist connected with the right side of his jaw. He lurched sideways, smashing into the couch arm and flipping over it uncontrollably. He finally landed straight on his rear, but not after knocking over the table and scattering its contents across the room.
A dozen tiny torturous needles pricked at Jason’s body from head to toe, but he could barely feel them over the raw agony searing in his jaw. It was definitely broken—he wasn’t even sure he could speak—but somehow he managed to ignore the pain and focus his vision. Sarina was folded into a ball several feet from where Jason had thought she had been, and at a glance he couldn’t tell if she was unconscious or dead. His own crossbow had flipped away somewhere during his tumble, and his sword was still on the floor by the bed. He was prone and unarmed, and the mysterious dark figure was now striding over to finish him off.  
Jason was out of tricks. In desperation, he reached out for the only object nearby. His hand clasped around the cube, and he hefted it up in front of him like a hostage, praying to the gods he didn’t even believe in that the man would pause before potentially harming his prize…
He didn’t…but as it turned out, he didn’t have to. The moment Jason lifted the cube, time itself seemed to slow to a crawl. A strange, translucent blue smoke abruptly filled the air, and it was as if the room had suddenly been shrouded in a haze of gray. Objects lost their normal colors and were replaced by translucent, hollow blots. The only things left with any vibrancy at all were the bodies of the three people in the room; his own hands began to glow a strange blue, and out of the corner of his eye he could see that Sarina’s crumpled body was glowing faintly as well. So was the mysterious man in front of him, but just like Jason hoped, he had stopped in his tracks at the sight of the cube. 
Glancing back down, Jason realized that the Nephilese engravings along the sides of the cube were now crackling with energy.  He almost chucked it across the room for fear it might sear off his hand like it had done to Selvhara, but then time abruptly returned to normal. Suddenly the mystery attacker was lunging forward, one hand reaching for the cube and the other for Jason’s throat…
And then the world exploded. It was as if the sun had risen over a pitch-black field. A single beam of searing white light shot out from the cube and burned a hole through the attacker’s chest. He gasped once—a haunting, morbid sound—and then collapsed backwards. By the time the light faded, all that remained was a charred, blackened heap. 
Jason breathed. His hands were trembling, and as he glanced back down to the cube he could almost feel its power receding. The energy crackling across its engravings faded, and a few seconds later it had returned to a simple, lifeless bauble.  
He wasn’t sure how long he sat there in silence, the only sound in the room the soft sizzling of the intruder’s body. When he finally returned to his senses, he carefully set the cube back down on its stand and dashed to Sarina. 
She was alive. The man must have struck her unconscious somehow, though she didn’t have any obvious wounds. There was no way to know what had actually happened in the past minute, and he wondered if he even really wanted to. He took the half-bottle of 2006 and splashed it on her cheeks for lack of any viable alternative, and she gasped and inhaled sharply.  
“What the…?” she breathed and coughed. Her eyes finally focused on him. “Jason.” 
“It’s me,” he told her, forcing a smile. It wasn’t that difficult—just seeing her again suddenly made him feel a whole lot better. “Are you all right?”
“I think so,” she murmured, glancing past his shoulder to the smoldering body of their assailant. 
“This time I think he really is dead,” Jason said with a grunt. 
“What the hell did you do to him?”
“That…will take some explaining,” he managed, clutching at his warped jaw. Now that the rush of the moment had faded, the pain had returned…and now he wanted to scream. He wasn’t even sure he would be able to talk coherently in another minute or two. 
“Your jaw,” Sarina commented. “It looks pretty bad.”
“It’s broken,” he confirmed, his words coming out sluggish and mangled. “I’ll have to wait and—”
Before he could move—before he could even acknowledge what was happening—she reached out, grabbed onto his face, and popped his jaw back into place all in one smooth motion. 
Jason screamed like a girl. Not a woman—definitely a little girl. Later, he knew he would be crippled by embarrassment, but right now he all he could think about was the pain. Sarina muffled the worst of his whimpers in her hand, and he thrashed in her arms for what felt like a small eternity before the agony finally dulled to something marginally less than overwhelming. 
“Whaarg!” he blurted out incomprehensibly. 
“Better now than later,” Sarina said with a shrug and a self-satisfied smile. She tossed back the cowl of her cloak, and an unkempt shock of dreadlocked auburn hair sprang free, and suddenly he was looking at the face of a friend he hadn’t seen in far too long. 
And one that, right now, he wanted to punch more than anything in the world. 
He vaguely recalled trying to slap her, but she easily caught his arm and flattened him against the ground. He tried to blink away the uncontrollable tears staining his eyes and took a moment to compose himself.
“You’ll be fine,” she told him, her smile widening. 
Jason shook his head. “I’m going to kill you.”
“Is that a challenge?” Her eyes sparkled in anticipation, and Jason’s rage finally started to melt away. Suddenly his mind was flooded with memories of years passed; he imagined the two of them back in that Asgadian cave performing what he could only call a fight for dominance as they wrestled and made love at the same time. If Selvhara hadn’t been around to heal their wounds, he doubted that he and Sarina could have lasted more than a few days together. 
“I missed you, too,” he managed after a moment. “Maybe we should figure out what the hell is going on first, though.”
“Yes,” she agreed, relaxing her grip. He could hear the subtle disappointment in her voice. “Where are the others?”
“Tam and Gor are at one of the brothels as far as I know. Sel should be downstairs.”
Sarina nodded distantly and glanced back over her shoulder to the still-smoldering corpse. “We should get moving as quickly as possible. He was a Shadow.”
Jason froze. “What?”
“A Zarul Shadow,” she explained. “The ones the people around here have nightmares about.”
“I know what they are, I just…” he trailed off and pursed his lips. Suddenly everything made a whole lot more sense. The illusions, the misdirection, the man’s creepy eyes and face. “Why in the hell is there a Shadow here in Taig?”
Sarina cocked a curious eyebrow. “I figured you would know. You’re obviously the one he was after.”
Jason slouched back in his seat. “So the Crell do know about the cube after all, Wonderful.”
“You mean that thing?” she asked, pointing at the stand on the table. “What the hell is it?”
“It’s what turned our friend into a pile of ash. Don’t ask me how—we have no idea what it is, let alone that it could be used as a weapon.”
Her brow furrowed. “Where did you find it?”
“Inside a Hassian tomb along with a bunch of other relics about sixty miles south of here.”
“The Hassian tomb?” Sarina asked. “That Dreamwalker one you’ve been trying to find forever?”
“Yes,” he said, a bit surprised she actually remembered. Archaeology and history weren’t exactly her prime interests. “I sold most of the haul over the past few days, but I wanted to find out what this thing was first.”
“So you finally found that big score after all,” she muttered. “And managed to piss off the Crell in the process, apparently.”
“Nothing new there,” Jason grunted. “My family’s been good at that for decades now.”
“If you don’t even know what it does, why do they want it so badly?”
“I wish I knew. Do you remember that professor I used to do business with up north?”
Sarina nodded. “Something Slaan, right?”
“Yes. Apparently he also learned about the tomb, and he hired some local goons to come after us. One of them was a Crell Imperator.”
“And you killed him,” she reasoned.
“They ambushed us right after we left the dig site,” he replied, hearing the defensiveness in his own voice. “Frankly, we were pretty lucky to get out of there in one piece.”
Sarina pursed her lips in thought. “Killing one of Sovereign Verrator’s goons is bad, but that wouldn’t be enough for the Zarul to get involved directly. Are you sure the guy was a local Imperator and not a Zarul agent?”
“Not positive, no, but I got the impression he was just in it for the gold.” Jason sighed. “We’re running blind here, even more than usual. I just can’t believe you happened to be nearby.”
“Dumb luck,” she told him. “I was in town buying some supplies when I saw Gor the other day. I tried to figure out what you were up to before saying anything, but then I caught wind of that Shadow sneaking around.”
“How exactly do you ‘catch wind’ of some mindless Zarul agent skulking about the streets?”
“They aren’t mindless, and they don’t skulk,” she corrected. “I’m actually pretty sure he tried to mind-fuck me earlier today.”
“Interesting term.”
Sarina shrugged. “Yeah, well, that’s the reason you were shooting at the bloody wall instead of him.” She gestured to the pair of crossbow bolts embedded in the wood above them. “Shadows fuck with people’s minds; they can make you believe almost anything. He beat the living hell out of a few people he questioned earlier today, and I’ll bet you no one in this city outside of us would even recognize him.”
Jason nodded soberly as a cold tingle prickled its way down his spine. His father had told him plenty tales about the Zarul and their operatives, Bound or otherwise. As far as Jason knew, it was the only organization in the world commanded by a living Ascendant separate from the head of state. The nameless Sovereign’s sole responsibility was the internal security of the Imperium, and he or she created the Shadows as his or her personal operatives free from any oversight even from the other Crell Sovereigns.  
“I decided to follow him and see if I could stop him before he got to you,” Sarina went on after a moment. “I figured if I moved quickly enough, I could put him down before he used his mind control shit on me. Obviously, I was wrong.”
Jason shook his head. “That’s one hell of a risk, even for you.”
“I’m Asgardian—we live for the hunt.” She bit down on her lower lip. “But I’ve also learned a lot about how the Crell operate recently, and this seemed like a good test. I’ve been helping some of your old buddies here and there recently.”
“You mean the Resistance?” he asked, breathless. “You?”
“It’s a long story,” she murmured. “But right now we need to focus on getting the hell out of here. The Zarul will know that their Shadow is dead. They probably don’t have any more of them in Taig, but if they really want this thing badly enough, you can bet they’ll signal the local garrison and have them lock down the streets.”
Jason nodded absently. He didn’t even know what to say—all of this was coming at him too quickly to process. First a forest ambush, and now the Zarul, and all for a cube empowered with magic that shouldn’t have even existed in the world when it had originally been buried. 
His reverie ended when the door abruptly opened and Selvhara slipped inside carrying a jug of water and a basket of bread. The elysian froze in place the moment she saw the state of the room and the two of them sitting together on the carpet. 
“Hello, Sel,” Sarina said. “It’s been a long time.”
 
 



Chapter Nine
 
“Asgardians only live for two things: fighting and fucking. And most of the time you can’t tell the difference.”
—Unknown
 
It took Jason’s group the better part of thirty minutes to get out of Taig, which was about thirty times longer than Sarina Zharrs had wanted to spend there. She could hardly believe the garrison troops weren’t breathing down their necks within minutes; instead, she and the others had been able to pack up their horses, ride to the gates, and even send Selvhara to find Tam and drag him crying out of the brothel. They rode hard for a full hour before leaving the road altogether and veering into the wilderness to set up camp. In all that time, they didn’t see a single patrol riding up behind them or even a manticore rider fly by overhead. 
Something was very wrong. 
“It’s time you told us what the hell is going on,” Gor growled as they started to set up camp and get the horses settled. 
“Who did you manage to piss off and shoot this time?” Tam added, shooting an irritated glare at Sarina. “If this is because you two are fighting again, someone is getting their hair burned off.”
Jason sighed and took a seat on a nearby stump. He hadn’t changed much in the last two years. His tussled brown hair was more unkempt than usual, and his brown eyes were distant as his mind raced to catch up with all that was going on. She fought back a flash of annoyance at herself for staring at him again; it had already happened several times since they had left the inn. And she had almost made a complete fool of herself when they had been in his room. Fixing his jaw had been a practical decision, but she also knew it would make him mad—and she liked it when he was mad. 
Ridiculous or not, that was how their relationship had always been. He might not have been Asgardian, but she had always been attracted to him anyway. He liked his old books and his dusty trinkets a bit much for her tastes, and he spent way too much time lost inside his own mind…but at least he could speak in a complete sentence without drooling all over himself. Some of the men in her country had trouble with both. 
Jason was also a soldier, or at least used to be, and he was skilled enough with a blade when he had to be. She wouldn’t exactly call him a warrior, but her people had great respect for those who could master history and fight all at the same time. He could have passed for a skald in Asgardia….if only he could carry a tune. 
 “They sent someone after the cube,” Jason said into the silence. “A Shadow, to be precise. He broke into our room somehow and tried to take it.”
Tam blinked. “A Shadow? Are you sure?”
Jason glanced to Sarina for confirmation, and she nodded. “He was definitely a Zarul Shadow. I managed to track him across the city and intercept him at your room.”
“He walked right past us in the inn,” Selvhara added, her glimmering violet eyes distant in thought. “We don’t remember it, but it happened. I have a vague recollection of passing a shrouded figure when I left the room, but it is very…muddled. It only came back to me when I tried to repair whatever damage he had done.”
“That’s bad. Like, really, really bad,” Tam muttered. The annoyance in his face had shifted to concern or maybe even fear. “Jace, if they were sending a Shadow after this thing…?”
“I know,” Jason replied softly. “Heist must not have been some random goon looking for extra gold after all.”
“He could have been an undercover Green Coat,” Tam suggested. “I don’t know; I guess it doesn’t really matter. The point is they sent a Shadow to get that thing back…and you managed to kill it somehow?”
Jason made eye contact with her again. Sarina shook her head and bit her lip.
“Not really,” she admitted. “The cube did it.”
“What?” Gor asked, eyes narrowing. “How? Is it a weapon of some sort?”
“I have no idea,” Jason said. “I just grabbed it in a last ditch effort—I’m not even sure what I was thinking. But when I touched it, it was like the whole world changed. I could see this blue mist everywhere, like the room had suddenly fogged over.” He took a deep breath. “Then it just…attacked. I can’t really describe it any better than that.”
“Attacked? It leapt at him?”
“No, it fired some type of energy at him. Burned him alive almost instantly.”
“Aether,” Tam reasoned. “That’s what you were seeing. Somehow it let you perceive it.”
Jason shrugged. “That was my first thought, but I’m not exactly a channeler. All I have to go on are your descriptions.”
“There are plenty of weapons that can discharge Aetheric energy if they are enchanted properly.” Tam mulled it over. “But it must have been a damn potent blast to kill a Shadow, especially one that was prepared. They are Bound—they should have some defenses against a magical attack.”
“The Green Coats wouldn’t send an elite agent after a common weapon,” Sarina told them. “It would have to be rare or powerful. Or both.”
“He must not have been using lethal force or one of you would be dead, yes?” Gor asked.
“He could have killed me but didn’t,” Sarina confirmed. “I’m not sure about Jason. Shadows rarely carry conventional weapons, and they don’t kill unless they have to. Bodies leave a trail and stir up much more commotion. They prefer to slip in, hide in false memories, and take what they want.”
“So he was willing to simply take the item and leave you alone, and yet you fought back.” Gor’s beady yellow eyes narrowed dangerously. “And in doing so, you have risked our fortune and possibly our lives.”
“He didn’t exactly ask politely,” Jason replied tartly. “When I woke up he was just about ready to grab it, then Sarina showed up and shot him—well, a fake him.” He sighed. “Look, it doesn’t really matter. The point is—”
“The point is that your curiosity nearly got you killed, and now it has placed a mark on all our heads,” Gor said, stepping forward to loom over the much smaller human man. “Heist asked you politely enough and you refused. I thought perhaps you believed the item too valuable, but I should have known better. You just had to know what it was, didn’t you?”
Jason hadn’t budged. “I still don’t know what it is.”
Gor laughed. Sarina had only heard the sound a few times before, and then, paradoxically, only when the chagari was angry. “But you want to know, don’t you? That’s the entire reason you wanted to go to Lyebel in the first place, isn’t it? I bet you could have sold more of this drek here, but you wanted to dangle it around before us so we’d follow you.”
“Yes, I was just trying to dupe you saps all along, didn’t you know?” Jason rolled his eyes. “We don’t have time for this.”
“Oh, but we do, little man,” Gor snarled, stepping in even closer. “Because you are going to take this little cube of yours back to Taig and drop it off at the closest garrison.”
Jason smiled and shook his head. He was surprisingly calm given Gor’s proximity. An angry chagari could probably shred a human from that range long before any of them could do anything about it. Still, Sarina discreetly wrapped her fingers around the handle of the throwing knife in her boot. 
“No, we’re going to take it to Lyebel and figure out exactly what it is,” Jason insisted, “then we’ll decide what to do with it.”
“Are we now?” Gor replied acidly. “How easily you toss us into danger to suit your whimsy.”
“You really think I knew the Crell wanted this? Or that they’d send a fucking Shadow after us?”
“No,” Gor admitted. “I just think you sometimes forget not all of us care about the same things as you. I don’t give a damn about your little crusade against these people, and I will not become a slave again just so you can fulfill your ‘curiosity.’”
He was within breathing distance now, and his claws were out. Sarina slowly slid her knife free of its sheath…
“Gor.” 
Selvhara wasn’t even looking at him; she sat huddled by a tree, her eyes closed and her legs crossed meditatively. Gor turned towards her, the rage in his eyes almost palpable. But after a few more seconds of glaring at her, the worst of his anger seemed to drain away. He grunted and retracted his claws, then went back to work unpacking his bedroll and supplies. 
Silence descended across their camp, and Sarina couldn’t help but marvel at the elysian’s uncanny ability to soothe everyone around her, even a chagari. Gor had always groused and complained about everything, and he used to mock Selvhara for her physical weakness all the time…but when it came right down to it, he probably respected her more than anyone else here. Even chagari were smart enough to realize that antagonizing their healer was generally a bad idea. 
“The Resistance will be able to help us,” Selvhara said into the silence. “Especially if we have something the Crell want.”
Jason closed his eyes and rubbed his face. “It’s a big risk. They’re in hiding for a reason, and we might unwittingly help the Crell flush them out.”
Sarina shook her head. “Things are different than you remember. Lyebel isn’t the same place it was a few years ago. We have control of the docks; it’s as safe a place as you’ll find in the whole country.”
“We?” Tam asked. “Wait a second—are you telling me that you joined the rebels? You used to say they were all morons.”
She flinched despite herself. “Things change.”
He snorted. “Apparently so. I mean, what the hell are you doing here in Galvia, anyway? I thought you were working for some merchant in Ikara.”
“I was. I spent almost a year there, but when I came back I stumbled onto what was left of the Resistance and heard about your father.”
Tam’s eyes flicked between her and Jason for a few seconds. “I thought you hated his dad and everyone he was associated with.”
Sarina tried to make eye contact with Jason, but his lids were still shut. From the moment she had first spotted Gor walking around Taig she had known this moment would eventually come. She had already gone over this conversation in her mind a dozen times by now.  
“We didn’t get along,” she managed. It was a grievous understatement, of course. Jason’s father, Ethan, had always despised her. At first she had assumed it was simply because she was an Asgardian—or more specifically, an Asgardian who also happened to be the cousin of the current High King. 
Fourteen years ago, Asgardia had chosen not to get involved in the Ash War, and Jason’s father had never forgiven them for it. No one had expected the decision, not even the Crell; Asgardians lived and breathed for battle, after all. But Sarina’s cousin, Doyrd Zhaars, had been working to change their people’s culture and traditions for many years. He hadn’t believed there was any pressing national interest in a war between Galvia and the Crell, and as a result he had kept his people out of the fighting. 
Sarina had been fourteen at the time and as eager to prove her worth as any Asgardian at that age. She had desperately wanted to fight, but her family had held her back. Only by the war’s end, when Crell troops had inevitably started to bleed over into Asgardian territory, had she finally been able to lift her axe. 
“I feel like I’m missing something here,” Tam said, still glancing between them. “Anyone wish to enlighten me?”
“The man I was working for in Ikara hated the Crell,” she explained. “He smuggled all types of things in and out of their southern border. Most of the time it was just basic things to avoid tariffs, but he’d gotten into the habit of getting healing salves and sometimes even weapons to refugees or resistance groups.”
“Ghaile,” Jason murmured. “Quilor Ghaile. He was one of my father’s Ikaran contacts. Dad always said he was a good man.”
“He was,” she said softly. “Just after the Crell started their brief war with the Talishites, they implemented a heavy crackdown on smuggling along their southern border. They ruffled some feathers in the Ikaran government, but nothing really happened.” She paused a moment and tried to ignore the bile rising in her throat. “They butchered Ghaile and all of his people. They strung him up by his entrails on the mast of his ship before burning the whole thing to ashes. The rest of his people they just carved up and left bleeding in his shop.”
She saw Tam wince from the corner of her eye. Jason’s eyes finally opened and he looked at her. 
“I’m sorry,” he told her. 
“I wasn’t there,” she continued. “Not for most of it. By the time I got back, Ghaile had already been taken and the warehouse had been ransacked. The only people left were a few Zarul thugs. They were going to torch the whole building.”
“I probably don’t want to know what you did to them, do I?” Tam whispered. 
“No,” Sarina told him. “You really don’t.”
For a long moment, no one spoke. But eventually Jason shuffled and sighed. 
“So you came back home seeking vengeance for Ghaile,” he reasoned. “And then you fell in with the Resistance.”
“Not exactly. I came back to find you. I figured with the Talishite Offensive raging in the south and Ishthare’s Rebellion tearing apart the Crell in the west, you would pick up the cause again.”
He grunted. “It was never my cause; you know that.”
“They think you abandoned them,” Sarina said. “Kyle, Ria…all of them. To be honest, I’m not sure they’ll even want to help you.”
He turned back to her, but this time there was fire in his eyes. That was good; she had almost wondered if he’d lost it. “I am not their general,” Jason insisted. “My father is dead. They’ll have to learn to live with that.”
“Trust me: they’ve learned,” she assured him. “They use different tactics now, and they’ve rebuilt from nothing. Adar thought they’d have a good chance of taking the whole city by winter.”
“So you know how to get in contact with them, then,” Tam said. 
Sarina nodded. “Talking to them will be the easy part. Getting them to risk everything to help you...I’m not sure how they’ll respond.”
“They will help,” Selvhara said, breaking her silence. “Darond will be able to tell us about the cube, too.  Assuming he is still alive.”
“He is, thankfully,” Sarina said, studying the elysian out of the corner of her eye. Her species aged a fraction of the speed of humans, but Sarina still swore the other woman looked older anyway. “They might listen to you, but maybe not. I think most of them expected you to stick around after the war, too.”
“They will help,” Selvhara repeated quietly. 
After a few more minutes of silence, Tam plopped down on his bedroll and stretched out.  “You know, Angry Cat Man made a good point earlier. Why didn’t that guy just kill the two of you and steal the cube.”
“Jason was asleep,” Sarina said. “The Shadow was just going to take it and leave; they don’t kill unless they have to.”
“So what, you jumped through the window and shot him?”
“I shot at him, but he was mind fucking us the whole time, apparently.” She shrugged and dropping down at the base of a tree. “He made it seem like we’d killed him, but we hadn’t.”
“Well, my point is that after he failed being stealthy, he still could have just killed both of you and moved on, but he didn’t. Shadows might not like to leave a mess, but I doubt they risk compromising their missions by being overly careful, either. Something doesn’t add up to me.”
Sarina nodded distantly. “I’ve been thinking about this since we left the city. We should have had Crell soldiers breathing down our necks in minutes. The Zarul Sovereign would know the instant his Shadow died, and he could have easily contacted Sovereign Verrator and had him mobilize the local guard. But he didn’t—why?”
“The Zarul must want to keep the whole thing quiet,” Jason reasoned. “For some reason they don’t even want the local Sovereign involved.” 
“So what does that mean?” Tam asked. “Some type of conspiracy? The Zarul want the cube, but don’t want anyone else to know about it?”
“This conjecture is truly fascinating,” Gor grumbled. “Perhaps you should remind me why I should care.”
Sarina turned and glared at the chagari. She had missed Jason, Sel, and occasionally even Tam over the last two years, but a part of her had hoped that they had finally come to their senses and dumped Gor in a deep cave somewhere. 
“Knowing what your enemy wants helps you predict his next move,” she spat. “I would think that even your tiny little brain could figure that part out.”
He growled under his breath and yanked a bundle of supplies from off one of the horses. “If you want to go to Lyebel and hide with your outlaw friends, fine. If they can tell us what this cube is so that we can sell it, fine. But speculating about the inner workings of Crell politics is a waste of time.”
“It’s a starting point,” Jason said. “We’ll know more soon enough.” He paused and pursed his lips in thought. “In the meantime, we should really get some sleep. Even if the Zarul is trying to keep this quiet, I’d still prefer to head out at first light and stay off the main path.”
“I can get us there in three days even off the roads if we push it,” Sarina told him. “And once we reach the city, I can head inside and find my contact. He should be able to set us up with a clean entrance straight to the others.” 
“Assuming we survive the night,” Gor grunted. 
She turned and glared at him again. “I’ll take first watch.”
“It’s too dark for a human to see anything, even one who fancies herself a great huntress. I will keep watch.”
“You’re grouchy enough without staying up all night,” Tam said with a stupid grin. “Cats are supposed to sleep a lot, remember?”
Gor swiveled, his orange eyes blazing. “Have a care, little mageling. I am not a cat—”
“I will watch for the night,” Selvhara interjected. “The rest of you sleep.”
Everyone looked down at the druid to protest, but again they all thought the better of it and shut up. Eventually Selvhara stood and walked around the edges of camp to set brush traps and other wards just in case. She probably felt guilty for having been disarmed so easily by the Shadow, and Sarina could empathize. All the time spent tracking, all that patience waiting for him to strike, and she had still been caught completely flat-footed when the moment finally came. She should have been dead. 
But she wasn’t. Whatever the hell this cube was, it was obviously dangerous. She just hoped the Zarul weren’t already assembling their agents in Lyebel. The Resistance still didn’t completely trust her, and dragging a bunch of Shadows down on top of them would only get a bunch of good people killed. Their current leader, a tough war veteran named Kyle Adar, had enough on his plate already. 
Pushing the thought aside, Sarina set to preparing her own bedroll in the hopes of catching a few hours of sleep before dawn. 
 
***
 
The room was well-lit and comfortably heated, which instantly sent tingles of suspicion down Admiral Onar Tenel’s spine—or had, at least, for the first few days he had worked in here. For some reason, he had always assumed Zarul headquarters would be rife with dark, foreboding rooms, dying candles, and cold drafts. He had probably just listened to too many bards as a young man. Their tales were always fraught with evil warlords and dark sorcerers scheming to destroy the good, honest folk of the world. Reality, of course, tended to be much more nuanced and banal than fiction, as he had found out time and time again after joining the military. 
Still, while Tenel had gotten used to the comfortable accommodations, he remained baffled by many of the reports he sifted through on a daily basis. He had always assumed that an agency filled with telepathic operatives would have very little paperwork, but again he should have known differently based on his own experiences.  Bound were common throughout all levels of the military, but the vast majority of soldiers were just normal men and women who had to write things down in order to communicate with each other over vast distances, especially for situations that weren’t time-sensitive. Here was no different: while Sovereign Damir obviously had an extensive network of her own telepathic Bound to report back to her, the Zarul did employ a large number of standard “Sightless” operatives as well. These agents could relay important information indirectly through a Bound contact sometimes, but very often they had to submit reports like anyone else. And now Tenel was sitting in a room with thousands of those submissions, sifting through piles of them in order to add his “unique perspective” to the mix. 
A perspective that, so far, just seemed radically out-of-touch. He had been here for less than a week, and every day he was still shocked—and occasionally appalled—by things he read. Scuttlebutt had always implied that the Zarul was everywhere; soldiers were often hesitant to joke about their superiors even in the company of their peers for fear that the Green Coats would smash in the door and drag them away. Tenel had never personally placed much faith in such rumors, but many of these reports had already challenged his preconceptions. Damir really did have people everywhere, across all ranks in the military and in civilian life. What was almost more surprising was how little action they typically took despite their seeming omniscience. Looking through some of the names in these reports, Tenel remembered joking around in private with many of them. He had always considered it harmless banter between drunk men, like how much they disliked a superior officer or how annoyed they were with their spouse.  
Perhaps the rumors about the Zarul were untrue in the way he didn’t expect: the Green Coats really did have people everywhere, but they weren’t so paranoid that they arrested otherwise good people over idle comments. Still, Tenel made a mental note to remember these names so that he could avoid private conversations with them in the future. 
Not that it was likely to matter. When this assignment was over, he could retire to be with his family. Damir insisted that his service here would be far shorter and more lucrative than his post as a high-ranking officer. Chalandra wouldn’t see it that way, of course. Right now she was still thinking he was off on the Perilous and not expecting him to return home for another month. Hopefully he would still get that stint of shore leave so he could tell her about this assignment—and to see the faces of the children he recognized less and less with each visit home. 
Tenel sighed and rubbed at his temple. He had been at this all night, and his mind was starting to wander. He needed his pipe, a shot of vodka, and maybe a bit of fresh air. Sleep wouldn’t hurt, either. He needed something to get his mind back off the family he barely knew but was spending his life to protect. 
Almost on cue, the door behind him opened and Damir walked inside. “Admiral.”
“Your Eminence.”
She slipped inside with the grace of a living shadow, and she glanced down at the piles of paper all around Tenel’s table. “I apologize for interrupting you, but there is an urgent matter requiring your attention.”
“Of course,” he said, setting down a piece of parchment and swiveling to face her.
“It isn’t mentioned in any of those reports, but it was something I wanted to bring to your attention,” Damir explained. “It’s a mission of considerable importance we were hoping would end quietly, but unfortunately that isn’t looking likely. It would probably be best to have it explained first hand.”
Damir turned to the door on the other side of the room, and a moment later two burly men with dark green jackets stepped through. Between them they hauled forth a middle-aged man adorned in nice clothing—clothing that was now mottled with blood and grime. He was unconscious, and he flopped about limply as the two Green Coats dumped him into a chair opposite and then sat him upright. Damir dismissed her servants with a nod, and they left the way they had come. 
“His name is Jacob Slaan, a professor at the Cergar Historical Academy,” Damir said. “A few weeks ago, Mr. Slaan provided one of my agents with information about a set of buried ruins roughly two hundred miles south of Lyebel. He actually tried to bribe my agent into helping him uncover it. But I will allow him to describe the situation for you in greater detail.”
Slaan’s eyes shot open. For a moment they darted around in what could only be described as unmitigated terror, but suddenly his posture went rigid. Tenel looked at the Sovereign, but Damir’s face was expressionless. 
Suddenly Slaan relaxed and smiled pleasantly. “What is it you wish to know?”
“I would like you to explain to my associate here about the ruins you located,” Damir told him.
“Of course.” 
His voice was calm, and his body language was similarly relaxed, as if he’d casually strolled in here of his own accord in order to chat with a few colleagues. It was a chilling transition, to say the least, and Tenel forced himself to swallow and remain calm. 
The telepathic abilities of the Ascendants were well-known, but this…Tenel had never seen anything like it in person. Perhaps the most disconcerting thing of all were Slaan’s eyes—his pupils trembled visibly, almost like they were trying to escape from his body. 
 “Almost a decade ago, myself and a colleague of mine became very interested in ancient Hassian ruins scattered across Galvia,” Slaan continued. “The early Hassian tribes played an integral part in the foundation of modern culture in central Torsia, from basic linguistic phrases to art styles and everything in between. In fact, nearly all Crell and Galvian dialects can be traced back to a single tribe lead by a woman known as Queen Malacross the Dreamwalker. She lead her people to a number of important discoveries, both culturally and—”
“We don’t need the full history lesson,” Damir said. She hadn’t exactly cut the man off; Slaan had simply stopped talking mid-word. “Just the relevant portions. Specifically, some of the people involved. What was the name of your colleague, Mr. Slaan?”
“Ah, of course,” the man went on as if nothing had happened. “His name was Jason Moore. He was quite a brilliant man in his own right, if a bit absent-minded at times. He was really more of a student than a colleague, technically, considering—”
He cut off awkwardly again, and Damir glanced down to Tenel. “Jason is the son of the late Galvian General, Ethan Moore.”
“I know him well,” Tenel rasped. General Ethan Moore, also known as the Butcher of Geriskhad, the man whose unprovoked attack had killed thousands of innocent Crell citizens, including the admiral’s own son. Tenel knew that Moore had a son of his own, but he had never followed up on it. Apparently this Jason had not only survived the war, but he had been privileged enough to study something as esoteric as archaeology. 
“Please continue, Mr. Slaan,” Damir prompted. 
“Certainly. You are probably asking yourselves why Jason and I cared about something as obscure as a dead Hassian’s tomb. Well, Jason was convinced that Malacross would have quite a massive collection of rare and valuable curios buried with her, given the traditions of the time. Based on our most conservative guesses, the riches would have been enough to sustain a family for generations.”
“So you’re grave robbers, then,” Tenel said, not bothering to hide his disgust. 
“Oh no, you misunderstand,” Slaan assured him. “Profit is always secondary in our line of work.”
Tenel grunted. “I’m sure.”
“The most important twist came recently when I discovered new information,” Slaan went on as if he hadn’t heard the comment. “I located a set of mostly-intact journals documenting the deeds of Queen Malacross—and they were written from first-hand sources inside the tribe! They spoke at length of her ability to ‘walk in the nightmares of their enemies, terrifying them before a great battle.’ She could also speak to her own people through dreams, even those who lived far away and never saw her directly.”
“That certainly befits her name. But weren’t almost all ancient tribes of that era superstitious in some way or another?”
“Well yes, stories like this were common in the ancient world, from drug-induced hallucinations to odd spiritual beliefs about ‘souls’ and ‘spirits.’ But this one had so much corroborating evidence I started to suspect that this was different. You see, I believe that Queen Malacross may have been an Immortal.”
Tenel frowned. He was hardly a student of ancient history, but all Crell children were taught certain basic facts about their national heritage as well as a few tidbits about world history. From what he remembered, the Immortals had all died off when they had turned on each other during the Godswar. Their divine blood had transformed into the Aether, and with their dying breaths they had created the Ascendants as their lasting legacy in the world. 
“Is this discovery historically significant in some way?” he asked, glancing between Damir and Slaan. “I’m still not sure why this concerns us.”
“Oh, this is hardly just an academic matter,” Slaan assured him. “If Malacross was indeed an Immortal, it likely means one of two things happened. First, she could have faked her death and returned to her own realm along with the other gods. Or she could have been slain, in which case—”
“She would have left a divine spark,” Tenel reasoned, nodding. Suddenly Damir’s interest made far more sense. As legend had it, when one of the gods was killed, their memories and experiences were passed on to their killer. Scholars believed the process gave their race a nearly flawless history, with one generation fully understanding the previous one. But during the Godswar, as mortals finally learned to channel Aether, they discovered that they too could steal the memories of the gods themselves—it simply required them to kill an Immortal. From that discovery had emerged the Ascendants, and the world was forever changed in its wake. 
Of course, this nexus of memories and power—typically called a “divine spark”—was often lethal to those who attempted to absorb its power. History was filled with tales of mortals who attempted to control a spark and were completely destroyed by it; the raw power shattered their minds and left them an empty shell. Even in the modern day when Ascendant rulers passed on their gifts to a new generation, the prospective hosts didn’t always survive the process.
Tenel shook his head. The entire process had always seemed convoluted to him, but then again, all magic seemed that way to him. What he knew for certain was that the Ascendants had god-like power, and that was enough. But if that power could be harnessed, if the younger Moore had found an actual divine spark just sitting around inside an old tomb…
“I always thought the idea of a spark was metaphorical,” Tenel whispered after a moment. “You’re saying it’s a tangible object?”
“Oh, yes. It would probably appear similar to a ball of light—brilliant and powerful, but seemingly useless to anyone who didn’t understand it. Remember, the Aether as we know it wouldn’t have even existed during this period—the Hassian tribes would have been utterly clueless as to what to do with the leader’s essence.”
“I trust you understand our predicament, Admiral,” Damir said. 
Tenel nodded distantly. “If someone could learn how to use this spark, he or she could Ascend right on the spot.”
“And become a massive threat to the Imperium’s security.”
“Not just the Imperium,” Slaan added. “Before they died and disappeared, the gods only left behind a handful of sparks. The number of Ascendants in the world has barely changed in the past two thousand years. It has actually gotten smaller as some of the more powerful ones destroyed and ‘feasted’ upon the weaker ones.” 
“The point is that we need to control this situation,” Damir said. “We took action the moment we learned about this, of course, but we underestimated our adversaries. Mr. Slaan had assured me his student wouldn’t know about the spark, so I sent only a small group to confront him and bargain for the cube.”
Tenel grunted. “I’m guessing Moore escaped.”
“Yes, along with all of his companions. In fact, they killed our operatives on sight just for asking about the tomb.”
Slaan’s face creased. “Jason is many things, but he isn’t a killer. I don’t understand how—”
The man’s head abruptly sagged forward and smashed down onto the table like Damir had flicked the switch on a glowlamp. He was alive but unconscious…and once again Tenel fought to repress a shiver. The power of a Sovereign…
“When our operatives failed, I dispatched a Shadow to obtain the item instead,” Damir continued as if nothing had happened. “It tracked them into a town named Taig and attempted to capture it, but somehow they escaped again.”
Tenel grimaced. To the public at-large, Shadows were mostly just a horror story meant to keep people in line. But the military knew better. Occasionally the Zarul would assign Shadows to aid with sensitive missions, and Tenel had always been both awed and a little horrified at their power and efficiency. How a glorified scavenger and his band of ruffians could possibly defeat such a thing was a mystery. 
“Do we know anything about Moore’s companions?” he asked. 
Damir opened her palm. A shimmering three dimensional image appeared inside it, and Tenel’s eyebrows raised in confusion. A second later he realized the image was similar to those projected by her mirrors. She was showing him exactly what the Shadow had seen earlier. It appeared to be the gate of a mid-sized city, and four people on horseback trotted inside: two human men, a chagari, and an elf female.  
“This is exactly what my operative saw while he tracked them around Taig,” the Sovereign explained. 
The image was miraculously detailed, and Tenel couldn’t help but boggle for the first few seconds. His Imperators on the Perilous created similar projections during battles, but theirs were often vague and indistinct. He only really used them to track the positions of ships in an enemy fleet. But this…this was as good as seeing it with his own eyes. 
“I know that woman,” Tenel said finally. “They called her the General’s Witch at Kiersale Keep when I was on the ground there. Our Imperators all blamed her for making the terrain nearly impassable. I’m not sure anyone ever figured out why Moore had an elf fighting at his side.”
 “She’s now a criminal along with his son, apparently,” Damir replied. “We believe the other man is an undocumented Unbound, probably also Galvian. The chagari is likely a mercenary tag-along.”
Tenel nodded. “At least it explains how they killed a Shadow. My people were terrified of that elf witch during the war.”
“He bypassed her easily enough, actually, but Moore had other help.” She twitched her fingers, and the image focused upon a tall human woman clad in leather armor.
“An Asgardian warrior of some kind,” Tenel murmured. He had always considered himself fortunate not to have battled many of the northerners before. They were a sturdy and powerful folk, and he always respected their code of honor. “Moore certainly picks strange allies.”
“She’s not just an Asgardian,” Damir said. “She is the cousin of King Zharrs himself.”
Tenel shook his head. “Why would an Asgardian noble sully herself by associating with a known criminal and scavenger?”
“They have a long history together. But the important thing is that she managed to track the Shadow across the city—no small task for anyone, let alone a Sightless. She disrupted his plans slightly, but the major glitch was the spark itself. Somehow Moore managed to use it.”
“Use it?” Tenel asked. “He has already Ascended?”
“No, not like that.” Damir changed the image a third time. This time it replayed what were apparently the last few seconds of the Shadow’s life. He was inside what appeared to be a room at an inn, and a human male—probably Moore—was knocked prone on the ground. He was clutching onto a strange cube, and as the Shadow approached a beam of searing light shot out and blasted into him.  
Damir let the image repeat several times before closing her palm. “We believe they are now heading to Lyebel. It’s likely they’re going to make contact with the Resistance, given Moore’s past connections.”
Tenel nodded, his mouth suddenly dry. “I assume you’ve warned the city watch commander?”
“No. I would still prefer to keep this quiet for the moment. Consider the ramifications if anyone learned that there was an object capable of transforming them into an Ascendant.”
Tenel bit down on his lip. “I imagine Sovereign Verrator would be…annoyed if he found out this was going on under his watch.”
“The Sovereign is busy trying to hold back the Resistance,” Damir replied. “Besides, he would only get in the way.”
“I see,” Tenel murmured, though of course he didn’t. He had no interest in politics, especially whatever went on between the Sovereigns. “Are you planning on sending more Shadows, then?”
“Possibly, but we have other options. I want you to review the information on the resistance movement, Admiral. Profiles of known sympathizers, their tactics, and so forth. I also want you to study up on Moore and his group. I estimate they will reach the city within the next three days—I would like your analysis on them and their likely behaviors by tomorrow.”
Tenel eyed the piles of papers on the desk. “What about the war effort? Any new information on the Solarian coup?”
“Nothing new. Right now I want this to be your top priority. If we can obtain this cube, it would be a significant advantage for us in the war—think of it as a contingency if the coup fails.” 
“If the Resistance gets a hold of a divine spark, they could take Lyebel,” he said gravely. 
“Or worse,” Damir warned. “A new Ascendant could seriously threaten the balance of power in Torsia. We cannot allow that to happen.”
Tenel clenched his teeth. “We won’t.”
The Sovereign smiled faintly. “I also figured your personal connection to the Moore family would inspire you.”
Tenel nodded. Moore had obviously inherited his father’s murderous blood, and he had never imagined that he would see the elf witch again. Her people, the so-called “elysians,” rarely left their home continent of Calhara. But apparently she was just as bloodthirsty as Moore.
Tenel took a deep breath. At times like this, he couldn’t understand how anyone could possibly complain about the “tyranny” of the Imperium when such dangerous people roamed the world. Solaria had always been quick to jump to the defense of weak nations like Galvia, but what type of nation could allow a butcher like Ethan Moore to come to power? The Alliance loved to flaunt the merits of its Council and their elected lords, but in times of war the military always ended up with control anyway, and then people like Moore could sate their insatiable appetite for destruction. 
The Imperium was hardly perfect, but the bottom line was that Torsia needed security. A people could not be free to live their lives unless they were safe, and safety was exactly what the Imperium offered. The Sovereigns, for all their faults, understood that much. They accepted the harsh realities of the world and worked to temper them. And here, working with Damir, he had a chance to make a difference. These lifelong criminals could finally be brought to justice. 
Chalandra wouldn’t like it at all, but he would definitely be able to do more good here than on the decks of the Perilous patrolling an empty sea. Here he had a real chance to get vengeance for their son and for all the children who had died in the last war. Once he was able to speak with her again, he was sure he could convince her of that. Maybe by then he could even tell her about the death of Ethan Moore’s son and consort. Maybe it would bring peace to his own son’s memory. 
“I will get to work immediately, Your Eminence,” he said. 
Damir smiled. “Excellent.” She started to turn but paused when her gaze swept over the comatose man across the table. “Oh, I’ll have Mr. Slaan’s body removed. We’ll keep him around for a bit in case we need more information.”
Tenel looked to the unconscious figure. “So he bribed a Zarul agent to pilfer an ancient ruin and keep this spark for himself?”
“That seems to have been his plan,” Damir said. “Of course, he just assumed the Imperator was a simple soldier looking for some extra gold.”
“Big mistake,” Tenel said. 
“Indeed. Sometimes justice manages to work itself out.” Damir smiled coldly. “And when it doesn’t…well, that’s when the Zarul steps in.”
 
 



Chapter Ten
 
“If only a good man like you had found my brother before his accident. There have to be hundreds of children out there who don’t understand what is happening to them. I want to help you find them and take care of them. I owe it to my brother’s memory.”
—Krystia Tharule, in a letter to Headmaster Velle of the Solarian Academy of Aether Studies 
 
The Frostpeak Mountains were, as their name suggested, covered in a perpetual layer of snow and ice. Despite the king’s best efforts to build a walkable path up the mountain, the journey from Celenest to the Solarian Academy of Aether Studies—otherwise known as the Unbound Asylum—remained one of the most dangerous routes in the entire nation. The only feasible means of travel for anyone without access to magic was to fly in via eagle or griffon, and that was exactly the method Krystia had chosen today. 
Clenching her teeth against the constantly shifting sleet, she pulled hard on the reins of her giant white eagle and steered it down towards the expansive crystalline structure nestled neatly on the Frostpeak Summit. Even most experienced riders found this part of the approach difficult; the intense cold, bracing wind, and near constant flurry of snow could be just as lethal as an avalanche at times. Thankfully, her powers were up to the challenge. She had wrapped both herself and her eagle, Oren, in a warm barrier of Aetheric energy, and while the sleet and resulting poor visibility was still a minor problem, they had managed well enough. 
Eventually they set down in the Academy courtyard a few hundred feet from the main doors. The academy had no stables, no flying guardians, and no obvious embedded defenses. The scouts in the mountain towers would have seen her coming, of course, but they didn’t signal or attempt to stop her. Even if she hadn’t been expected, they probably wouldn’t have reacted yet. The priests who watched over the Asylum were completely confident in their defenses, both natural and otherwise, and they probably didn’t consider a single rider a threat. As far as Krystia knew, no one had ever been suicidal enough to attack this place, and she wasn’t planning on being the first. Not yet, at least. 
She slid off Oren and offered him a pouch of grubs as a reward. He devoured them greedily, and she brushed her hand across his neck. Giant white eagles were highly coveted personal mounts all across Torsia, not just for their rarity and splendor but also for their surprisingly keen intellects. Sadly, despite his twenty foot wingspan, Oren was a poor combat mount. Eagle riders had to be light and largely unencumbered with armor or cargo, and even the most well trained birds still spooked easily. Still, they cost quadruple that of a standard Solarian war griffon, and she would never have been able to afford one on her own. Oren had been a gift from a wealthy businessman after Krystia had saved his wife from a crippling disease. 
Once the eagle had been sated, she tied him up to a nearby pole, dispelled her protective barrier, and then dashed towards the doorway before the cold could bite too harshly at her skin. As tempting as it was to unleash a gout of Aetheric flame and sear herself a clear path, she was here to play a specific role—namely, that of an innocent young noblewoman enamored with a kindly old man who spent his days helping the nation’s beleaguered Unbound. She made sure to stumble just enough to get some snow in her boots, and then she made a show of nearly slipping on a patch of ice. Mere seconds later, the Asylum doors swung open and a tall but stooping man hurriedly jogged over to greet her. 
“Oh, my dear, you’re early!” Headmaster Velle said as he reached out to steady her. He was sheathed inside his own protective barrier, naturally, and the air warmed around her even as she took his hand. “If I’d known, I would have sent some men out to greet you.”
“I’m all right,” Krystia assured him with her warmest smile. Based on the letters she had exchanged with him over the past few months, Headmaster Velle was a lonely old priest who had spent far too long sequestered up here away from the rest of the world. At first, she had been ashamed about manipulating such a sweet and hapless man, and seeing him in person right now made the old twinges of guilt return with a vengeance. But then she reminded himself that this “sweet and hapless” man was personally responsible for holding hundreds of innocent Unbound captive, and she was the only one in the Alliance capable of freeing them. She had nothing to feel guilty about. 
“You should have landed closer,” he said as he helped her walk. “The guards wouldn’t have minded; they knew you were coming.”
“I tried, but I can never convince him to land close to buildings,” she replied, glancing back over her shoulder to Oren. “He gets spooked very easily.”
Velle grunted. “Well, in my day parents didn’t allow their daughters to fly across the country without an escort. I can’t believe they didn’t send a single guard with you.”
“I assured them you’d take care of me. They trust in His Majesty’s vassals.”
“You didn’t tell them where you were going, did you?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. 
“Some of the details might have slipped my mind,” Krystia said sheepishly, forcing a shiver. “But I trust you, and that’s what matters.”
“I suppose so,” Velle replied, chuckling and sliding a hand around her waist. “Let’s get you inside.”
She faked a few stumbles along the way, and by the time they finally reached the door his arms were all over her. Once they stepped inside, however, Krystia couldn’t help but slip free and gape at her surroundings. The entire Asylum was crafted from a thick, opaque crystal that gave the impression she was standing in the heart of a glass fortress. The reason for the design wasn’t immediately apparent, but according to her research these crystals had the remarkable ability to “dampen” Aetheric energy, and if they were aligned in the proper way they could make it exceedingly difficult for a channeler to gather enough power to fuel his or her spells. She didn’t know if they were naturally occurring or not, but it didn’t really matter—the visual effect was truly awe-inspiring, and that was assuredly part of the design plan, too. 
“It’s more beautiful than I imagined,” she said as she shook the snow off her jacket and removed her hat and scarf. The long black locks of her wig spilled across her shoulders, and she could feel the tremor in his emotions even without channeling. He was completely enamored with her...and she had him precisely where she wanted him. 
This entire adventure had actually been Ethan’s suggestion. He believed it was probably the safest way for her to learn more about the Asylum without tipping off the Voice or the other priests. Technically, everything about the Asylum was confidential; His Majesty didn’t want anyone, not even his direct servants, learning any more than they absolutely had to about the Unbound prisoners or the workings of this facility. Areekan and his Voice trusted Krystia, of course, but they knew she didn’t always agree with the way the Alliance treated its Unbound. If she started snooping around for official records, they would grow suspicious very quickly. 
That was also why she was forced to travel in disguise. Velle and the other Bound living here were still direct conduits to Areekan, and while she doubted the king wasted much of his limited attention focusing on a few remote priests, there was no reason to take any unnecessary risks. If the king learned about this dalliance, her alter ego would simply vanish and that would be the end of it.  
Thankfully, thus far Areekan hadn’t seemed to take notice. She had already met Velle once a few weeks ago in Tulia, the large mercantile city at the base of the Frostpeaks. The encounter had been brief, but she had learned a great deal about the Asylum’s inner workings and even some background on a few of its current “students.” More importantly, however, it had also allowed her get a better read on Velle and his channeling abilities. The Bound stationed here had been specially trained to deal with other channelers, and at first she had assumed he would be able to completely block out her mental intrusions. But with a bit of care and a few physical distractions here and there, she had finally managed to slip inside…and after that, he had effectively become her puppet. 
Before they parted, she had altered his memories of the encounter. Despite her guise as the naïve noblewoman interested in serving king, country, and the poor souls who resided here, Krystia knew that Velle would have left disappointed if she hadn’t at least let him touch her a bit. So she had convinced his mind that they’d spent the better part of an hour “teasing” each other before she finally left. And of course, she had included hints that their next encounter would go even further. 
His mind was already racing at the possibility of getting her alone in his quarters later, but hopefully he could contain himself long enough for her to get the answers she needed. If not, she would need to enter his mind again…and unfortunately every push risked alerting the king to her presence. She would need to be careful. 
“Uck, so much snow in my boots!” she said, wrinkling her nose as she continued to undress.
“The floors are much warmer than they look,” he assured her, taking her coat. 
Krystia started to peel the boots off, but staggered and nearly fell before he caught her with a laugh. “They’re slick, too!”
He smiled and helped her get steady. “Those heels might be nice for riding, but I can’t imagine trying to walk around in those things. Here—let’s get to my office and we can get those off.”
She flashed him an appropriately silly smile. “Sure.”
The academy didn’t have guards stationed at the front doorway or anything so military. It appeared, for all intents and purposes, just like a school. None of the workers here carried weapons or armor on a regular basis. The students were kept under control by the powers of the wardens, the crystals in the walls, and some enchanted tools that could empower both. Rebellions were rare, Velle had assured her before, and only a few problem students even required a great deal of discipline. It was almost worse than having a legion of armed guards, Krystia mused, since it meant that the wardens had simply brainwashed these people to be docile. 
Velle hung up her coat in his office, and she slid out of her boots and hopped along the floor barefoot. After a bit of pointless but necessary small talk assuring each other they had been heartbroken during their time apart, she coyly dodged a few of his fumbling attempts at a kiss and insisted he continue their tour right where he’d left off. 
“It’s such a rare thing,” he said as he held her arm and escorted her through the hallway, “to find anyone interested in what we do here.”
“I find that hard to believe,” she replied. “Children love talking about wizards and magic and fantastic tales. You read stories about these types of people all the time.”
“Yes, but the reality is quite different than the legends,” he told her, stopping before a sealed metal door. He pressed his hand against an iron plate at its side, and she could feel him channel a small bit of power into it; a moment later, the door slid open into a large arboretum. Fauna of all different types were sprawled across a wide, spacious area meant to simulate a tiny forest. A balcony ran along an upper level maybe fifteen feet above them, and both the upper and lower sides had large reinforced metal doors along them. She could feel the dampening effect of the crystals by the doors—the misty tendrils of the Aether seemed to dissipate around them. Otherwise the most interesting thing was how out-of-place the metal doors looked compared to the natural plant life. 
“Children’s tales like to portray these ‘wizards’ as people with total control over their abilities, and with the desire to use their powers for good,” Velle continued, smiling proudly at the scenery he had probably helped create. “But we both know that isn’t always how it works.”
Krystia carefully matched her body language to his expectations. “What do you mean?”
He smiled and led her forward to a patch of rare yellow flowers she couldn’t identify. “I’m sure you’ve heard the saying ‘power corrupts,’ yes?”
“Of course,” she nodded, taking in a deep breath of the flower’s sweet aroma. She recognized the scent from the gardens inside the Celenest Temple, but that was the extent of her botanical expertise. She had always been far more interested in art, people, and wine than greenery. 
“Well, it has been proven true time and again throughout history,” he said. “Take an ordinary, good natured man and give him some form of power—wealth, servants, or even the ability to channel—and over time it will inevitably destroy him. Sol himself said that channeling Aether was the great challenge of humanity, the ultimate choice between good and evil.”
Krystia struggled not to roll her eyes. Instead she blinked up at him in quiet wonder. “You mean in how we choose to use it?”
“Precisely. When we connect ourselves with each other and make sacrifices to maintain our power, we create a bond that strengthens us against temptation.”
In other words, if we misbehave the king takes away our toys, she thought to herself. “But what about the king? How can we trust his intentions?”
“A king is only as powerful as his servants,” Velle assured her. “The Lord’s Council makes the important decisions, and His Majesty’s priests are the ones who wield his divine power. In a way, King Areekan is the ultimate servant—his powers exist only to enrich the lives of others.”
“I suppose you’re right,” she whispered. “I’d always thought of His Majesty as a very powerful man.”
The Headmaster chuckled. “Oh, he is. But remember that power can take many forms. He can do anything I could do, certainly, but the real power of an Ascendant is his ability to inspire and speak to others. Not even the mightiest Unbound could do such a thing.”
“I see.”
Velle paused a moment before plucking a flower and tucking it gently behind her ear. His hand traced gently along her neck, and she flashed him another smile. He had grown bold since their first meeting, and she needed to be careful that he didn’t lose focus…not until she’d taken what she needed from him. 
Reaching into his mind, she subtly nudged his conscious mind away from his swelling lust and back to whatever lesson he had been attempting to teach her. At Serogar, she had successfully used this technique to keep the Alliance soldiers focused on their battle against the demons, but since then she had learned many other potential uses. 
“The other major problem is that not all Unbound can control their powers,” Velle continued, leading her towards one of the metal doors. “I know you understand this first hand.”
Krystia put on a mournful face. “My brother destroyed himself and nearly killed my father, too.”
“Yes, it can be very tragic,” Velle soothed, squeezing her hand. “Priests are slowly taught channeling techniques over time, and they’re never introduced to anything they can’t handle. But the students here do not have such luxuries. Can you imagine what it would be like to hear the thoughts of people around you from the time you were an infant?”
More than you know. “It would be horrible,” she said instead. “Wouldn’t that do terrible damage to a child?”
“Irreparable, in most cases,” he confirmed. “Now consider unintentionally forcing your thoughts on others, or even harming people without knowing it. Then there are those like your brother who experience burnout at a very young age; they can very easily destroy themselves and everyone they care about. I wish your brother had been spared that fate.”
Krystia unconsciously glanced down to her empty hands and flexed her fingers. “So do I,” she whispered, forcing back the childhood memories. “Do you ever find any before these types of things happen?”
 “Of course we do, as many as we can,” he assured her. He squeezed her arm again, and she realized she was crying. “Take this young boy here,” Velle went on, gesturing to a door. “At five years old, the family pet attacked and mauled their maid servant—a fully domesticated hound, mind you. The local priest realized the boy had been having nightmares about being caught in the wild and being attacked by wolves and the like. He hadn’t meant anything by it, but his mind had reached out and pushed the images into the hound’s head. It went into a killing frenzy.”
Krystia shook her head. “How is that even possible?”
Velle shrugged. “He couldn’t control himself. Most people have no idea what an Unbound is actually capable of, and that is probably for the best. Aether can empower a body to do almost anything.” He bit his lip. “Our species was not meant to wield that type of power, and this world was not meant to harbor it.” 
“I just don’t understand how something invisible could have so much power.”
“The Aether is just one of many mysterious forces in this world,” he said, smiling. “It is everywhere, just like the air we breathe. But yes, many who cannot sense its power refer to it as ‘magic,’ when really we understand its inner workings quite well.” He turned back to the cell. “There are others like this poor lad, of course, including some who are even worse off. And then…”
Krystia blinked up at him. “And then what?”
“Then there are those who are not so innocent.”
“What do you mean?”
Velle smiled, but this time his expression was tight and awkward. “Some men have learned they have power and choose to exploit it. Many simply steal or even enact glorified pranks, but others are far more detestable. It’s probably better if you don’t hear about it.”
“If I’m going to help these people, I need to know more about them,” she insisted. 
Velle took a deep breath, sizing up her intentions. He believed she was genuinely interested in him, and in helping the academy. It was one thing that had attracted him before he had even had a chance to see her. “We have men here who have murdered with their powers…some who have done so many times. Others have used their powers to…well, to humiliate or control or even rape others. Normally, most of them would be hanged under Solarian law, but His Majesty makes exceptions for the Unbound. We believe there is much more we can learn from them, and so we keep them here for study.”
Krystia made a horrified face, and as it turned out she wasn’t even faking. The thought that some of the people were rapists or murderers was bad enough, but she was just as concerned about Velle casually lumping actual criminals together with people whose only crime was being born with the ability to channel. 
“Fortunately, most of our students are nothing like that,” the Headmaster said, forcing a smile. “Most of them are brought to us as young children before they’ve really learned anything about their abilities. It allows us to shape and monitor their progression.”
“But you still keep them locked away?”
He shook his head. “Not always, and not all the students. None of them can leave the grounds, of course, but many are granted a high amount of mobility and freedom. We can provide anything they could want here—food, books, entertainment, and sometimes even relationships with their peers. Our goal is not to repress them, just to keep them safe.”
Krystia squeezed his hand. “Are there other areas different than this one?”
“Of course,” he beamed. “This way.”
They spent the next hour moving from area to area, with Velle showing her virtually the entire facility. Regardless of what she thought of its intent, there was no denying its splendor: the academy really did have almost anything one could possibly want. It was like a miniature, self-contained city in some ways, complete with its own laws and customs and people. 
The other Asylum wardens smiled politely at her whenever they happened by, but she could feel their disapproval—or sometimes outright jealousy. No one seemed concerned enough to raise the suspicions of the king, however, since Velle had assured them that she was merely interested in helping the Asylum in any way possible. He had also implied that her “wealthy family” could probably provide them with additional gold and resources. 
As for the students, she only managed to meet a few of them. Most were in private rooms working with tutors, he told her, or in their own rooms studying. The ones she did pass represented nearly all age groups, and most had actually ignored her completely. The few that did examine her more carefully she managed to soothe with her own powers. While she could tell that many were quite gifted, none of them had her training or experience, especially with telepathy. Her task wasn’t overly difficult even with the dampening crystals in place. 
By the time Velle finished his tour, Krystia’s feet legitimately ached, and it didn’t take much to convince him that they should take a break and retire to his personal quarters. As the Headmaster, he was privy to a very nice living area, with two rooms full of plush couches and gaudy decorations. It only took him a few minutes to pour them both a glass of unexceptional wine and curl in closely with her on the couch.  
Krystia knew he wasn’t a prolific drinker, and her powers made it easy to wipe toxins from her own body. While she enjoyed being tipsy as much as the next person, she liked drinking far more than actually being drunk, and she used this particular cleansing technique nearly every day. As a trained priest, Velle probably could have purged himself…but fortunately right now he had no desire to do so. 
After one glass, his hand had moved to hold her dress against her knee. After two, it had slid underneath it to caress the smooth skin on her thigh. After three, she knew it was time to get worried. She let his hand reach almost to her waist and his lips just touch hers before deciding to end this charade. 
The human psyche was an unpredictable thing by its very nature, and some minds were more difficult to crack than others. But thankfully Krystia had spent enough time with Velle that she knew exactly how to manipulate his senses as well as his memories, and it only took her an instant to establish control and fabricate an alternate reality inside his mind. 
She started with a simple continuation of his expectations: he nibbled at her neck and explored her body with his hands. After a few more seconds, he gently parted her legs and slipped his fingers inside her knickers. He was not a particularly creative lover—his aspirations began and ended with him planting himself above her and thrusting away until he climaxed—but ultimately that only made her job easier. While his physical body remained still, stuck on its last action, his mind raced ahead with a fantasy that included everything he wanted with just enough variation to convince his mind it was actually real.  
It took several minutes to weave the illusion correctly, but eventually she was able to slide out from beneath his grip and leave him mostly comatose on the couch. The humiliation he would suffer if one of his underlings could see him making love to a couch would probably kill him, but mercifully it didn’t need to come to that. After she had what she needed, she could just put him to sleep, leave a tearful goodbye in his mind—
And suddenly, Velle began to shake. His eyes flickered, his body convulsed like he was having a seizure, and a few seconds later his eyes gaped open wide. 
“Wha—? You…”
“Oh, shit,” she hissed, diving back on top of him. She knew she didn’t have much time; if he actually managed to concentrate long enough to channel or alert his comrades, she would lose everything. The king would know that someone had infiltrated the Asylum, and the increased scrutiny and security would probably cost her months if not years. But after all the time she had spent planning out this day—after all the work she had put in mastering vocal inflections and mapping out conversations—she wasn’t about to let this opportunity slip through her fingers.  
Grabbing onto the sides of his face, she channeled Aether into her fingertips. Velle struggled, grabbing at her arms in a frantic attempt to keep her away, but thankfully age had sapped away most of his strength, and she managed to hold her grip long enough to jolt him with a mild electric shock. He convulsed once before collapsing, unconscious but alive. 
Grimacing, Krystia leapt back off the couch and waited. His door was closed, naturally, and the commotion probably hadn’t been loud enough for anyone who wasn’t standing directly outside to hear. But if he had sent a missive to his patron, if Areekan had been alerted to the sudden attack on his servant…
The seconds passed without incident, and after a few minutes she closed her eyes and swore under her breath. She had become arrogant and complacent; there was no other explanation. She had just assumed her powers were strong enough to manipulate an old man, but evidently she wasn’t quite as all-powerful as she’d thought. She was probably fortunate for the rising hostilities along the Crell border—Areekan was likely distracted with the more pressing issues of his Bound servants on the front lines than a few random priests sequestered at the top of a mountain. 
Regardless, the bottom line was that she needed to be more careful. She couldn’t afford to underestimate Velle or anyone else again, not with the fate of every Unbound in Solaria resting in her hands. 
Once she was positive that no reinforcements were on their way, Krystia leaned back down over the Headmaster. Now that he was unconscious, it was a trivial task to wipe away his recent memories and implant new ones in their place. She convinced his mind that he had successfully bedded her, and that she had left a few hours later with a promise to return soon. Drained by her youthful vigor, he had decided to take a short nap…
She spent more time than usual just to make certain her work was done correctly, and she was thankful that the dampening crystals weren’t active in this part of the Asylum. After she finished, she stood and strode over to his desk. With luck, his office would have everything she needed, including detailed background information on each of the inmates. Then the liberation of the Solarian Unbound could finally begin. 
Taking one last breath to settle her nerves, Krystia sat down and got to work. 
 
 



Chapter Eleven
 
“Any civilization wholly convinced of its own righteousness is doomed to a quick extinction.”
—Aman Kao, Solarian poet, 826 AG
 
Calhara was legendary across the world for its many breathtaking sites, both inspiring and dreadful. The first time Elade had seen the splendorous crystal towers of Erulean, the Verdant City, she had nearly forgotten an entire childhood of ingrained suspicion towards her faeyn cousins. Likewise, when she had first marched through the Skull’s Pass and spotted the looming fortress-city of Shaladune, monstrous bastion of the dead, her knees had gone weak with despair. And years later, when Tevek had brought her to the Dawn Citadel, the single spire of light set against the crimson dusk of the God’s Wastes, her wounded heart had finally found hope. 
But today in Torsia, half a world away from home, she once again looked out upon the majesty of Celenest, City of the Heavens. And as usual, she was not disappointed. 
She and Tevek had been traveling for nearly four days now. The first part of their trip had involved taking the hidden portal linking Calhara and Torsia—without it, journeying halfway across the world would have taken them months if not years. One of the previous Solarian kings had constructed the portal several centuries earlier following the Zereloth Insurrection, a Calharan-based civil war that had drawn Alliance soldiers across the sea to fight alongside the Last Dawn. Its existence was kept secret for a good reason, but the Highlord and his chosen entourage were always welcome in Solaria. 
At first, Elade had been apprehensive about stepping through a bizarre Aetheric gateway; the only portals the Vaeyn had ever seen were gateways between the physical world and the demonic realm of the Void. But evidently portals were reasonably common in Torsia with its massive, sprawling empires. The Alliance, the Imperium, the Talishites, the Izarians—they all used portals to connect their most distant cities. According to Tevek, their construction was incredibly expensive, and the conduits would immediately collapse without several Bound maintaining them at all times. He had once described them as “caves always on the verge of collapse,” which hadn’t done anything to quell her latent anxiety. Still, the cost was apparently worthwhile in some cases, and she was thankful for the ability to reconnect with their Solarian allies. 
The portal spit them out in Brackengarde, the former Solarian capital-turned-fortress inside the Avalon Mountains along the Crell border. The city was almost five hundred miles from Celenest, and it would have taken them over a week to make the journey on horseback. But that, naturally, was why the knights had brought Cyridius with them. 
For on dragonback, the journey was no bother at all. 
Elade could feel the great winged beast relax as they swept down upon Celenest. Like all of his kind, he was a truly magnificent creature, and his silver scales sparkled so brilliantly in the afternoon sunlight that she actually had to close her sensitive eyes. Dragons weren’t exactly sentient, but they were certainly more intelligent than most beasts. They were also the only natural beasts capable of channeling Aether. They couldn’t master the same array of techniques as sentient species, but they were able to enhance their vision, scent, and even flying ability when necessary. That feature, along with their size and strength, made them the most coveted mounts in Obsidian. 
Once they finally approached the golden spires marking the city gates, a pair of griffon riders fell into loose formation with them and waved their Solarian banners in greeting. In response, Tevek lifted their silver-blue Last Dawn banner and planted it inside their riding harness. The process was more of a formality than anything, given that King Areekan already expected them, and any other riders would have been intercepted miles before they ever reached the gates. The city’s defenses were impressive, especially for a land-locked metropolis well off the front lines. At least two hundred griffon riders were kept on standby at any time, with a reserve of nearly three hundred more in the case of an actual attack. Many of the tallest buildings sported ballista enchanted with spears capable of piercing even a dragon’s thick hide, and as they approached the King’s Tower, Elade spotted a full regiment of troops training at the expansive city barracks. Celenest might not have been a fortress like Brackengarde, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t well protected. 
Eventually they reached the tower landing zone, and Cyridius set down as gently as a massive creature could—which was to say, without the tight straps and enchantments of her harness and saddle, Elade probably would have been thrown halfway across the city. The beast craned its neck backwards to face them as they unstrapped themselves, understanding from experience that it wasn’t an easy process. A dragon rider’s harness, especially one designed for long-distance flight, was not always an easy thing to remove. Aether-infused leather straps held Elade’s legs in place, and another locked around her waist. There was also an enormous cushion vaguely resembling a chair which supported her upper body. Tevek, seated behind her, had to undo several of the straps so she could free herself and then turn about and do the same for him. It was an ingenious enough system she was glad to benefit from; she couldn’t imagine the saddles of the first dragon riders, and how many were likely flung to their deaths or simply crushed from the raw force generated from such a massive beast’s movement.  
Cyridius snorted and turned back forward, then relaxed his legs and lowered himself so they could hop off more easily. Ahead of him, a small entourage approached the platform with a dozen Alliance soldiers in tow. At the front was an aging human man in regal robes that Elade recognized as High Priest Kaeldar, the so-called “Voice” of Areekan. Behind him followed a man decorated from shoulder to waist with dozens of insignias and medals. Tall and muscular, with a gaze every bit as piercing as she remembered from Serogar, General Darius Iouna wore his ceremonial armor like a second skin. His youthful virility couldn’t have been a starker contrast to the stooped, withering man next to him. 
The third and final member of the entourage was a short blond woman wearing the regal golden vestments of Areekan’s priesthood. Her name was Krystia Tharule, and she had made quite a name for herself in the Alliance as a skilled healer despite the fact she was barely twenty seasons old. 
Elade and Tevek stroke forward, and she tried in vain to work out the lingering stiffness in her muscles. Her armor wasn’t helping any; she normally wore a much lighter plate than the other knights, but for a diplomatic occasion of this importance, Tevek had insisted she wear the full Last Dawn ensemble. It made her feel rather like a lumbering groll than a swordswoman.  
Once they drew close, Tevek removed his helmet and knelt before the Voice. Elade followed suit, immediately regretting not binding her hair into a tighter ponytail when it abruptly flopped in front of her face.  
“Your Eminence,” Tevek said. “We are honored to once again step foot in your great city.”
Kaeldar smiled and gestured for them to rise. Once protocol was served, he immediately reached forward and embraced his old ally. “It is good to see you again, my friend,” he said softly. “Much has changed since your last visit.”
“I can see that,” Tevek said with a wide grin of his own. After a moment he turned towards Darius and clapped the younger man’s shoulder. “I heard you were promoted again. You’re a full Legion General now, eh?”
“Fortune has clearly taken pity upon me, my lord,” Darius replied. “That, or the Alliance is more desperate than it seems.”
Tevek laughed. It was a powerful sound straight from the belly, and it always made Elade smile. “No one has earned it more, I’m sure. After Isen, I had a feeling you’d eventually amount to something.”
“The Highlord is most kind,” Darius replied dryly. The two men shared another chuckle, and their eyes bore the weight of soldiers who had faced down death together many times. Tevek had always said that Darius was the smartest man in the Alliance military, and he hadn’t been surprised in the least to hear of his promotion. 
Eventually Tevek turned towards Krystia, but this time he didn’t bother to speak or even offer a hand; she leapt into his arms a moment later, and he waved her around like she was made of air. 
“I’ve missed you,” she whispered, releasing him only after a long moment. “You promised to visit once every few months. I thought paladins never broke their word?”
“Only when they must,” he told her, running his hand through her hair. She was probably the closest thing he had to a real daughter, and he had never bothered to hide his feelings for the young girl. “It’s good to see you, my dear. It’s very good to see you all.”
There were plenty of knights, Elade knew, who secretly despised traveling with their Highlord; his very presence made them virtually invisible, both because of his stature and his outgoing personality. Thankfully, she didn’t mind in the slightest. Even after years spent living among them, she still found the opportunity to watch “normal” human reactions fascinating. The vaeyn taught their children from a young age to distrust humans; they were considered a selfish, short-sighted race who had done immeasurable harm all across Obsidian. Watching Tevek and people’s reactions to him was a sober reminder that not all childhood lessons bore truth. 
Still, Elade knew she wouldn’t go unnoticed for long, and while Tevek spoke to Krystia, Darius stepped forward and offered her his hand. 
“Dame Devarath,” he said, grinning. “It’s good to see you again.”
“Good to see you, General,” she replied, shaking his hand and smiling back. Ever since Tevek had first told her about this trip, she had been wondering how her inevitable reunion with Darius would play out. She had met him during the Serogar Gate fiasco a few years ago, and they had battled together against a score of demons and the warlocks who had summoned them into Obsidian. Darius was a brilliant commander and good soldier, and Elade had enjoyed fighting alongside him. The problem came when she realized he had wanted more out of their relationship. 
The revelation had taken her completely off-guard. Human prejudice against the vaeyn ran deep, especially in Solaria, but Darius obviously hadn’t cared. He was clearly attracted to her even now…and Elade would be lying to herself if she denied that she felt the same way. He was smart, driven, and especially handsome for a human. A younger version of herself would have taken him to her bed in a heartbeat. 
But not after Tauros. Not after she had watched those humans rape and torture her lover, Varess…
“I’ve thought about you a lot recently,” Darius said into the pause. “In relation to the ongoing conflict with the Crell, I mean,” he added hastily. “I wanted to ask your opinion on the subject.”
“I’m always willing to speak my mind,” Elade told him. If he had noticed her sudden distress, he didn’t show it. “Just as Tevek or any of the other knights.”
Darius chuckled. “The king wants to speak with the Highlord personally I believe, but I can fill you in on the rest if you’d like.”
More than you know. “As you wish,” she said instead. 
“Perfect. We should head to the tower garden, then. It’s the best place to chat away from the eyes and ears of the court.”
Krystia suddenly appeared at his side. “That’s a great idea,” she said. “It’s nice to see you again, Elade.”
The petite woman leaned forward and embraced her, and Elade awkwardly returned the hug. This bulky ceremonial armor wasn’t exactly conducive to close physical contact, but she also wasn’t used to such…intimate greetings. Human females tended to be a lot more “touchy” than their male counterparts, at least with one another, but vaeyn culture was more standoffish. 
“I’m glad to see you’ve done well for yourself,” Elade commented. Krystia had a powerful aura about her, and not just because she wore too much perfume. The girl was even stronger now than she had been just two years ago when she had served as one of the healers at Serogar. 
“Thank you,” Krystia said, smiling and wrapping her hand almost protectively around Darius’s. 
“His Majesty is honored by your presence, Dame Devarath,” the Voice said, acknowledging her presence for the first time. “Personally, I am just grateful that Lord Dracian has finally realized the wisdom in traveling with others.”
“He’s getting old,” Elade chided. “Soon he’ll be half my age.”
The two older men grunted in mock annoyance, and Kaeldar waved a hand forward. “Come, my friends, there is much for us to discuss.”
Tevek and the Voice eventually split off towards the tower, but Darius and Krystia beckoned Elade into the guardian. The girl hung off the general like a second cloak, and Elade couldn’t help but smile inwardly. She had always found human courtship rituals fascinating and ridiculous all at once. Most societies seemed obsessed with the promotion of sexual exclusivity, as if somehow having multiple lovers was a great sin against the universe. They wouldn’t have survived a week with the vaeyn or even their faeyn cousins; both societies were much more open and flexible with their relationships. 
But in this case, it was probably for the best. If Darius and Krystia were betrothed, it would certainly make things easier. They could all concentrate solely on the task at hand and ignore these unnecessary distractions. 
Yes, that would definitely be for the best. Elade repeated the words to herself all the way into the garden, and by the time they arrived she almost believed them. 
Almost. 
 
***
 
“I almost feel like I should apologize for His Majesty,” Darius said as he, Elade, and Krystia walked into the garden. With a meaningful glare, he sent the groundskeepers scurrying off to find something else to work on for a while. “But I’m sure you understand his close relationship with the Highlord. He doesn’t mean to be rude and ignore you.”
Elade waved a hand dismissively. “It takes more than that to offend me. I’m mostly here in case Tevek needs another sword.”
Darius smiled and gestured towards one of the more impressive collections of flora from the eastern provinces. The kopal trees in particular had turned a particularly vibrant shade of orange over the past few weeks. “With winter on the way, the garden will be closed down soon. I thought you might to see a few of the sights while you visted. Somehow I doubt the Dawn citadel has a private arboretum.”
“Not so much,” she said, removing one of her gauntlets and wrapping her fingers experimentally around a pink flower he couldn’t identify. 
He couldn’t help but notice the dark blue tattoo on the back of her gray hand.  Like all vaeyn, her body was covered in symbolic markings. She had explained them once as “wards against possession.” It was a cultural tradition that marked a rite of passage as much as anything else; vaeyn warriors showed their resolve by weathering the pain and their aesthetic sense by choosing their own personal designs. It was also an intrinsic part of the connection between the Bound and their Matriarch Queen: through the glyphs, their bodies were sealed against demonic intrusion and offered as vessels for her power. 
Elade wasn’t a shadow knight anymore, of course, but Darius knew the markings remained regardless. This particular glyph traced the back of her right hand, spiraled up her arm, and ended on her right shoulder blade. Back at Serogar, he had caught a glimpse of another on her left thigh, and the prospect of seeing more continued to entice him even now. 
It was a foolish thought, of course, especially given Solarian custom. Tattoos of any kind were forbidden as a matter of law. One of the True Tenets of Sol was to revere the inherent divinity of a body’s flesh, and the “desecration” of skin in any way was considered sacrilege. He had also found the ceremonial tattoos of Asgardian women disgusting, but on Elade’s bluish-gray they just seemed right. He imagined them spiraling up and down her athletic frame, and suddenly his armor became much less comfortable…
“I’m sure Tevek shared the latest reports from the front with you,” Darius said, clearing his throat. 
“He did,” Elade confirmed. “You believe the Crell are preparing for war?
“They are always preparing for war,” Krystia said, sitting down at a nearby bench and crossing her legs. “I doubt the Sovereigns think of anything else.”
“They’re solidifying their positions along the border,” Darius said, crossing his arms over his chest. “After Ishthare’s Rebellion in the west and the stalled Talishite Offensive in the south, they’re vulnerable and they know it.”
Elade nodded. “And you believe it’s time to seize your advantage.”
“I don’t think we can afford not to,” he replied. “If we give them time to rebuild, we’ll regret it sooner or later. Unfortunately, the Lord’s Council doesn’t seem to agree.”
“Your people have a long tradition against drawing first blood, and it has served the Alliance well over the years.”
“In some ways, yes,” Darius conceded. “But the Council treats it as dogma, and I fear it will take more than a buildup along the border to convince them to act.”
“There’s also the Resistance in Lyebel,” Krystia said. “The Council seems like they want to wait and see what happens there before committing to anything. But without our help, I have a hard time believing a few rebels will actually steal a whole city.”
“Do you know where Tevek stands on all of this?” Darius asked. 
“If you’re hoping he’s here to convince Areekan to go to war, then I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed,” Elade said, sitting down on the bricks. “He wants to avoid another war as much as anyone.”
“That will change once he sees things for himself,” Krystia said quietly. “It might take some time but eventually he’ll come around. Besides, I wouldn’t count out a Crell attack just before winter. Our reprisal would be slowed badly enough by the weather that they’d have more time to prepare.”
Darius nodded idly. “The other generals and I all believe it’s a strong possibility, especially with His Majesty’s failing health. If they think for a moment they can gain the advantage, they’d pounce on it like an enraged chagari.”
Elade seemed to ponder his words for a moment when they caught the sound of footfalls approaching from down the path. A few moments later an old man with a decorative royal tunic and steady gait rounded the corner and favored them with a tight smile. 
“Lord Alistan,” Krystia said, standing and offering an awkward curtsy. “Is there something you need?”
“I heard the king’s guests had arrived, and I wanted a chance to speak with them myself,” he replied coolly. His face was difficult to read, but considering how fervently he continued to argue against the idea of a preemptive strike, Darius assumed he was now here to make his case in front of the knights. “I assume His Majesty is already meeting with Highlord Dracian?”
“He is, though I’m certain the Highlord would be willing to speak with you afterwards,” Elade told him.
Alistan grunted, and his eyes narrowed as he sized her up. “So, you are the new squire I’ve heard so much about.”
“Knight, actually,” she corrected with a forced smile. 
“Ah,” he murmured, shifting his gaze to Darius. “General Iouna, I had hoped to speak with you. I don’t mean to interrupt your…gathering here, but I hope you aren’t too busy discussing state secrets to grant me a few moments of your time.”
“There’s no need to be confrontational, my lord,” Darius warned. “We’re old friends who bled together defending your lands at Serogar—I would think a bit of respect would be a small thing to ask.”
Alistan’s lips curled as if he had just noticed a bad taste in his mouth. “Indeed. My apologies, Dame…?
“Devarath,” Elade said, offering him her hand. The old man winced when he caught site of her markings, and for a moment Darius actually thought he would be so boorish as to pull away. Instead his awkward smile simply twisted in another direction.
“Well, you may or may not wish to share this with your ‘fiends,’” he said, pulling out a scroll case and handing it to Darius. 
“What is it?” he asked.
“An intelligence report from one of my men in Lyebel,” Alistan said. “It came in today and seemed imminently relevant, so I figured I would pass it along to the only Legion General in the city.”
Darius didn’t bother to hide the surprise on his face. All of the councilors had their own network of spies, of course, but they rarely if ever shared their findings with anyone else, especially their direct rivals. Alistan must have had a very specific reason to bring this to him…
“I’ll summarize the major points,” Alistan said as Darius opened the case. “First, the Crell garrison in Lyebel is officially falling apart. My people on the ground are betting the Resistance will control the city by the end of the winter, with a real push coming once the snow cuts off reinforcements from the south. Second, there are increasing reports of…demonic activity in the city.”
Darius had only just unrolled the report, but his eyes flicked up to the old man. Alistan’s expression was hard, but there was a trace of authentic anxiety behind his eyes. He was clearly giving Darius this report now for a reason…but that didn’t necessarily mean it was true. 
“There have been unsubstantiated claims about a demonic infestation for months,” Darius pointed out. “Our people have never been able to confirm them.”
“Believe me, I know,” Alistan said. “But my people on the ground have noticed a number of very suspicious changes within the local Crell command structure, both in Lyebel and the surrounding villages. Many of the officers have experienced, shall we say, significant disruptions in their personal and professional lives.”
“In other words, you think they have been possessed,” Darius reasoned. “But that’s hardly what I call iron-clad evidence.”
“No, but I assumed you would still wish to see the reports personally. If there is any truth in these claims, then the situation in Lyebel may be far more precarious than we thought.”
“Enough to change your position on the general’s planned offensive?” Krystia asked. 
Alistan cocked an eyebrow at her as if noticing her for the first time. “Perhaps,” he murmured. “If you find evidence of a true infestation, this will no longer be a matter of a preemptive attack against a potential enemy—this will be an incursion to protect the people of Torsia.”
“So it would,” Darius whispered, tapping his chin in thought. He had never seriously considered the reports about demons, but he had realized that it would be an effective way to get the knights involved. Now Alistan was effectively giving them all a way out of this mess—find demons, and the Council would look the other way. 
“If there is any demonic activity within Lyebel, Highlord Dracian and I will be able to find it,” Elade said after a moment. 
“We eagerly await your report,” Alistan said. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a meeting to get to on the other side of the city. Please let me know if you need anything further.”
Darius offered a short bow, and Elade and Krystia both followed suit. A few moments later he was gone, and Darius skimmed through the reports as quickly as he could.  
“How did his people dig this up but yours didn’t?” Elade asked. Her eyes, he noticed, hadn’t left the path Alistan had just left.
“We did, but these accounts are just more detailed,” he explained. “To be honest, we barely have the funding to support advanced scouts at this point. The Council cut the bottom of the army’s coin purse after the last war and then again after Serogar.”
“It’s disgraceful,” Krystia said, shaking her head. “The councilors shove more money into their own spy networks than the military that supports them.”
“The timing is certainly convenient,” Elade said. “Isn’t Alistan one of your biggest detractors?”
Krystia nodded. “He wants nothing to do with an armed conflict; he’s vehemently opposed every argument Darius has thrown out.”
“Not all, but most,” Darius corrected. “Alistan knows that his lands are the most vulnerable if there’s another war, but he also has first-hand experience with demons. After Serogar, I wouldn’t be surprised if he considers this a real threat.”
“Mm,” Elade murmured noncommittally. 
“In any event, what this really means is that now his Majesty is going to want you and Tevek to speak with the Resistance and check out rumors of demons. So as usual, the Last Dawn gets to put in the real work.”
“Whether he asked directly or not, Tevek would insist on checking for demons anyway,” Elade said. “And I’m sure Lord Alistan knows that.”
Krystia raised an eyebrow. “What are you suggesting?”
“Nothing—yet,” the vaeyn replied. “I just don’t care for his timing. But I suppose it doesn’t really change anything in the end.”
“I’m sure the Highlord will want to look these over personally,” Darius said. 
“Of that,” Elade whispered, “I have no doubt.”
 
***
 
The King’s Tower may have housed a spectacular garden and a vineyard that would rival the most decadent Izarian chateau, but at the end of the day it was still a stronghold.  The barracks was well concealed from public view, and many of its defenses were likewise invisible to the naked eye. But Tevek knew how potent they were: the barracks held the royal guard and a hundred other elite troops, and many of the corridors were riddled with mechanical defenses designed to slow any attacking force. It would take a sizeable force to breach the tower with a brute force attack. 
In the event the defenses did crumble, the King’s chamber itself was heavily fortified. The first door was guarded by two of the royal guards, men who were, like Tevek, trained as channelers and soldiers at once. The door itself would only open to a Bound properly attuned to Areekan’s will—which Tevek took to mean the keyless locking mechanism required a channeler capable of manipulating its parts remotely, and one who knew exactly which pieces to push and when. Inside this reinforced door was a twenty foot stretch of solid steel on all sides that led to yet another doorway and Tevek’s least favorite part of visiting Areekan: the “purification chamber.” The walls in the small, ten-by-ten area were embedded with dampening crystals that effectively “sucked” away traces of Aether from the nearby area, and as a result he was temporarily severed from his connection to the divine spirit of Maeleon and the other knights. 
But afterwards, thankfully, was the king’s personal chamber. Tevek had always considered a personal refuge, of sorts, a small home tucked behind tons of steel and rock where an Ascendant could live his life vicariously through his servants. Everything Areekan’s physical body could need was present, here, be it food, water, or even a shower. A bed was present as well, though few Ascendants were actually capable of sleeping with the thoughts of thousands of their Bound constantly whispering in their minds at all times. Fortunately for them, the Aether itself provided their bodies most of the nourishment and rest it required. 
“My old friend,” Areekan said in a raspy voice as Tevek and Kaeldar finally approached. He didn’t move, but he did manage a weak smile. The man was ninety-five years old, though he had started to seem truly ancient these past few years. His white beard was unkempt, and his eyes had glazed over with a white haze. He probably couldn’t even see, not that conventional vision was particularly important for an Ascendant. 
“Your Majesty,” Tevek said, kneeling. “As always, I am humbled by your presence.”
“Rise, my friends,” Areekan replied, shaking his head at their display of submission. “This is not a day for such niceties.”
Tevek and Kaeldar stood, and as always the Voice’s face bore a strange expression whenever he stood this close to his king. Tevek had always assumed it had something to do with the strength of their bond; Kaeldar quite literally spoke the king’s words so often that standing so close must have been awkward. 
“I had wondered if you might travel alone,” Areekan commented. “It is good to see you brought another with you.” 
“I considered bringing more of my knights, but I wanted to speak with you first, Sire,” Tevek said. “Still, I couldn’t travel completely alone. The other members of Conclave already dislike the fact I leave the Citadel at all.”
“Paladins aren’t meant to sit behind desks all day. Not even old and battered ones.”
Tevek smiled. “Your missive suggested that there is trouble brewing along the border and in Lyebel. Some even believe a Crell attack may be imminent.”
“General Iouna believes that,” Kaeldar corrected. “Most of the Lord’s Council disagrees with him.”
The king’s smile faded. “There is unrest here, Tevek. More than there has been in many years.”
“How do you mean, Sire?”
Areekan’s face seemed to darken. “There is…discontent…uncertainty. And much of it is directed at me. The Council and the Legion Generals are divided, and the people are as well. Many of the provinces have grown more insular since the last war—and even more so after Serogar.”
“Theirs fears are understandable,” Tevek said. “You’ll forgive me for being blunt, Sire, but with the fall of Galvia, you no longer have the luxury of a buffer between Solaria and the Imperium. The Sovereigns are committed to making sure your people know that they could be next.”
“Our people do not fear the Crell,” Kaeldar replied stiffly. “If anything, we pity them.”
“Perhaps,” Tevek murmured. “Regardless, I know we all hoped that the Imperium might collapse on itself, but the Sovereigns seemed to have weathered their recent insurrections and military failures. The Crell aren’t going to just disappear on their own. 
“Evil is never so kind,” Areekan agreed. “But this is about more than a war, old friend. The people are uncertain about their own king.”
Tevek frowned. “How do you mean?”
“You may have noticed I’m not as young as I used to be,” the king muttered. “There are those that question my ability to lead us through peace, let alone another war.” He paused and drew in a deep breath, his jaw clenching beneath his pale face. “And I’m afraid they may be correct.”
“And you’re worried about a Rite of Succession on the eve of a potential invasion,” Tevek reasoned. 
Areekan grunted. “That’s a rather polite way of saying ‘I wondered when you were going to retire,’ but your tact is appreciated.”
Tevek grunted. “I assume you’re planning the Rite soon, and you need my help in some way?”
“Not exactly,” Kaeldar said. “We can’t risk exposing ourselves so openly with the Crell amassing their forces along the border. We need to wait until winter.”
Tevek pursed his lips. Rites of Ascension were essentially giant bullseyes for rebels and potential aggressors. Torsian history was rife with tales of nations exploiting the weakness of a transition of power. The reason was simple: when an Ascendant passed his knowledge and experience to a replacement, the telepathic links that shackled the nation’s Bound were shattered. Given how dependent modern countries were on such bonds, the results could be catastrophic. Trade became incredibly difficult, and often food and water were suddenly in short supply in the urban areas. Portals collapsed and had to be rebuilt from scratch. Diseases often cropped up and could sometimes flare out of control altogether. A kingdom without an Ascendant could literally tear itself apart in months or even weeks. 
If the Rite was properly executed, the majority of a king’s Bound returned to the capital before their connection was severed. They would then be in place for the new king to empower them, at which point they could return to their duties. The process could still take days or weeks to complete, but order could usually be maintained in the interim, especially with assistance from outside allies. The fact that a nation like Solaria had survived for so long was a testament to the relatively smooth transitions of power from ruler to ruler.  
Still, there was always a risk. Areekan had only stayed in power this long for fear of the Crell breaking the peace treaty after the last war. If the Imperium timed their attack correctly, the damage they could inflict was immeasurable. No legitimate military force could function without Bound to coordinate their efforts; a prepared enemy could launch a massive offensive and perhaps win a war before it had really even begun. 
This vulnerability was one of several reasons the Imperium fostered multiple Ascendant Sovereigns. It also helped to explain how the elysians and the vaeyn had forged such long-lasting empires of their own, given their naturally long life-spans and subsequent stability of rule. 
“I originally suspected you wanted me to evaluate the Crell threat,” Tevek said, “but I’m guessing you have something else in mind.”
“Somewhat,” Areekan said. “First, there is the tactical issue; I’m sure General Iouna has seen fit to give you all the latest reports on Crell troop movements in the past few months?”
Tevek nodded. “He has promised to, but not until our meeting was finished.”
“Well, I’m sure you also know that he has been strongly advocating a more aggressive posture on our part.”
“From what our sources have shown me, he has good reasons for considering a preemptive strike. The Crell have armed themselves at nearly every major chokepoint.”
“With one major exception,” the Voice put in. “Lyebel.”
Areekan sighed. “The Galvian Resistance has grown, which is the second point. The Crell border forces have stationed themselves almost fifty miles outside the city walls, which is very unusual. It’s almost like they have given up on Lyebel altogether. If they don’t reinforce their standing garrison, the  Resistance stands a good chance of taking it”. 
“Which creates an additional problem,” Tevek said. “If you try to hold off until the winter, you risk potentially valuable allies being stamped out. If you press now, you risk starting an open war before you are ready.”
“Precisely,” Kaeldar confirmed. “The Council isn’t aware of the Rite of Ascension or His Majesty’s plans in the matter. Neither are the Legion Generals.”
“I’m sure that makes everything seem much more black and white to the military.” Tevek sighed and made a small pacing loop. “”So what do you need me to do?”
“We need to know who is leading the Galvian rebels,” Kaeldar explained. “The Council bought into that part of Iouna’s plan, which I have a feeling was his goal all along. The boy could be an excellent politician someday—he’s using you as bait.”
“He’s a fast learner,” Tevek said with a smile. “But he’s only advocating for what he believes, and I happen to agree with many of his conclusions. He knows that I’ll be able to get an audience with the Resistance even if your people can’t. The question is what we do afterwards.”
Areekan leaned forward. “If the rebels really do have a chance of taking Lyebel, then we have to help them,” he said gravely. “You and I both know that. Especially after…well...”
Tevek nodded and sighed at the same time. Fifteen years ago, the Galvians assumed the Alliance would jump to their aid against the Crell. They launched a surprise invasion but quickly found themselves on the defensive when no help came from Solaria. Areekan hadn’t even sent in supplies until the Crell had conquered half the country. By the time he had mobilized troops, King Whitestone had already been killed. The war had already been over. 
The Resistance had formed shortly thereafter. General Ethan Moore had repeatedly attempted to rally his dead king’s former Bound, the Hands of Whitestone, to take back their country from the Crell. But every time they achieved a significant victory, the Imperium would always stamp them out shortly thereafter. The last “official” rebellion had coalesced just over two years ago in the northern port city of Tibel, but after a score of quick victories over the Crell military, Ethan and his entire coalition had been wiped out in a single raid. 
Tevek and everyone else had assumed that would be the end of it, but then this new group had emerged in Lyebel practically overnight. No one knew who was leading them or what their precise intentions were, and it was time to find out. If they were legitimate freedom fighters, then the Last Dawn had a responsibility to help them. Hopefully the Alliance would too, but if not…
Well, the knights had always remained independent for a reason. Paladins were supposed to be above politics; they fought for what was right, regardless of whether or not it was convenient.  
“Elade and I can set off tomorrow,” Tevek said into the long pause. “We should be able to reach Lyebel in three days, assuming we dodge the manticore patrols. Hopefully we can make contact with the rebels shortly after that.”
 Areekan smiled grimly. “I’m sure Gabriel won’t be happy about you traveling into Crell territory with only one escort.”
“The two of us will be much harder to detect than a whole squad. Besides, I’m the only one who can make this happen and he knows it. A mother hen has plenty of other things to worry about.”
Kaeldar shuffled uncomfortably. “There is the issue of your companion. Don’t you think she might draw unnecessary attention? Vaeyn aren’t exactly common in Torsia”
Tevek shook his head. “She’s had plenty of practice being discreet. I’m not worried about it. And I think her personal detachment from the rebels may actually be a benefit if we want to get an objective read on them.”
The Voice clearly wasn’t convinced, but Areekan just as clearly trusted his old friend. 
“I trust your discretion as always, Highlord, “he said. “I just hope some of our old Galvian friends are still alive after all.”
“Yes,” Tevek whispered. “So do I.”
 
 



Chapter Twelve
 
“Passion rules reason; lust rules everything.” 
—Vizean Lagour, Izarian philosopher, 349 AG
 
“He was quite pleased when I pulled it out of him, as you can imagine.”
Tevek let loose a baritone laugh, and Krystia joined in with him as she dangled from his left arm. He had a reputation for being stiff and straight-laced to a fault, she knew, but the reality couldn’t have been father from the truth. Paladins were allowed to have a sense of humor, and Tevek enjoyed a good joke as much as any man she’d ever met. 
“Sometimes I wonder if anyone in Solaria ever suffers a normal injury,” he said, shaking his head. “A cut hand, a broken toe...” 
“That’s what acolytes are for,” she replied with a wink. “Actually, most days at the temple are boring; you just wait long enough between visits that I build up plenty of good stories. It’s quite considerate of you.”
He grunted, rolling his eyes in mock annoyance. “Well, you do make me glad I decided to take the field rather than remain a healer at the Citadel. Soldiers suffer less interesting injuries in actual combat.”
“Probably,” she admitted, still smiling. “Are you sure you can’t stay for another day or two?”
Tevek sighed then slowly shook his head. “You know we can’t. The timing here is critical, especially if Lord Alistan’s reports are accurate.”
Krystia glanced around the corridor to make sure no one else was in earshot. “I still don’t trust him.”
“His timing is certainly convenient, but there’s no way to confirm any of this without going to Lyebel ourselves.”
“Well, you had better come back once you’re finished,” she said, squeezing his hand. “I’ll even cook you dinner.”
Tevek cocked an eyebrow. “I didn’t know you cooked.”
“I don’t—that’s how much I want you to come back.”
He chuckled. “I’ve already ordered the Citadel to send backup in case we find something. A dozen knights should be here by the time Elade and I return.”
“A dozen knights, huh?” she asked, smiling coyly. “Are any of them cute?”
Tevek made a face. “You know, I meant to ask you about Darius. You two seem quite happy together. Has he offered you a betrothal bracelet yet?”
Krystia groaned. “Now that really does make you seem old.”
“You haven’t even talked about it?”
“We’re busy people,” she insisted. “He’s only here a few days a month at most.”
“But you do love him?”
“I do.”
“Then I’ll whip him into shape for you, don’t worry about it,” Tevek promised. 
Krystia stood on her toes and craned her neck and could still barely reach his cheek to kiss it. “I actually wish I could go with you.”
He shook his head. “I don’t. Your people need you here. His Majesty in particular.”
She frowned. “What do you mean?”
“It’s just…” He trailed off and sighed. “The situation is tumultuous. All this talk of war will make people anxious. They will need spiritual guidance.”
“I suppose so,” she whispered. That wasn’t really what he was concerned about, of course. He had just met privately with King Areekan, and Tevek obviously knew how weak his old friend had become. He also knew the Rite of Ascension would be an open invitation for the Crell to invade. 
What Tevek didn’t know, of course, was that Ethan Moore was still alive…and that he wanted Krystia to overthrow Areekan and take control of Solaria. As the days went by, the solution became more and more attractive. What good was an Ascendant king if he was too weak to protect his own people? No matter what else happened, the Alliance had to stand firm against the Imperium. If they fell, the rest of Torsia would fall with them. 
Krystia shook away the thought. Now definitely wasn’t the time for idle ruminations…
“His Majesty is considering performing the Rite of Ascension,” Tevek whispered after a moment, “but he wishes to wait until the winter.”
She stopped in place. “The Voice hasn’t told the priests about this.”
“I doubt he will,” Tevek admitted. “I’m only letting you know because you can handle it—and because you need to appreciate your importance here.” He smiled. “Solaria must remain strong these next few months. There is fortune in the true nature of your power.”
“I’ve never thought otherwise,” Krystia said, struggling to keep the bitterness from her voice. “If only the rest of them would appreciate that.”
“In time they will. But for now, just be grateful for the opportunities you have—and stay strong for me.”
She grabbed both of his hands. It was odd feeling the coarseness of his skin rather than the cold steel of his gauntlets. “I will.”
“Then I leave you with that,” he said. He leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “Good night, my dear.”
She held him tightly for almost a minute. “Good luck in Lyebel.”
He tossed her a salute as he walked back to his own chambers to retire. He and Elade would likely set out before first light, avoiding any kind of diplomatic bustle and making the most they could of the waning autumn daylight. Krystia watched until he turned the corner and left her sight, then sighed to herself and stepped inside her chambers. 
She stepped to the locked nightstand aside her bed and concentrated on the keyhole. It had no actual key; instead, she reached inside the locking mechanism with her mind, brushing against the metal latches and gently maneuvering them into place. With a sharp click, the drawer slid open. Inside was a blue crystal shard about two inches long inset into a green metal plate. At a glance, it could have easily been a random decoration, but the “calling crystal” was actually a highly useful device that allowed channelers to communicate with distant individuals outside their own mental “Link,” such a Bound in one nation speaking to a Bound from another. It was also the only way for any channeler to communicate with someone who couldn’t manipulate the Aether at all…just like her shadowy partner. It might not have been quite as elegant as direct telepathy, but it was still immeasurably better than mailing a letter and waiting two months for a response. 
Placing her hand against the crystal, Krystia took in a deep breath and waited for Ethan to respond. His own crystal should have been glowing; hopefully he was nearby and able to activate it. After five minutes she started to worry, but eventually the crystal shimmered and a translucent image of a an aging man formed in its center, almost as if she were looking at him through a small, distorted mirror. 
“I trust you’ve made progress?” she asked coolly. 
Ethan’s expression was unreadable through the distortion, and the downside of being so far away was that she couldn’t read his thoughts or even surface emotions. “We’ve found a suitable target for possession within the Crell garrison,” he told her. 
“Good. Tevek and Elade will be leaving tomorrow morning. You have three days to prepare for their arrival.”
“That will be enough. They’ll sniff the demon out easily enough and blame the Crell for harboring warlocks.”
Krystia nodded. “On that note, Lord Alistan came to visit us today: apparently his contacts have picked up the infestation rumors, and he was concerned. He suggested that if Tevek can provide proof of a demonic infestation, the Council will approve an intervention.”
“An interesting coincidence,” he murmured. 
“The timing is fortuitous,” she agreed soberly. “But I don’t think he was lying. He’s a political opportunist, if anything. And regardless, it will probably only work to our advantage.”
He didn’t reply, and she straightened up and glared at him as hard as she could. “Just make certain you don’t actually harm the knights.”
“I can’t promise anything,” he replied matter-of-factly. “You’re going to have to accept that you can’t control everything. Sooner or later, people are going to die.”
Somehow, Krystia managed to keep a straight face even as her stomach twisted. “I know that.”
“Do you?” he asked, his voice cooling. “Do you really? This Crell lieutenant and his unit will die as a result of his plan. Once news reaches the Council, thousands more will follow. You will ultimately be responsible for setting that in motion.”
“Another war is inevitable. We’re just speeding up the process.”
“Rationalizing it is not the same as accepting it, Krystia. You have to be willing to live with this.”
 “Don’t patronize me,” she snapped. “Without me, you wouldn’t be able—”
“Without you, this is all for nothing,” he reminded her. “That is what I’m concerned about. I have to be certain you’re as capable as I hope.”
She ground her teeth together. “You know exactly what I’m capable of.”
“I know you can plot and scheme and seduce men to get what you want,” he said. “In other words, I know you’re a woman. What I don’t know is whether you’re a killer.”
“If you doubted me, you never would have approached me with any of this.”
Ethan snorted. “I don’t have a choice. I’m a desperate old man with no options. That doesn’t mean I have faith in you.” He paused a moment, his image leaning forward. “I need to know that when the war starts, you will be capable of making the tough choices. The king is too weak to fight, and we both know it.”
“Even he knows it.”
“Indeed. So in the end, this is going to come down to us—to you. No one else has the strength to do what must be done. I have to know you’re capable of murdering a man in cold blood.”
“I never agreed to kill Areekan,” she said. “I agreed that it might eventually come to that.”
He grunted. “The longer you deny it, the harder it’s going to be. One man’s life versus the thousands he has imprisoned—one man’s life versus the safety of your entire country.”
“I’ll do what I have to, when and if it comes to that. Right now I’m more worried about your men fucking this up. If Tevek and Elade trace the demons back to the Resistance…”
 “They won’t,” he assured her. 
“Good,” she said. “Keep me posted on your progress. I’ll contact you again tomorrow.”
Krystia released the crystal, and the image faded. The moment it did she clenched her teeth and forced back the welling of tears threatening to burst forth. She wasn’t a murderer. If she was, she would have killed Ethan months ago for his insolent tongue. People were going to die, but not because of her; this was inevitable. Ultimately, the only way to stop the Crell was to destroy them. A few of their soldiers dying here was not an issue. 
But sacrificing a few soldiers was not the same as fighting a war, and deep down she knew he was right about Areekan. The longer this went on, the more obvious it would get that this withered king was incapable of doing what was necessary. Worse, he was simply unwilling to let the Unbound free. 
Krystia took a deep breath and steadied herself. Her hands were shaking. She counted to ten before walking to her liquor cabinet and pouring herself some Borden vodka. What she really needed was someone else to talk to, but Darius naturally didn’t know anything about Ethan. Even if she did eventually become queen, he would never learn about what she had done. The High Generals and the Lord’s Council would never accept her as ruler if she ascended via a coup. She would have to convince them that everything had happened naturally. 
But the bigger issue, the one that was gnawing at her stomach right now, was that Ethan was right about her. Up until now, she had never been forced to bloody her hands. He had no reason to believe that she could deal with the pressure. If his plan completely backfired and Tevek traced the demons to the Resistance, it would end any support from the Council and ensure the Crell remained unchallenged. Ethan would either sink into hiding or maybe just do the world a favor and kill himself. Whatever happened, there was no way she would be implicated. The worst she had done was dupe an old man into thinking he’d slept with a young woman—some would probably call that charity.
All of this had been her plan from the beginning, of course. She wasn’t foolish enough to work with a desperate man—and a warlock at that—without carefully insulating herself from him. But that was also her greatest burden; she had yet to be tested. She didn’t know how she would respond when the walls inevitably started closing in around her. 
Grimacing, Krystia set down her glass and looked at her hands. They were soft and smooth, the hands of a priestess who had never worked on the field, let alone lifted a weapon. And yet she could still see the blood on them, spreading from her palm to her fingertips. Eventually they would be drowning in it. She might have been the most powerful channeler in Celenest and possibly even the Alliance, but her powers alone wouldn’t get what she needed. She would have to make impossible decisions…and then learn to live with them. 
She sighed and reached back to her glass, finishing it with a single gulp. It burned its way down her throat, but the pain helped her focus. It was late, and she needed to sleep. For now the first decision had been made, and she had to accept it. She was placing a man she loved—a man to whom she owned everything—in mortal danger to advance a political agenda. It was the right thing to do, and fretting about it wouldn’t change anything. 
Krystia slammed the glass down on an empty stand and then strode over to her bed. She was almost undressed before a cold prickle in her hand caused her to flinch and freeze in place. Glancing down, she bit her lip at the sight of the warm crimson liquid spreading from her palms to her fingertips. 
 
***
 
The doors to Sovereign Damir’s chambers slid open, and Onar Tenel strode briskly inside. As usual, the enormous, mirror filled room sent a chill down his spine. “I have finished my analysis, Your Eminence.”
“Excellent,” the Sovereign said. Her chair was facing away, and she didn’t turn. “So enlighten me, Admiral. What are your thoughts on General Moore’s heir?”
“He’s a dangerous man. I would be concerned about him even if he wasn’t in possession of this cube.”
“And you agree that he will most likely flee to Lyebel?”
“Absolutely,” Tenel said, glancing back down to the reports in his hand. The Zarul’s agents had been quite thorough in their collection of personal information about Jason Moore and his accomplices. “However, his personal history is different than I expected. He fought with his father during the early stages of the war but then fled shortly thereafter. It seems that as he got older, he appreciated his father’s blind patriotism less and less. He became more of a scholar and less of a soldier.” He pursed his lips in thought. “Frankly, I think that makes him even more dangerous.”
Damir finally pivoted around in her chair, her hands folded in her lap. “In what way?”
Tenel smiled. He had been wondering if this task was some type of test all along, and she clearly already knew the answers to her own questions. The Sovereigns may not have been truly omniscient, but Damir had obviously reviewed all of this information before. She just wanted to see if he could assemble the pieces on his own. 
“At a glance, Moore appears to be a man dragged into a fight against his will by an overzealous father,” Tenel explained. “Then as he matured, he broke away. There is ample evidence to suggest that he and his father didn’t get along.”
“Go on,” she prompted.
“But if you look more closely, you realize that Moore still harbors intense anti-Crell sentiment. He has spent years scouring the countryside for rare artifacts, and his expeditions were nearly always funded by a wealthy Crell citizen who was, at best, a tepid supporter of the regime. He has never worked for anyone with more than circumstantial ties to the military or government, and I doubt that is an accident.”
Damir’s eyes glimmered for a moment. “Do you feel his research was directed explicitly at artifacts he could use against us?”
Tenel shook his head. “No. I think much of his work is genuine intellectual curiosity. But I do think his choices are important—he is a man living in denial. He regrets leaving his family’s legacy behind, and while I’m sure he still harbors plenty of resentment towards his father, he nonetheless supports the general goals of the Galvian Resistance. Eventually, he will reach out to them again…and when he does, he will make a powerful ally.”
“And you believe that time is now.”
“Maybe,” Tenel said. “But if not now, he will soon. It’s still possible he doesn’t know precisely what he’s found yet, but once he figures it out, I would bet almost anything that he will hand it over to the rebels.”
“Very good, Admiral,” Damir said, reaching out to take the reports from him. “I trust you have completed a similar analysis on his companions?”
“It’s all there,” Tenel told her. “Most of their motivations are transparent, with the possible exception of the elysian. We don’t have enough information to conclusively determine why she is even helping him. I can only assume she feels some kind of loyalty towards his family, but I have never heard of a druid spending so much time in Torsia.”
“Yes, I would have expected her order to call her back by now.”
Tenel nodded idly. “I was surprised at the number of reports from our soldiers who claim that she saved their lives during the war. There was a regiment in Dreen who claim that she personally bound the wounds of nearly a hundred soldiers before fleeing. Elysian morality is clearly strewn with hypocrisy.”
“She claims to loathe war, but yet she fights anyway,” Damir said. “Just like the Solipean monks who claim to abhor violence and yet have battled against the Yamatan clan-lords for centuries.”
“I suppose so.”
The Sovereign smiled. “In any case, your analysis is impressive, Admiral. I commend your efforts.”
“Thank you, Your Eminence.” Tenel pursed his lips. This was going to be the more difficult part, he knew. “There is something else. I did a bit of digging on the current Lyebel Resistance to make a better evaluation.”
“And what did you find?”
Tenel shuffled. “I don’t understand our current tactical situation. The city watch has nearly five thousand men at its disposal, and we could easily reinforce them with thousands more within a few days’ notice if we wished, especially given the rate we have  been amassing soldiers along the eastern border. But yet despite our numbers, Sovereign Verrator has refused to bolster his forces. It makes no sense—a group of rebels without channelers shouldn’t pose a threat to our forces in the slightest.”
Damir’s green eyes seemed to flicker before she glanced up. “I’m afraid it isn’t that simple,” she said gravely. “There is more you need to be aware of, Admiral. Our standing forces in Lyebel have suffered serious losses on many fronts. The rebels have adapted a variety of effective tactics against us.”
“They’re well-led,” Tenel admitted. “There’s no disputing that. They’ve shattered the watch morale over the months, which is why I figured a serious military action—” 
“Those aren’t the tactics I’m referring to,” Damir said. “The rebels have been extensively utilizing demons.”
Tenel felt his jaw drop. “Demons?” he rasped. He hadn’t read anything about a new warlock cult in the reports…but if the rebels had been using demons, their sudden rash of victories made a whole lot more sense. “They have no Bound of their own, so they have resorted to using warlocks.” 
“Beasts are more dangerous when cornered. After the massacre at Tibel, the rebels have grown desperate. They know they are fighting a losing battle, and they know that if they suffer another defeat, Galvia will have fallen for good.”
Tenel nodded as he mulled over the ramifications. “If word about this leaked out, the citizens would turn against them,” he said. “So would the Solarians.”
“Yes,” Damir said. “There are rumors on the ground, naturally, particularly within the city watch. They claim that some of the lower-ranking officers have been possessed and turned against us. Some districts have been devastated by paranoia.”
“So why haven’t we tried to make it public? Fear of embarrassment?”
“Not exactly. There’s another layer to this: even with demons at their disposal, we could still crush the rebels whenever we wanted, just as you indicated. We have plenty of foot soldiers and Imperators in the region.”
“And Sovereign Verrator has done nothing,” Tenel whispered. “Why?”
 “Verrator has asked the High Sovereign for additional forces several times,” Damir said, “but His Supreme Eminence has refused the requests.”
“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”
The Sovereign smiled. It was a dark and cold thing, and Tenel had to repress a shiver. “Portions of the Resistance are essential to the coup in Solaria,” she said. “I’m afraid I cannot tell you any more than that, not yet.”
“I see,” Tenel whispered. “And I presume Sovereign Verrator also knows nothing of this?”
“That is correct.”
Tenel nodded solemnly. As a military man who had worked himself through the ranks, he understood the necessity of following orders without knowing all the details of a situation. But Damir had asked him here specifically for his input, and now she was leaving him in the proverbial dark. It didn’t make any sense. 
“For now, I have other news that needs your attention,” Damir told him, handing him another scroll. “The Alliance Council has dispatched scouts into Lyebel to try and evaluate the situation. They should be arriving at almost the same time as Moore and his associates.”
“Not just scouts,” Tenel whispered as he read the document. “Knights of the Last Dawn…”
“Yes,” the Sovereign confirmed. “Two paladins, including Highlord Dracian himself.”
Tenel swore under his breath. Solarian scouts were one thing, but the paladins of the Last Dawn were among the most deadly and resilient warriors in the entire world. They weren’t officially a part of the Alliance, but they always came to the Solarians’ aid whenever their king waggled his finger. 
“If we’re not careful, they could get their hands on Moore’s divine spark,” Tenel said gravely. 
“Yes. It is absolutely vital that we acquire the spark before the knights can use it or remove it from Lyebel.”
“We’ll need to intercept them before they reach the rebels, otherwise it will take a sizeable force to deal with them.  A few hundred rebels, two paladins, and Moore’s allies…”
“Fortunately, we have a solution to that particular problem,” Damir said. “The Zarul has a new weapon at its disposal, and I plan to deploy it against the knights and Moore’s druid companion.”
Tenel blinked in surprise. “What type of weapon would that be?”
“It’s something you will need to see for yourself. But don’t worry: I will give you all the details soon. For now, I would like you to look over everything we have on the Lyebel docks and the Resistance. We need to narrow down potential locations for their base of operations.”
“As you wish, of course.” He frowned as a thought belatedly occurred to him. “If I’m not mistaken, paladins have the ability to detect demons from a distance—what if they discover that the rebels are harboring warlocks?”
“The insurrection would crumble as the Alliance and the Galvian public turned against them,” Damir said gravely. “Normally, we would be pleased by that outcome…but as I said, for now we need the Resistance to be alive and well.”
“Then we need to deal with the paladins swiftly,” Tenel commented. “Before they even have a chance to get deep into the city.”
“And we will,” Damir promised. “You are dismissed, Admiral. I will speak with you later.”
“Of course, Your Eminence.”
Tenel bowed and left the room. From the first moment he had entered the Zarul’s headquarters, he had known he would be surrounded in a thousand schemes and stratagems...but this was even more convoluted than he ever would have anticipated. Demons in Lyebel? The High Sovereign intentionally leaving his own troops to die at the hands of Galvian insurgents? Relying upon Solarian defectors to stage a massive coup?
It was almost too much to deal with, and he was having a hard enough time sleeping as it was. Perhaps he should write another letter to his wife. Thinking about Chalandra and his children almost always made him feel better…at least until he started dwelling on the fact that he wouldn’t see them again for months, possibly even years.
Wincing, Tenel swallowed the lump in his throat and strode off towards his quarters. 
 
***
 
It was midnight by the time Darius had freed himself from the persistent tether that was bureaucracy. He was tired but had no desire to sleep. Elade was going to leave tomorrow, and at this point he still hadn’t been able to speak to her alone. Normally, it would have been rather cruel of him to impose a midnight visit on someone scheduled to be up before dawn, but he knew from experience that vaeyn hardly slept. At Serogar, Elade had rarely needed more than a few hours of rest each night. 
And so he made his way up to the second floor of the palace where the king housed foreign dignitaries, wealthy merchants, and other people of import who happened to be visiting the capital. The guards and servants knew who he was, obviously, and no one blinked an eye when he asked for Elade’s room and then maneuvered through the dimly-lit halls. The glowlamps were meant to simulate real candlelight, and the thickly carpeted flooring absorbed any sound from his boots. He stopped before her room, took a quick moment to check his breath and preen himself, and then knocked softly. 
The door cracked open almost immediately, and a pair of voluminous blue orbs were there to greet him. “Hello, General.”
“I hope I didn’t wake you,” Darius said, smiling. “I was just hoping we could share a quick drink before you left for Lyebel.”
Even in the darkness he could see her cock a white eyebrow. “All right.”
She opened the door and gestured for him to come in. A moment later a glowlamp in the corner of the room lit up softly, casting a pale light across the suite. It was as large and spacious, with plush furniture and expensive silks worthy of modern nobility. The balcony window across from him was open, and an empty wine glass was sitting on the ledge. 
“I enjoy the stillness of the nighttime air here,” she said to his unspoken thought as she slipped across the room and plucked up the glass. 
His eyes fixed on her as she turned away. She wore a long, shimmering blue nightgown that matched her eyes perfectly, and her long white hair flowed freely down her back. The gown was cut low enough that he could see the iridescent glyph-like tattoos tracing their way from her right hand up her arm and to her upper back. Her left arm, he also noticed, had no markings, and he wondered if it had any significance. 
Elade stepped back inside and gestured to a nearby chair. “Sit, let me get you a glass.”
“Thank you,” he said, sinking into the closest chair. “Spare me the rare vintage—I can’t tell the difference anyway.”
“It’s not wine,” she told him, smiling faintly. “It’s some type of brandy from the east.”
“Brandy was wine once,” he pointed out. “At least I think it was. Krystia is the expert on such things.”
He really should have been with Krystia right now given that he would be leaving in the morning as well. But for some reason he was here with Elade instead.
No, it really wasn’t a mystery. He was here because he hadn’t seen Elade in two years, and from the moment she’d landed he had been aching to get her alone. It was completely irrational, of course; he could be upstairs right now making love to a beautiful woman who loved him. But instead he was sitting here acting like a crush-addled teenager hoping to bed his date to the summer’s eve dance. What did he really think was going to happen here? They barely knew each other. 
“I’m afraid I don’t know much about Torsian drinks, either,” Elade said as she handed him a glass. “I’ve only been here a few times.”
“A problem you should definitely work to correct,” he replied, smiling. “Knights of the Last Dawn are always welcome here.”
“Knights, yes,” she said. “Vaeyn…we’ll see.”
Darius winced. “Hopefully no one has been rude to you. If so I can—”
“It’s fine,” she assured him, waving her free hand. “I appreciate the offer, but I’m not so delicate as to be offended by a few mystified stares.” She dropped into her own chair and crossed her long legs. “Now, what’s on your mind?”
If only you knew, he thought dryly. “I just wanted to catch up, really,” he said. “It’s been a long time.”
“Yes, I suppose so.”
“I realized earlier that I actually know almost nothing about you or your people,” he said. “I thought maybe we could correct that.”
She smiled. “You know more than most here, I’m sure.”
“Maybe, but at Serogar all we ever really talked about was business—for good reason, of course. But everyone wondered why a vaeyn was trying to become a Knight of the Last Dawn, and I never really had the chance to ask.”
“Plenty of people had the chance. I got the impression most didn’t want to.”
“Well, I did,” Darius told her. “And I still do. Why not tell me a bit?”
She grunted, but her smile widened. “Because it’s late, and you’re asking for a long story.”
“Well, I’m not leaving until I learn something,” he told her, leaning back in his chair. “So, your choice.”
Elade studied him curiously, her face unreadable. “All right. Ask me something, then.”
He took another sip to buy himself some time. “What was it like growing up in your homeland? Solarian children are taught very little about Calhara and virtually nothing about your people’s homeland.”
“Well, if it makes you feel better, vaeyn children don’t learn much about human societies, either. Before Tevek told me otherwise, I thought Crell and Solaria were essentially the same.”
Darius’s eyebrows shot up. “Really?”
“We were taught that they were both violent empires wasting precious resources in a pointless battle for supremacy over Torsia.”
“That’s…one perspective, I suppose,” he murmured. “I hope you don’t think that anymore.”
She smiled. “Not quite.”
“Well, when Tevek told me he was bringing a vaeyn squire with him at Serogar, I half-expected you to have horns and glowing red eyes. We’re taught that your people worship demons.”
Her smile unexpectedly faded. “Nearly every place I’ve traveled with Tevek believes the same thing, even in Calhara. The Taurosians call us Culat Muath; to the Rivani it’s Sek’el. They all mean essentially the same thing: demon spawn.”
“Solarians have similar phrases,” Darius admitted.
“I know. I’m pretty sure I heard them all at Serogar.” She slowly shook her head. “I’ve never understood how such a perverse misunderstanding has spread so far. Our entire culture—our entire society—is dedicated to battling the demon hordes of Zereloth. It has been our driving purpose since the end of the Godswar when the Rebirth first began…and I’m not certain it will ever change.”
“Zereloth…” he mused, searching his memory. “Tevek mentioned the name. He said it was an entire nation filled with demons.”
“It’s not really a nation,” Elade corrected. “It’s a massive underground empire of demons, slaves, and possessed humans. The death of Krosis during the Godswar tore open countless gateways between Obsidan and the Void, and for almost two thousand years we have battled to close them.” She finished her glass and set it down. “The vaeyn bleed and die to keep the demonic hordes contained, but on the surface humans are convinced we worship them. It’s…troubling.”
“I didn’t mean to offend,” Darius told her. “Honestly I’m a little appalled by my own ignorance.”
“You should be.”
An awkward silence settled across the room, and Darius quickly took another sip of his drink. Perhaps he shouldn’t have come here after all. And he definitely shouldn’t have broached this particular topic…
“I’m sorry, I don’t mean that,” Elade said with a sigh. “Here you are being sweet and curious, and I snap at you. It’s just….frustrating to be so thoroughly misunderstood.”
“It’s all right,” he replied, offering her his warmest smile. “Like I said, I wish I knew more. I wish all Solarians knew more.”
“In my experience, Solaians take much for granted. Your conflict with the Crell is real and often brutal, but it’s not the same. You sprinkle decades of peace with war, but the war against the demons never stops. They’re too numerous and too powerful for us to  launch a real invasion, and we’re too entrenched for them to break through. But both sides try anyway.” She grunted. “And both sides keep searching for a weapon that will finally shift the balance.”
“You’re doing the world a favor, and they all spit on you,” Darius said, shaking his head. He really was appalled at his own ignorance. He liked to consider himself an educated, well-read man…but clearly he wasn’t educated or well-read enough. “I can only imagine that makes you resentful.”
“Some vaeyn are resentful, but others go far beyond that,” Elade said, folding her hands in her lap. “Of course, we’re far from perfect. We have our own myths about human cultures and behavior. Very few of my people know the difference between a Crell or an Asgadian. We like to tell ourselves that we are a unified people who don’t fight amongst each other as your people do.”
“You have the elysians,” Darius pointed out. 
“Yes, we do,” she murmured. “History tells us that when the Rebirth began, our people were split by a moral choice: the faeyn wanted to make the world whole again, while the vaeyn believed the Godswar wasn’t over until all the demons it spawned were driven back into the Void.”
“And so the elysians began to worship Anvira, and your people did not.”
Elade nodded. “Elysians…it’s amusing that humans adopted that name. We were all considered ‘elysians’ once. It means ‘those with immortal blood.’” She waved a hand. “In any event, we do not war with our cousins, but that doesn’t mean we agree with them. We consider them too idealistic for believing the world can be made whole again before evil is destroyed. And they consider us too cynical for refusing to end the war.”
“Well, for what it’s worth, I think your people seem more reasonable,” Darius told her. “I mean, if there really are demons pouring into the world, someone has to stop them.”
“Yes,” she whispered, her eyes losing their focus for a long moment. “Vaeyn society is built on pragmatic principles. Fighting the demons is the purpose of our existence. We eschew many of the things you would consider normal parts of society—property, trade, even family at times. Vaeyn don’t aspire to own land or things; our dream isn’t to flaunt wealth to our peers with fancy clothing or large houses.” She paused and bit her lip. “That sounded especially bitter, didn’t it?”
“Only a little,” he assured her. “But that’s fine; keep going.”
“Life in Maz’Belar is just…different than Solaria. And there are many things about your people I still have trouble understanding.”
“That’s hardly surprising. I don’t understand half the people I work with.”
Elade chuckled softly. “Our children are taught by the community to fight, or if they can’t do that to serve in another way. Everyone has skills and abilities that can be useful.”
“You must have those who want to leave. What happens to them?”
“It’s not an easy process. Most end up facing permanent exile. If a vaeyn is unwilling to provide for the community that spent resources raising her, she is considered an exile and banished to the surface.”
Darius reached out and poured himself another glass. “So you don’t have a noble class or social ranks?”
“Not as you do, no. Individuals are assigned professions based on their natural aptitude. I was trained to be one of the Matriarch’s shadow knights from when I was a little girl. It wasn’t a matter of birthright or status; I simply possessed the aptitude. Twenty years later, I finally found myself on the front lines.”
“Twenty years of training?” he asked, mouth agape. “I suppose the awkward follow-up question is finding out how old you are without asking.”
Elade laughed. “I’ve heard that it’s impolite of you to ask that of your females for some reason, but you don’t have to worry with me. I’m a hundred and forty-seven.”
“That seems…impossible,” he breathed. “You look like you could be twenty-five.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” she replied with a wry smile. 
“You should,” he said, smiling back. “I can’t imagine spending twenty years just training to do something.”
“Many take longer. And no, we’re not just slow learners. But we do take breaks for…”
He raised an eyebrow. “For what?”
Her face twitched. “Repopulation.”
“Repopulation? You mean, having children on a set schedule?”
“Not exactly. And before you ask, no, I don’t have any children.” Elade rubbed her eyes and sighed. “It’s probably easier to skip the explanation for now.”
“All right,” Darius said, trying not to dwell on the thought. “Everything I’ve read suggests shadow knights are some type of elite military unit. I’m guessing that isn’t accurate, either.”
“The common perception is that we control demons and use some kind of, I don’t know, ‘dark magic’ or something equally absurd. Part of the misunderstanding is probably related to the translation. Every human language has a word for ‘shadow’ and ‘knight,’ more or less, but those aren’t really the most accurate terms. We are trained to be versatile soldiers who combine swordplay with channeling, not unlike paladins. We are Bound to the Matriarch-Queen and use her power to protect our people and destroy our enemies.” Elade gestured to the silvery-blue glyph tracing up her right arm. “Her power is infused into our tattoos as well. They ward us against demonic possession.”
“Tevek told me about them once. I always thought they were fascinating.”
She cocked a white eyebrow. “Solarians are usually offended by them.”
“It’s an old cultural tradition,” Darius said dismissively. “I wouldn’t let it bother you. I think they’re quite…lovely.”
Elade smiled and slid her gown up a few inches. Another design was visible moving up the calf on her left leg as it hung crossed over her right. “The designs are personal, meant to represent something about you.”
Darius struggled to focus on the design of the glyphs and not the shapeliness of her calves or the smoothness of her gray skin. “And what do yours represent?”
“That’s another long story,” she said, leaning backwards. 
“Hey, I’m not letting you go that easily. You have to at least tell me why you decided to join the Last Dawn. Everyone wants to know that one.”
Her smile faded. “Tevek.” 
He frowned. “He recruited you?”
“Not exactly,” she told him. “He rescued me from…well, he rescued me.”
“Ah,” Darius murmured. As much as he wanted to know more, he was almost sorry he had brought it up. The pain in her eyes was both sudden and stark; whatever had happened, she clearly didn’t want to dwell on it. He made a mental note to ask Tevek about it later and moved on. 
 “The Highlord has saved a lot of people in his lifetime,” he said, offering a way out. “Krystia and I both owe him our lives.”
 “So I’ve heard,” Elade murmured. “The Isen Siege is debated quite frequently at the Dawn Citadel. Some of the older knights use it in their lessons on morality.”
“How do you mean?”
“Two knights and three dragons died to defend a band of tactically insignificant refugees and a few soldiers,” she explained. “Even if the civilians had been wiped out, the Crell didn’t have ground forces close enough to actually occupy Isen before reinforcements arrived. It’s about as close as you can get to a classic moral dilemma, given that the rational, tactical choice is so obvious.”
“We had similar discussions within the Legion,” Darius said, thinking back. “We once conducted a war games exercise where we were forced to choose between similar options and then explain our position later. I chose the ‘tactical’ option, and I didn’t catch the irony until later.”
“You mean that if Tevek would have made the tactical decision at Isen, you would be dead?”
“Exactly. I’m only alive because he made the choice to sacrifice his own men, and then when I was confronted with the same decision, I picked the opposite.”
“To the vaeyn it wouldn’t even be a question,” Elade said, her voice distant. “They would always choose the tactical option. But I don’t think Tevek ever could.”
“He’s a paladin,” Darius said matter-of-factly. “I’m sure the other knights would do the same.”
“Maeleon’s Code calls for all the knights to be willing to lay down their lives to protect the innocent. Most of them agree…but I know for a fact that some don’t and keep it to themselves.”
“What about you?” he asked. “Where do you stand?”
“I told you what the vaeyn would do.”
“But not what you would do.”
Her luminous eyes glimmered as she studied him. “One of the men Tevek saved grew up to be a powerful Solarian General who might lead his people to victory over the Crell—and save millions of lives in doing so,” Elade said. “One woman who survived became a respected priestess and has saved dozens of people from wounds, illness, or death. Who knows how many of those others can do something similarly impressive given time. Maybe they already have.”
“But what about those knights,” he said. “They were already in a position to do something positive in the war. Who knows what they would have accomplished had they not died in Isen’s defense.”
“That is the usual counter argument, but those men made the conscious decision to join the order. They knew the risks and sacrifices they would be called upon to make. But the Isen refugees were just fleeing their homes destroyed by a war they probably wanted nothing to do with.”
“But what if they ended up as thieves or murderers later? What if Krystia or I end up as tyrannical despots in the future? At least you knew the character of the knights who died. Everyone else is mere speculation.”
“It’s not an easy decision,” Elade said after a moment. “And I’m not sure it’s one I could make without being faced with it myself.”
“Yes,” Darius agreed quietly. “In any case, I’m glad Tevek chose the way he did.”
 “So am I,” she said, smiling and setting down her glass. “It’s late, Darius. We could both stand to get some sleep.”
“I suppose you’re right,” he conceded, smiling back. A part of him begged to come up with a glib retort and keep their conversation for a few minutes longer, but deep down he knew it would have been foolish—just as foolish as coming here instead of Krystia’s chambers in the first place. “Thank you for the drink, though. We’ll have to do it again next time you visit.”
“I look forward to it.”
Darius stood and walked towards the door, but before he left Elade slipped up behind him. “For what it’s worth,” she told him, “I hope you convince the Council to act even if we don’t find anything in Lyebel.” 
He nodded. “It feels wrong to actively hope that you find demons there, but a part of me does. It will make my job a lot easier…and if I’m right about the Crell, it could end up saving us from another war.”
“I understand,” Elade said with a wry grin. “Tactics versus morality.”
He grunted. “Yes, I suppose so.”
His eyes met hers, and he found himself staring into them for a long moment. He usually preferred short women, but right now he wasn’t bothered in the slightest by her height. Nor was he bothered by her tattoos, her gray-blue skin, or her perfect athletic frame. 
“I should go,” he croaked. 
She reached out and squeezed his hand, and for a moment he almost thought—or at least hoped—she might actually lean up to kiss him. But after another smile she turned away, and he swallowed heavily before turning and leaving the room. 
Once he was in the hall, Darius closed his eyes and swore under his breath. He really was acting like a crush-addled teenager, but he was a grown man—a grown man used to getting exactly what he wanted. And that, more than anything, might have been why he found her so compelling. 
Clearing his throat, he set off towards the Celenest Temple. With any luck, perhaps Krystia would still be awake. 
 
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
“Demons might be the manifestation of Immortal sin, but it is mortal fear and hatred that sustains them.”
—The Book of Maeleon
 
The Vortex Chamber was a massive, sprawling room on one of the lowest levels of the Zarul headquarters. At first, Admiral Tenel had though it was just an elaborate instructional facility for Green Coat agents—there were target dummies, weapon racks, and all manner of other accessories common to military barrack or training yards. But then he had actually stepped inside, and he realized it was much, much more. 
“I’ve never seen anything like this before,” he commented as he swept his eyes around the expansive chamber. “Not even at military headquarters in the imperial capital of Drakendaar.”
“We have others, though this is the largest,” Sovereign Damir told him. “Some of these soldiers are the secret weapons I was telling you about earlier. They will be the ones who will tilt the pending war in our favor. And one of them in particular will be responsible for traveling to Lyebel and dealing with the Knights of the Last Dawn.”
Tenel nodded idly. The men and women training here weren’t just normal soldiers—they all appeared to be Bound channelers of one variety or another. The air thrummed with power as they discharged bolts of lightning or plumes of flame into their targets—or even each other. Others blended martial and magic skill together; they sheathed their weapons in Aetheric energy and hacked through steel as easily as if it were parchment. 
In the past, he had always envisioned the Green Coats as dark, inconspicuous figures who skulked from shadow to shadow, but these individuals could have easily been on the front-lines of battle. He marveled at their athleticism and channeling ability…but also at their very existence. Did High Command even know they existed? Did any of the other Sovereigns?
Tenel and Damir maneuvered briskly through the chamber until they finally reached their target: a youngish muscular man sheathed in black, form-fitting armor practicing his fencing techniques with a slew of younger trainees. A healer stood nearby to tend to any wounds that arose during the sparring, and given the splatters of blood all across the floor, it was obvious he had been quite busy already. 
“His name is Garin Kroll,” Damir said. “He is the first of what will eventually be many like him. I have taught him a powerful new channeling technique that will be quite useful in the war.”
“Why him?”
“It is a technique only an Unbound can master, and as you know, they are in short supply.”
“I see,” Tenel whispered, though of course he didn’t. He knew that Unbound were able to channel Aether without relying upon an Ascendant, but otherwise he thought they were exactly identical. Was she suggesting that they were more powerful?
He pushed aside his concerns and returned his attention to the combat ring. Kroll was currently taking on three other trainees at once, though it was quickly apparent that he could easily handle more. And that wasn’t to say the other fighters weren’t competent—quite the opposite, in fact. They coordinated their attacks as a group, hoping to divine his attention and open up flanking opportunities. But Tenel could see that Kroll was merely toying with them; he would twirl his blade between theirs, striking them just enough to keep them on their heels. They were afraid of him. 
Finally Kroll went on the offensive. His left hand sparked briefly with power, and suddenly one of his opponents hurled backwards like he had been rammed by a charging bull. He didn’t pause and give the other warriors time to react; he immediately launched into an assault with his blade. The first warrior, a male, went down first. Kroll battered aside the other man’s weapon and slashed a vicious, gaping wound across his chest. The second warrior, a female, didn’t fare any better—even as she tried to lunge in for a strike, Kroll flicked his free hand and suddenly she froze in place. Her eyes widened in terror as she tried to wrench free from the invisible grip, and Kroll strode casually in front of her. He appraised her coolly for a moment, then smashed his gauntlet into her face and released his grip. She crumpled to the ground, blood and teeth splattering the nearby area. 
“It’s not meant to be a fair fight,” Damir whispered. “All my Imperators undergo a similar style of training. They must learn to face down a superior opponent and steel themselves against their fear. In a few weeks they’ll learn their lesson or we’ll just stop healing them.”
“I…see,” Tenel replied awkwardly. 
She turned and smiled faintly. “It may seem harsh, but it is necessary to be sure they are prepared for the demands of life as a Bound servant. If not…well, we can’t just return them to their farms or villages after they’ve seen this much of our operation.”
“You execute them?” he asked, not bothering to hide his horror. 
“Of course not,” Damir replied as if it were obvious. “We’re not barbarians, Admiral. No, those who fail the trials are usually taken to a special facility where they can still attempt to produce worthy offspring for us. Over the years, we’ve found it the most reliable way of creating as many potential Unbound as possible.”
Tenel swallowed heavily as he watched the female trainee struggle to retrieve her teeth from the floor. The healers hadn’t even moved over to help them yet. 
“In any event,” Damir said, waving her hand, “I didn’t bring you here to show you our failures. On the contrary, I wanted you to meet Kroll. He is what I call a ‘Breaker.’ He has the ability to separate a Bound from their Ascendant.”
Tenel frowned. “Is that even possible?”
“Not before now, as far as I’m aware. I learned the technique myself not so long ago, and in time I plan to teach many others. I’m sure you can imagine the tactical value of such a weapon.”
“The Alliance would be helpless against us,” he whispered. 
“Everyone will,” Damir said, smiling. “That is the idea, after all.”
Tenel turned and studied Kroll. The man’s athletic frame was a perfect symmetry of power and grace, with enough muscle to crush a man’s neck but not so much as to restrict his own movements. His black hair was buzzed close to his scalp, and his green eyes were dark and intense. He face was riddled with scars and burns from many battles. 
“Garin,” Damir said, calling him over, “I’d like you to meet my new adjutant, formerly Vice Admiral Onar Tenel of the Perilous.”
Kroll eyed Tenel as if he were some type of strange insect. “Admiral.”
“Tenel was the chief strategist at Vienshel Harbor,” the Sovereign told him. “For that alone, he deserves our respect.” 
“Ah,” Kroll said, nodding. “An impressive victory.”
“Especially for a mere vorhang, I know,” Tenel replied.
“I respect a man capable of relying upon his own strength rather than leaching off of others,” Kroll replied stiffly. 
Tenel felt his lip twitch. “I’m so glad you approve.”
“It is time for you to put your skills into practice,” Damir said. “In less than two days, a group of rebels will be entering Lyebel. You’re going to lead a team to greet them.”
“Rebels?” Kroll asked.
“Rebels who are friends with a powerful elysian channeler and two Knights of the Last Dawn.”
Kroll’s mouth twisted into a grin, and Tenel repressed a shiver. He had seen men like this before, men whose eyes glazed over with fanatical devotion to a person or cause. He might not have been directly Bound to Damir’s will, but his loyalty was absolute.  
“When shall I leave?” 
“Soon,” she assured him. “Meet me in my chambers in an hour. We’ll tell you everything you need to know.”
“Yes, mistress,” he said. He nodded once to Tenel then returned to the combat ring. 
After a brief tour of some of the other hopefuls, Damir eventually led Tenel back upstairs. Once they were alone, he leaned in towards her. 
“Do you really believe one man will be able to stop two paladins and a druid?”
“Kroll will have a small team alongside him, of course,” she said, “but the channelers themselves won’t pose a challenge. There is no defense against his technique, and once they are out of the way Moore and his other friends will be ours.”
“I hope you’re right,” Tenel murmured. “I wouldn’t underestimate all of us vorhang, though. Sometimes we can be quite crafty.”
“Moore and his friends can be as crafty as they like. They will have nowhere to run and nowhere to hide.” Damir smiled. “Fear not, Admiral. Soon enough, the divine spark shall be ours.”
 
***
 
The wooden door opened with a withered creak, and Kyle Adar stepped hurriedly inside. Like most of the old, beaten buildings in this part of Lyebel, the room was made entirely from the brownish granite that filled the quarries all along eastern Galvia. It was an echo of the Ash War, just like the city itself. The broken walls throughout the five story structure spoke to the month-long sieges that once pummeled Lyebel into submission, while the seared pieces of rock and debris in the lower levels memorialized the war’s final battle. 
To this day, Crell and Solaria blamed each other for the massacre that had leveled the city and killed tens of thousands of people in the span of a few seconds. The Alliance claimed that hundreds of Imperators had combined their powers and conjured an Aetheric blast so powerful it had annihilated half the city; the Imperium, by contrast, argued that Alliance priests had chosen to scorch Lyebel behind them rather than allow the city to fall into Crell hands. 
Adar doubted he would ever know for certain, and in the end it really didn’t matter. While he preferred to blame the Crell, he had seen enough bitterness and desperation in his forty-six years to know that sometimes even good men made poor decisions. And sometimes those decisions cost lives. 
“General.” 
The only other person in the room, a hunched but sturdy figure looming over an open window, turned to face him. A thick white beard covered the man’s weathered face and hid most of his scars, but it didn’t conceal the emptiness in his blue eyes. A sword hung at his hip, but it hadn’t seen battle in years. One of his hands cupped a glass of vodka, while the other clenched at the bricks in the windowsill. 
“You have him?” Ethan Moore asked.
Adar nodded. “Yes, sir. Two of his men were badly wounded in the attack; we weren’t sure what to do with them.”
“It doesn’t matter. Captain Durech is the one we need. I assume you left the others?”
“We did. Given the Crell’s normal response time I assume that at least one of them will live long enough to report what happened.”
“Dead or alive they’ll create the sympathy we need,” Ethan said. “Durech can play upon that raw emotion to mobilize a squad and take action. 
Adar walked forward and shut the door behind them. The bottom floors here were functional as shelter but little else; this room was the only one they had bothered to refurbish when they had created a safe house here, and it was mostly empty. A wooden table with two chairs sat near the window, a small wooden box resting on top of it. Otherwise, the only other furniture was a modified torture rack at the center of the room. It was what the general used periodically when the Resistance needed…agents to send against the Crell. Adar shuddered at the thought, and the old doubts resurfaced in his mind once again. 
“I can have Durech brought over at your convenience.”
The older man took a sip of his drink. “The sooner the better. We have two days—maybe less—before Highlord Dracian arrives.”
Adar pursed his lips. “I admit I’ve been thinking a lot about this recently, sir. Are you certain this is the only option?”
Ethan coughed. As always, it was a sickly, sputtering noise. “We’ve been over this, Kyle. You know how it plays out.”
“I know the arguments. I just have doubts.” Adar walked to the nearest window and peered outward. It was the middle of the day, but by all appearances this neighborhood could have been totally abandoned. A few papers and pieces of debris blew in the street, but the only other motion was from farther off on the main roads. 
Ethan glanced at his glass as if he meant to take a drink before setting it down on the sill. “Which part concerns you?”
“All of it. Attacking Knights of the Last Dawn, using demons to possess Crell soldiers. If there’s a line here, we’re way past it.”
“You and I both know victory can’t be achieved any other way,” Ethan told him. His voice was flat, but Adar could sense the frustration behind it.
The majority of the Resistance had no idea the general was even alive, let alone running the entire operation. Adar was one of a precious few who knew what was actually going on, and he was the group’s leader in public. It had been almost a year now since the general had approached him about reforming the befallen Hands of Whitestone. A year before that, the Hands had nearly taken Tibel from the Crell, but a betrayal from within had left them shattered and broken. Ethan himself had been presumed dead, and Adar was one of only three surviving members of their original group. 
It had taken him months to reorganize and find committed people, and they had completely changed their old tactics. Fighting against an enemy with near infinite resources and superior coordination was enough to make even the most loyal Galvian think twice, and it hadn’t been easy to find new blood. By the time Ethan had arisen from the dead, Adar had almost wanted to just keep his hands on the reins; the rebels weren’t gaining much ground, but at least they were still alive and kicking. 
Now they were accomplishing more than he ever thought possible—but the cost may have quite literally been their souls. 
“Even without Solarian help, we’ll be in position to take the rest of the city by the end of winter, maybe before. Once we drive out the watch, we can dig in and call for help from—”
“They will burn the city to dust before they let that happen,” Ethan said. “And we both know these ‘estimates’ are very optimistic. We’ll bleed for every block we take, and it will shatter morale. We would be fighting in the streets for months.” 
Adar bit his lip. “You should at least talk to Dracian first,” he suggested. “I know you and the Highlord didn’t always agree, but he is an old comrade. He will help us if he can.”
Ethan shook his head and took a seat. “You know how this works, Kyle. The knights must believe that Lyebel is infested. Once they do, they’ll be even more willing to help us.”
“And what if Dracian or his allies die?”
“Then they die,” Ethan said flatly. He met Adar’s eyes for a moment and sighed. “But that is very unlikely. One demon and a few city watchmen are no match for two paladins.”
“So what about the demons? There has to come a point where we stop relying upon them. I know you’ve assured me that it will come, but it’s been almost a year now...”
Ethan rubbed at his face for a moment before smiling thinly. “This is why I respect you, Kyle. You always want to do the right thing. I just wish you could trust me.”
“You know I trust you, sir,” Adar assured him. 
“Then live off that trust a bit longer,” Ethan said. “The knights will survive, and they will be convinced that the Crell have a serious infestation on their hands. The Highlord will react just like paladins always do: he’ll dispatch dozens of knights to ‘purify’ the city, and shortly afterwards the Solarians will get involved. One way or another, we will get the war we need.”  
Adar took a deep breath. In the past year, Ethan’s strategy had quintupled their numbers and resources and allowed them to gain a steady foothold inside Lyebel, the most important city in eastern Galvia. The general knew precisely how Crell commanders thought and how to manipulate them; the effectiveness of his current strategy wasn’t in question. The problem was that very little of it would have been possible without the armada of demons he summoned and controlled…and if he wasn’t concerned about the others finding out the truth, he probably would have summoned even more of the monsters to fight on their behalf. 
These were desperate times; there was no denying that. The rebels had no channelers at their disposal. They could obtain weapons and supplies, but without access to telepathic communication, let alone the healing or other numerous resources of a Bound channeler, serious battles against Crell soldiers were a lost cause. So instead they relied on Ethan’s demons to take care of things that none of them could, and in return may have sacrificed any moral high ground they had against their conquerors. If the others learned the truth, the Resistance would crumble almost literally overnight. 
But reality was reality, Adar hated to admit. He would rather drive the Crell from their homes using demons than live under their boots without. And, as Ethan liked to point out, it was a temporary solution. Once the brash Solarian girl had taken Areekan’s throne, she would be able to grant Ethan real power again, and even others in the Resistance if they so desired. They would finally have a real army to fight the Crell once again. 
“You could order Durech to try and leave the knights alive intentionally, but I suppose that wouldn’t sit well with his men,” Adar said after a minute. 
“No, they’ll want revenge against us, and that means blood.”
Adar nodded slowly. “It would be a shame to lose a good man like Highlord Dracian in something like this.”
Ethan grunted but said nothing. Adar knew the general and the Highlord were old allies but also bitter rivals, and not just with their tactical and moral principles. They both loved the same woman once, and Ethan had lost her and the war. If Adar didn’t know the other man so well, he might think the general wanted to put Dracian in danger just to settle an old score.
But he did know him, and for all his flaws, Ethan Moore was not a man who ever put the mission in jeopardy. His own son still thought he was dead because it was more useful to live in the shadows right now. If he was willing to make that sacrifice, he would be willing to do anything if it let them win this war, no matter the personal cost. 
Adar turned to the empty table only a few feet away, and was reminded how glad he was that he wouldn’t have to witness the pending possession. Demons might have been invisible to the naked eye, but they definitely were not gentle. 
“I’ll bring Durech by within the hour, General.”
“Good,” Ethan said, turning away. “I’ll be waiting.”
 
***
 
 “He lacks faith,” Trz’yel said from atop his perch near the table. 
“Kyle has plenty of faith,” Ethan replied, daring another sip of vodka despite the coughing spasm it would likely induce. “He is a man of virtue.”
The demon hissed. Ethan wasn’t looking at it, but he knew exactly what face the small creature was making. 
“He is not reliable,” it said after a moment. “He may jeopardize our mission.”
“My mission,” Ethan corrected, turning to face the monster. Most demons were completely imperceptible to human senses; only channelers could detect them, and then only those who had discovered the proper techniques. He wasn’t truly a channeler anymore, of course, but the pacts he had made allowed him to see the creatures of the Void easily enough—and to command them as he wished. “Your mission is to do exactly as I say, nothing more.”
“Of course, master,” Trz’yel muttered. “I would never think otherwise.”
Ethan smiled. “If I were you, I’d be more concerned with having to face off against a pair of paladins.”
The creature’s lip twisted. Small and gangly, it was shaped like a miniature human with long limbs. Its feet and hands ended in sharp claws, and its entire body was composed of black ash. The demon’s only real color came from the beady red eyes darting across the room. 
“I can nearly taste them…”
Ethan grunted and finished his glass, closing his eyes and allowing the liquid to burn its way down his throat. He despised hard liquor, but it did have a way of warming the blood and reminding him of younger days. There was a time when Crell vodka was an expensive import in Galvia, shared only by the top officers at holiday parties or war celebrations. Now they were nearly drowning in this drek. 
He sat in silent contemplation staring at the empty glass for what had to be the better part of an hour, with Trz’yel making occasional conversation he ignored. Disciplining the creature was easy enough, but he wanted the demon in good health for the coming possession. It would need all of its skills and guile to pull this one off. 
Finally, Kyle and one of his men returned carrying a comatose Crell soldier, still covered in the black and red armor of the Imperium military. He was probably in his late 20s, with a hard-edged face and black hair common to most natives. Ethan had selected this man specifically, and he was about to see if it would pay off. 
It took only a minute or so to strap Captain Durech into the table, and Kyle paused before he took his leave. 
“Good luck, sir,” he said.
Ethan patted the younger man’s shoulder. “This is one of the last steps we’ll have to take, old friend,” he soothed. “Now go and have dinner with the others. I’ll contact you later tonight.”
Kyle smiled, though it was obviously forced. He had a cherubic face despite being middle aged, and his dirty blonde beard made him look more unkempt than it did dignified. Still, Ethan swore the last year had aged Kyle more than it should have; the lines on his face were tightly drawn, and he seemed to have permanent shadows beneath his eyes. 
“General,” he said, then turned on a heel and closed the door behind him. 
Ethan’s gaze lingered on the door for a minute or so before he turned and drew in a deep breath. Trz’yel was already crawling over the unconscious man’s body, a twisted smile on its hideous face. He let the creature prowl long enough to be sure Kyle was gone.
“Wake him.”
The demon hissed, placing its hands on either side of Durech’s head. The man convulsed once as if he had taken a painful electric shock, his eyes darting open. He blurted out something incomprehensible. 
“Calm down, Captain,” Ethan said, standing above the man. “I wanted to chat a bit before we begin.”
The soldier blinked several times, straining against the buckles holding him in place, and hastily surveyed his surroundings. It took a few seconds before any semblance of recognition flashed in his eyes. He started babbling in the Crell tongue, to which Ethan didn’t respond. He spoke his enemy’s language perfectly well, of course, but he wasn’t about to let a captive dictate the conversation. 
“Who are you?” Durech finally asked with only a mild accent. 
“A ghost, and little more,” Ethan murmured. “You were captured on your patrol today, but the rest of your men are dead.”
Durech’s face twisted. Like most military men, he had been conditioned to turn his fear into anger. “Aufher,” he spat. 
“That’s right,” Ethan said, smiling. “We’re a little rebellion you’ve yet to crush. We seem to be quite popular these days…and you are going to help us.”
Durech moved to spit at the older man, but Trz’yel pinned him, digging sharp claws into the sides of his head. The man screamed and smashed against his restraints as thin lines of blood traced their way down his forehead. 
“No matter how I do this, it’s going to be unpleasant,” Ethan said. “The distinction is whether or not you’ll beg for death during the process. I’m not a sadist, Captain; I have no desire to watch you suffer for the pure enjoyment of it. So I suggest you bury your Crell pride and answer a few simple questions for me.”
Durech’s eyes widened as his shield of anger threatened to buckle, but he still remained silent. 
“I need to know what kind of man you are, Captain,” Ethan went on. “One’s service record only reveals so much. Tell me: what was your final assignment during the last war?”
Durech’s brow furrowed in confusion. Ethan already knew the answer to the question, of course, but he wanted to judge the man’s reactions.”
“I’m not telling you anything, Galvian wretch.”
Ethan coughed. He managed to control the spasm, then waited a moment to steady himself before continuing. “I think you misunderstand my intentions. All I want from you is a basic description of your assignment. Feel free to spare the details, if you wish. I only need to know if you are going to lie to me.”
Durech grunted and managed a sarcastic smile. “Your people are getting desperate if they’re choosing old, sickly cowards as the interrogators.”
“I’m not an interrogator, Captain,” Ethan said coolly. “I’m a judge, and you have been convicted. Now is your chance to ask for mercy in your sentence.”
The smile faded. “You’re insane.”
“Maybe,” Ethan shrugged. “But you still haven’t answered my question: what was your final assignment in the last war?”
They locked gazes for a long moment. The man finally grunted. “I was here in Lyebel when the Solarians destroyed the city. I barely survived the blast.”
Ethan smiled. “That’s all I wanted to know.” He stood and walked over to the nearby table to retrieve the small box. He could hear Durech twitching behind him. 
“Why do you care, old man? I was a conscript going where I was sent.”
Ethan opened the lock and pulled out a tarnished golden amulet. At the center of the neckpiece was a misty red jewel that seemed to pulse angrily, and he stared into it long enough for his eyes to lose their focus. The gem was a demonic bloodstone, and he could almost see the thin wisps of Aether wafting off it like smoke. That’s all demons themselves were, of course; they were malevolent apparitions of pure Aether given form by mortal terror. They were echoes of the fallen Immortals from the Godswar, incapable of taking form in this world without mortal assistance. In their own realm, the Void, they picked over the scraps of dead Immortals like pack animals, but when given substance in Obsidian, they could take many forms ranging from small impish creatures like Trz’yel to much larger and more horrifying beasts the size of groll. But regardless of form, they were deadly and dangerous. They fed on strong emotions of all kinds, be it hate, fear, lust, or even love. 
Only a warlock could control them, and the process was not easy. It had taken Ethan months to find a cultist capable of imbuing him this power, and then weeks of painful indoctrination after that. He had bled for this ability, and every time he summoned forth another demon, his physical body waned. It would kill him eventually, perhaps even soon. 
But not before he got his vengeance. Not before the Crell suffered for what they had done. 
“You were a conscript,” Ethan said into the silence, “that much is true. You were pushed into service at sixteen years old. You fought in a few battles on the eastern front before arriving in Lyebel, where you were given a special assignment.”
Durech eyes were wide as he stared at the jewel. Perhaps he recognized it for what it was.  
Ethan took a step forward towards him. “You and the other members of your squad were told to find several Galvian families still entrenched on the western side of the city. Once you rooted them out, you were told to execute them as traitors. After all, they hadn’t accepted their new rulers, and you wanted to make an example of them.”
Durech’s mouth twitched, and his eyes were paralyzed with fear. Hovering mere breaths away from the man’s skull, Trz’yel face twisted into a dark smile. 
“Your orders were simple, but you and your squad mates decided to make it more entertaining for yourselves.” Ethan clutched the jewel tightly in his right hand. “At sword point, you forced husbands to rape their wives and children. You then took it upon yourself to rape a fourteen year old girl while your men butchered her parents. But before you could finish her off, the city was consumed by a great blast. You managed to survive even though your men did not, but you never found that little girl.”
Trz’yel cackled wildly. His eyes glowed with savage glee. 
“She hanged herself a month later when she realized she was pregnant with either a Crell child or her father’s. You, on the other hand, received a special commendation from your superiors, and now twelve years later you are a respected captain with a wife and family of your own.” He paused, his eyes locking with the helpless and terrified man. “Tell me, Captain Durech: does your wife know what you did during the war? Does she understand what kind of monster you really are?”
Durech’s eyes watered. His lips twitched. Ethan moved within an inch of his skin. 
“All that, and if you had simply told me the truth I might have shown you a bit of mercy.” The amulet in Ethan’s hand glowed more strongly now, and the demon continued to cackle. “But you lied to me, Captain. You weren’t even man enough to confess to your crimes. And for that, I will see you suffer for the rest of your wretched life.”
The demon pounced, and Durech’s screamed echoed throughout the building. They would never truly stop; even when his voice went still and his will was no longer his own, deep inside his mind he would still be shrieking in terror, trapped in a private little hell of torment and pain. Even when he died, impaled upon a paladin’s blade, the horror would follow him to the Void and beyond. 
These powers might indeed kill Ethan, but not before he had his revenge. Revenge for the victims of Lyebel. Revenge for those who had suffered in tyranny and despair. Revenge for his wife and king. 
Ethan smiled. 
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
“If the fall of Borden was not a loud enough signal to the world, the fall of Izaria should have removed all doubt—the Crell are coming, and they will not stop until they control all of Torsia. My brothers and sisters, let us no longer make excuses. Let us no longer hide behind our fears and our doubts. The Crell will come for us, and we will face them alone. It is time to make one brutal, decisive strike that will change the course of history forever.”
—General Ethan Moore to the Hands of Whitestone before the attack on Geriskhad
 
Despite the rampant rural devastation wrought by the Ash War, most major Galvian cities had survived the fighting largely intact. In the far north, Cergar had suffered a breached western wall, but the circumstances of the day had spared it from serious aerial bombardment. In the south, Dreen had taken heavy damage to its port, but the invading naval forces had managed to capture most of the city’s key defensive positions without leveling its major structures. Even the capital of Ashenfel had only suffered a few days of aerial attacks before King Whitestone had been assassinated, which in turn had caused the majority of the city’s defenders to surrender or flee altogether. 
Lyebel, however, was different. Two major battles had taken place inside the city walls, including the war’s blazing finale. The final release of power by the Crell Imperators had wiped out thousands of soldiers on both sides in an instant, and most of the city’s buildings had been reduced to rubble. What remained following the war was little more than a burnt husk of what had once been a thriving port metropolis—one of the largest and most impressive in all of Torsia. 
The Crell were obsessed with rebuilding it. Even though half the native civilian population had died or fled to neighboring countries, the Sovereigns had decided to forcibly relocate its own citizens here. After five years of reconstruction, Lyebel looked like a city again. After ten, it was once again a walled, bustling port with a population of several hundred thousand, even if Solarian trade embargos kept many of the docks empty. The Crell had done everything they could to make sure the city looked like it had never fallen in the first place, and they continued to blame the bulk of the destruction on the “reckless misuse of the Aether” by the Alliance.
To this day, Jason wasn’t sure who had scored that final blow, but a part of him believed it might have actually been the Solarians. Intellectually, he could understand their reasons: Crell forces had been relentlessly pounding the forward fronts, and many Alliance Councilors had believed they would lose a drawn-out conflict once the Imperium took Lyebel and crossed the border. Emotionally, however, the realization wasn’t something Jason found easy to deal with. For a long time he wasn’t willing to accept that their “allies” would kill thousands of Galvians and even many of their own troops like that. If they had, it suddenly made the line between the Alliance and the Imperium almost imperceptibly thin. 
But regardless of what had actually happened a decade ago, the city he was now looking at was not the same Lyebel he had visited as a child. The brown stone walls and wooden houses had been replaced by gleaming white battlements and stone buildings. The Crell had dragged tons of limestone over 800 miles from home just to rebuild the city in their image. And they hadn’t just made superficial color changes, either: the architecture in most of the districts was drastically different. It simply didn’t look like Jason was still standing in his home country, and as always he was forced to look away in disgust.  
Selvhara, Tam, and Gor were camped out nearby, tending to the horses or just taking a few moments to relax. The journey had been rough on all of them, pushing their mounts and feet hard while barely taking time to sleep. Even Sel looked tired—a rare occurrence—though he figured it was more the gravity of the situation than the drain of travel. Riding hard was one thing, but expecting a Crell patrol to jump out of the bushes every five minutes was even worse. 
“Sarina is taking too long,” Gor commented as he fitted the last horse with a feedbag. 
“It hasn’t even been an hour yet,” Jason said, turning his gaze from the city to the cloudless sky. “She said it might take a while.”
The chagari grumbled but said nothing else. Tam hadn’t moved from his huddled position on the grass in several minutes, so he was probably unconscious. Sel was down by the edge of the river filling up their canteens and drying herself off from a swim. They were all waiting for Sarina, who had gone off to make contact with the rebels and see if they had a way to smuggle the whole group into the city. Striding in through the main gates seemed outright suicidal at this point; even strolling into range of the watchtower scouts seemed risky at this point. 
Nearly three hours later, just when Gor was about to steal the gold and run off into the forest, Sarina finally returned. “Get everything packed up,” she called out as she approached. “It’s time to go.”
“What in the hell took you so long?” Gor growled. “Did you have to fight through half the city guard?”
“Not exactly,” she murmured. “Come on, we’re going in underground.”
“Have the rebels been digging tunnels or something?” Tam asked groggily, his head still propped against a bedroll. 
“The old sewer system is partially intact. The rebels have an entrance cleared out not far from here we can use.” Sarina turned to Selvhara. “Can you keep the horses calm? The path is a little rough, but it should be wide enough.”
“They’ll manage,” the druid promised. “Do the Crell know about these old tunnels?”
“They do. They had to build over them during the reconstruction,” Sarina explained, “but they don’t patrol them or anything. Many of the passages are collapsed, and there isn’t supposed to be any real entrance. Our people use them to move around from time to time, so it should be safe.”
“Good enough,” Jason said. “Let’s get moving.”
Half an hour later, they reached the ruins on the riverbank south of the city. Before the war, this had been a poor residential section of the city, complete with rickety wooden houses and a smattering of granite buildings. Even the latter hadn’t survived the first siege, and nothing here had been rebuilt; at this point it was mostly grown over with weeds, bushes, and even some trees. 
The old sewer “entrance,” if it could really be called that, was little more than an upturned pipe about ten feet in diameter. The end of the tube was intentionally covered in debris, but the five of them were able to sweep it aside easily enough. Once they did, it was obvious that this entryway saw fairly regular use. The rebels had wedged stone and wooden blocks along the pipe to make rudimentary grips and steps. Maneuvering the horses through cramped quarters wasn’t easy, but thankfully the incline wasn’t overly steep. Selvhara’s magic took care of the rest: she soothed the beasts’ minds and convinced them to cooperate without too much of a fuss. 
“This would be the perfect place for an ambush,” Gor commented when they had descended the pipe and started moving down the old stone corridors. 
“Closed quarters, slippery footing, poor lighting…yeah, that about does it,” Jason agreed. 
“I was referring to the odor,” the chagari said. “I couldn’t smell a brigade of groll down here.”
Jason smiled and wrapped his scarf more tightly about his face. “Sound travels far in here too, so let’s try to keep it down.”
“It’s safe,” Sarina assured him. “Trust me.”
He nodded silently, but noted the firm grip she kept on her crossbow. The others were just as alert. Unless there really was an entire brigade of groll hiding down here, he almost pitied anyone stupid enough to try and mess with his fully united group. 
Almost.
 
***
 
It took Kyle Adar the better part of twenty minutes to maneuver his way from the current Resistance headquarters to General Moore’s safe house, but even if it had taken him two hours he doubted it would have been enough time to mentally prepare himself for Ethan’s reaction to the latest news. Highlord Dracian and his encourage were due to arrive at any moment, but now Adar’s scouts had just made contact with Sarina—apparently, she had stumbled across some of her old friends in Taig, and now she had brought them with her to Lyebel. 
Including Jason, General Moore’s only son. 
Adar had made the scout repeat her report three times before he believed it. As far as he knew, Jason and Ethan hadn’t spoken in probably five years. The day Jason said he wanted nothing more to do with the Resistance, Adar had almost thought that his father would run him through. Personally, Adar himself didn’t hold any malice against the young man—Jason was a good kid, and this gruesome business of theirs certainly wasn’t for everyone. When it came right down to it, Jason simply wasn’t a soldier, and Adar and most of the others had been able to accept that. Ethan, of course, had not. 
But the biggest problem right now was that General Moore was supposed to be dead. He had allegedly perished at Tibel along with most of the rest of the Hands of Whitestone, or so nearly everyone believed. Jason couldn’t learn that his father was alive, and neither could Highlord Dracian. If they did, it could potentially ruin everything. 
And then, of course, there was the tiny problem that the Resistance was summoning demons. 
Adar winced even as he turned into a back alley and approached the safe house. He had always known that sooner or later Ethan’s various “pacts” would come back to haunt them, but everything was metastasizing so quickly it was difficult to keep up. Highlord Dracian and his entourage could arrive in Lyebel at any moment, and once they did Ethan’s possessed Crell soldiers would launch their attack. Assuming the paladins survived—and Adar prayed that they did—then they would storm into the Resistance headquarters believing that the local Crell garrison had been infested. Adar would need to play along and keep the truth out of their reach, and now he would also have to hide Ethan’s presence from his own son…
It was nearly too much to handle. But one way or another, they had to figure out a way to make it work. And that would start with Adar telling Ethan that his son was here. 
Sighing quietly to himself, he made his way up the withered stairs and knocked on the sturdy wooden door at its summit.  
“Enter.”
Adar stepped inside. “Sir, I have news.”
Ethan looked up from his desk. The room was empty and quiet as normal, and it appeared the general had been reading through reports. Given the paladins’ imminent arrival, however, Adar knew that Ethan wouldn’t stay still for long. A warlock couldn’t completely control a demon in possession of another person, but he could share part of the creature’s senses. Ethan would undoubtedly check to see how his pet was doing during the fight. 
“Has the Highlord arrived, then?”
“Not just yet, sir, but there is another group interested in speaking with us.”
Ethan frowned and turned in his chair. “Another group? Who?”
“Friends of Sarina Zharrs,” Adar said. “Including your son.”
The general’s face didn’t exactly twitch, but his eyes seemed to sink into his head. For a few moments, he remained completely silent…but then he finally shook his head and grunted. 
“Interesting timing,” he muttered. “Did she say why my son wanted to speak with you?”
“Not precisely, sir. Apparently she ran into them in Taig—she claims they were in a serious confrontation with the local Crell forces.”
“Jason probably broke some salvage laws,” Ethan muttered in disgust.
Adar licked at his dry lips. “Selvhara is also with them, sir.”
This time Ethan’s face definitely twitched, and he actually turned away from Adar completely. “I had heard she went to find him again after Tibel. I guess the rumors were right for once.”
“I told Sarina to bring them into the city,” Adar said. “I wasn’t sure how else you wanted to proceed from there.”
“Find out what they want. We’ll make a decision once we know more.”
“And what if they’re here to help? What if they want to join us?”
“I find that highly unlikely,” Ethan muttered. “Most likely he’s here seeking our help, and we’ll have to decide whether or not it’s worth providing.”
“I’m sure Aidan and the others will be happy to see him and Selvhara. It’s been a long time.”
“I’m sure they will.”
 Adar swallowed and licked at his lips. “With the paladins arriving, this timing could be awkward. We’ll need to be very careful.”
“It shouldn’t interfere with anything, not if we’re careful,” Ethan said. “Now if there’s nothing else, I have an attack to coordinate.”
Adar nodded. There were about a thousand other things he wanted to say, of course, but the general had always been a private man. He had never wanted to discuss his son before, and he certainly didn’t want to discuss the return of his old mistress. Not now, probably not ever. 
“I will keep you apprised, sir,” he said.
Just before he left, Adar glanced back over his shoulder. Ethan was no longer reading the reports. He was staring straight ahead, his fists clenched so tightly that his knuckles had turned white.  
 
***
 
As it turned out, Jason’s concerns about the underground approach were unfounded. The slippery terrain was annoying, and the overpowering odor refused to abate, but they didn’t encounter any trouble in their two-hour trek beneath the city. Sarina led them through several different sewer pipes before they were finally spit out into a broken, rubble-strewn neighborhood somewhere within the city’s notorious docks district. 
“This whole area is still basically ruined for several blocks in all directions,” Sarina said, answering their unspoken question. “The Crell haven’t been able to get workers in here in at least a year, so everything just stays broken.”
“Please tell me the rebels haven’t resorted to killing random civilian laborers,” Jason whispered. “Not even my father would go that far…probably.”
“The laborers in this city aren’t civilians—they’re slaves,” Sarina corrected. “Most of them are chagari and groll, for but some Galvian citizens. And no, we don’t murder people that don’t deserve it.”
“How benevolent of you,” Gor sneered, his eyes and nose scanning the area. “Now where are we going? 
“Not far,” she said. “Just a few blocks north. Let’s go.”
Once they escaped the ruined neighborhood, the dock district itself was as bustling as any port city Jason had ever been in. Ships from all over the world were nestled tightly together along the cramped piers, and their crews and sailors spilled out everywhere. The local shops and merchant stalls were thriving, and at a glance most of the citizens seemed reasonably happy. There was no visible indication that this was a Crell city—no guards, no banners, nothing. 
“If the local garrison is too scared to patrol this area,” Jason asked breathlessly, “why in the hell does this place look so orderly?”
“We police this district now,” Sarina told him, a thin smile tugging at her lips. “We may not wear tabards or uniforms, but the people know we’re always nearby.”
“Impressive,” he said, and meant it. He couldn’t help but feel incredibly out-of-touch; the last time he had been around any of the rebels was in Ashenfel five years ago, and the situation had been completely different. Even at the height of their success, the Resistance had still been scared to move about on the streets anywhere in the city during the daytime. Now they ostensibly policed the most important district in the entire city. 
Jason couldn’t understand how or why the Crell leadership tolerated this. When they had pinned the location of the Hands in Tibel two years ago, they had dispatched half the city’s garrison and annihilated the rebels in one fell swoop. What was stopping them from doing the same here?
A few minutes later they approached an old, three-story wooden building that had definitely seen better days, and Sarina signaled that they were in the right place. “Adar is waiting for you inside,” she told them. “We have stables nearby where I can take care of the horses.”
“I will handle the cargo,” Gor proclaimed. “You go and deal with these…people.”
Jason nodded, then sucked in a deep breath to try and steel himself for whatever was about to happen. He almost felt like a man returning to his family after a long war…except in this case, they had been the ones actually doing the fighting. He had stood on the sidelines, and he had no idea how they might react. Anger? Acceptance? Derision? 
Selvhara’s fingers brushed against his, and she leaned in close and offered him a warm smile. “It will be all right. I promise.”
She must have been feeling almost the same way, Jason knew, but he wouldn’t have known it from her face. Her expression was calm, her violet eyes were clear and focused, and she looked like she could take on the world if she needed to. And maybe she would. 
“Yeah,” he managed. “Let’s go.”
He strode up to the door, trying to project a confidence he didn’t feel, and when he turned the handle he half-expected a barrage of crossbow bolts to hit him in the chest. But when no one shot or yelled at him, he braced himself and stepped inside. 
“Now that’s a face I never thought I’d see again,” Aidan Darond said, his deep, raspy voice as memorable as ever. The old man sat in a plush chair, a billowing pipe in one hand and a half-empty pint of ale in the other. He was as burly as Jason remembered, but a white beard now covered most of his face. He had to be in his early seventies by now. 
“You hoped you wouldn’t, anyway,” Ria Magran agreed. Her hair was shorter than before, but her bitter smile was every bit as acerbic. She leaned against the bar on the back wall, hands folded across her chest. She was as stiff and wiry as ever, and about a decade Jason’s senior. 
“Good to see you, too,” he told them, stopping a few steps in. He had been preparing an introduction for days, but now that he was actually here his mouth was so dry he could hardly speak. 
“They’re ecstatic; don’t let them fool you,” a voice said from around the corner. A moment later Kyle Adar walked into the room, a wide smile on his face. “When Sarina said you were here, I thought Ria might faint.”
“Hah!” Ria grunted. “That’s one way to put it.” 
Aidan set down his pipe and ale and brought himself to his feet. He might have been old, but he moved quickly to the door with his arms open. “My dear,” he said, nearly crushing Selvhara in his embrace. “There were days I thought we’d never see you again.”
She smiled at the old man once she finally managed to squirm free. “You’re looking well, Aidan.”
“Now that’s a lie I can live with,” he grunted. “You, on the other hand, look like you haven’t aged a day.”
“It’s the hair,” Selvhara chided. “I keep it white to hide the years.”
They shared a chuckle, and Jason smiled. An actual, factual smile…and it felt just as good as he’d imagined. 
“I see you’re still dragging around this old troublemaker,” Adar said, nodding over to Tam. 
“Sometimes literally,” Jason muttered. “He still likes to drink…and sleep.”
“Hey, that’s not fair,” Tam shot back. “Usually we just make Gor lug me around.”
Adar clapped both men on the shoulders. “It really is good to see both of you. I’d say welcome home…but I have a feeling you might not recognize Galvia much anymore.”
“We’ve done a lot of traveling,” Jason said, ignoring the veiled insult. If it even was an insult—he wasn’t actually sure. “But we haven’t been to Lyebel in a long time. It’s barely recognizable.”
“The Crell insisted on changing everything, but we’ll change it back in time. We’ve already made more progress than anyone expected.”
“So I’ve heard,” Jason replied. “Look, I’m not sure how much Sarina told you, but we’re here looking for help—if you’re willing to offer it.
Adar smiled tightly. “I don’t think anyone expected you to come back for anything else. Don’t take that the wrong way—we’re all happy you’re here regardless of your reasons. The son of General Moore is always welcome here.”
Jason managed not to wince. “Thank you. I’m just glad you’re still around. After Tibel…” 
“Well, you never did have much faith in us,” Ria replied tartly, keeping her distance. “But we’re tougher to kill than the Crell think.”
“It was never a matter of faith,” Jason said, feeling his cheeks flush. “I just thought you were—”
“Fighting an uphill battle against a superior opponent,” Adar finished for him. “All we were offering the Galvian people was false hope, a chance to fight the good fight but die poor, lonely, and helpless.” He grunted. “Trust me: we all remember that speech of yours quite well.”
 “I don’t remember what I had for breakfast today, but I definitely remember that,” Aidan coughed, moving back to his seat and dragging Selvhara with him.  
“Jace does give memorable speeches,” Tam muttered. “You should’ve heard the one that brought us here.”
Jason forced an awkward smile and did his best to endure the jibes. They were playful, for the most part, but it was impossible not to sense the edge of bitterness behind them. Deep down, he had always known they would accept him back into the fold…but he also knew that they would never forget—or forgive—what he had done. They were all good people, but they had lost absolutely everything during the war. It had changed him, and they were nothing if not single-minded. Just like his father. 
After a few minutes of idle banter, they eventually shifted back to the topic at hand. 
“So I’m not sure what exactly Sarina told you about what’s going on,” Jason said, “but like I said, we could use your help.”
“And you’ll have it,” Adar promised. “You couldn’t have picked a better time to stop by, actually. We’re about to have other visitors.”
“Really,” Jason whispered before sharing a concerned glance with Sel and Tam. “And who would that be?”
“Two Knights of the Last Dawn are on their way here from Celenest.”
“Knights?” Selvhara asked, her eyebrows rising. 
Adar nodded. “Yes. It appears that Highlord Dracian himself wishes to meet with us.”
“Tevek,” she breathed. “Tevek is on his way here?”
Jason smiled. “Now that is a name I haven’t heard in a long time. Why is he coming?”
“He’s investigating the situation for the Alliance,” Adar explained. His voice was calm, but something in his face was…off. “The Lord’s Council won’t send their own people, so the Dawn gets to play proxy. You know how it works.”
“All too well,” Jason replied. “You don’t seem overly thrilled about it, though.”
“Me?” Adar asked. “I couldn’t be happier. I’m hoping we might be able to convince them to help us more directly. Once he sees the situation on the ground and realizes how much progress we’ve made, I think he’ll find it difficult to look away.”
“He will help,” Selvhara said, her eyes distant. All of her legendary composure had melted the instant someone had mentioned Tevek’s name. She looked almost…giddy. “He will help all of us.”
“I’m sure,” Jason replied, wishing he believed it. He had all the respect in the world for the Highlord and his paladins despite his father’s long-term rivalry with the man, but something about the timing just didn’t sit right with him. Perhaps he was just jumping at shadows—considering how much the Crell seemed to want him dead, he should have been overjoyed at the prospect of finding any new ally.  
“In the meantime, why don’t I show you around a bit?” Adar asked. “Then you can tell us why you’re here.”
Jason gestured deeper into the compound. “Lead the way.”
 
***
 
Complacency was death. 
General Moore had been preaching that line for years now, and Kyle Adar had done his best to take the lesson to heart. The moment they let their guard down, the Crell could attack and wipe them out. That was exactly what had happened at Tibel, and no matter how weak the Crell might have seemed, Adar knew they were still just a single misstep away from another massacre here in Lyebel. But this time, the Resistance would be gone for good. Galvia would have fallen for good. 
But here and now, surrounded by old friends he had thought gone forever, he couldn’t help but relax back in his chair. For the first time in as long as he could remember, all his concerns about the war—all his concerns about the general’s demons and stratagems—seemed half a world away.  
“I think that was the day your father swore never to eat finkleberry pie again,” Aidan said, his famous toothy grin spread wide across his face. 
“He stuck by his word; as far as I know, dad never touched the stuff again,” Jason replied. The younger man’s smile was just as disarming as Adar remembered. He was the spitting image of his mother, Elissa, in so many ways. Finding traces of Ethan in his features was much more difficult, and finding any traces of Ethan in his heart was almost impossible.
And Adar was confident that wasn’t a bad thing. 
The eight of them were fanned out more or less evenly across the common room, and everyone was seated other than Sarina and Gor. The duo leaned against opposite walls from one another almost like bodyguards, and Adar had almost forgotten how imposing chagari could be in person. Gor obviously cared little for idle human chatter, but he was patient enough to wait for the subject to switch. 
“So this young lady mentioned that you thought I could help you with something,” Aidan said after a few minutes, wrapping his arm around Selvhara on the couch. “I thought you were the master of history now.”
“Not as often as I’d like,” Jason said as he pulled a pouch from his belt. “First, we were hoping to sell off the rest of our cargo in town here. I figured you might be able to point me to the right people.”
“I’m sure Ria could. She knows just about everyone in the merchant district these days.”
“That should work. But second, I was hoping you might be able to help me with some translations.” He opened the pouch and pulled out what appeared to be a small metallic cube with engravings on all sides. “We’re trying to figure out exactly what this is.”
Aidan’s brow furrowed. “Dusty baubles are your specialty, boy. It looks like some kind of case to me.”
“It’s definitely more than just a container,” Selvhara said. “We hoped you could read the engravings: they’re written in Nephilese.”
“Really,” he murmured, his interest obviously piqued. He stretched out his hand to take it. “Where did you find it?”
Jason hesitated a bit awkwardly before giving it to the older man. “Be gentle with it. Like I said, we’re not sure what else it can do. We found it with the rest of the relics in an old tomb.”
“What else it can do,” Ria murmured. “Are you implying it’s done something already?”
Tam grunted. “Does vaporizing a Crell Shadow count?”
Adar’s face dropped. “A Shadow? You killed one?”
Jason sighed and shot an annoyed glance at his friend. He clearly hadn’t wanted to reveal that little tidbit just yet. “It’s…complicated,” he managed. “But yes, we killed a Shadow back in Taig. Sarina noticed one of them tracking us across the city, and she helped us battle it off. We came straight here after that.”
“The Crell are searching for the cube,” Sarina said. “They’ve already come after it twice, once when they first found it and then again with the Shadow. I have a feeling they won’t stop until they get it.”
“And you brought it here?” Ria blurted out. “You didn’t say anything about that earlier.”
Sarina turned and glared at the smaller woman. “Would it have mattered? They are on the run from the Crell; this is the safest place for them to hide out.”
Ria snorted. “For them, maybe, but not for us. You said this thing vaporized a Shadow? Well, what if the Crell can track it? What if it’s leading them here right now?”
“If the Crell could track it, the Shadow would have confronted them long before they reached Taig,” Sarina pointed out. “The only reason he found them at all was because they stayed in town for a few days, and Taig isn’t exactly a bustling metropolis. No, the Crell want it, but they don’t actually know where it is.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Ria said, waving a hand in annoyance. “You just put a giant target on our heads without telling us ahead of time.”
“We already have a giant target on our heads,” Adar reminded her. “Lay off them for a minute—can you read it, Aidan?”
The old man twirled the cube in his hands and nodded distantly. “Yes…yes, I can.”
“What’s wrong?” Selvhara asked, placing her hand on top of his. 
He looked up. “Not what I’d expect on a little cube. The translation isn’t perfect, but the gist is: “the shell of nightmares.”
For a moment, no one spoke. Then finally Tam coughed and cleared his throat. 
“Well,” he murmured, “that’s definitely a cheery label.”
“What does it even mean?” Gor asked. Everyone glanced back over their shoulders to face him; most had probably forgotten the giant cat-man was even standing there. 
“Knowing the Hassians, it’s probably a metaphor,” Jason reasoned, his brow furrowed in thought. “I’m just not sure for what.”
“If you destroyed a Shadow with it, then it must be some type of weapon,” Ria put in. “You’ve spent the five years digging up magical relics; haven’t you seen something similar before?”
“No,” Jason said. “But the Crell have manufactured plenty of Aether-infused weapons capable of discharging energy. They wouldn’t be so interested in this thing if that’s all it could do.”
Selvhara gripped her right hand. “It burned me when I tried to channel Aether into it. I’ve never seen anything do that before.”
“That is one curious feature,” Jason said. “The second is that the cube doesn’t belong where we found it. We were inside a tomb that pre-dated the Godswar by several centuries. Channelers didn’t exist in that era; any type of enchanted relic like this wouldn’t have existed either. And none of the Hassian tribesman should have been able to write inscriptions in Nephilese, either.”
“Perhaps someone placed it inside the tomb?” Adar suggested. 
“There were no signs of entry, and the whole place was buried by centuries’ worth of accumulated dirt and rock. Traps were still in place, the most valuable set pieces were all still present…I don’t see how anyone could have slipped inside.”
“Or why they would have bothered,” Tam added. 
Adar rubbed the stubble on his chin. “You can’t think of any other explanations?”
Jason shrugged helplessly, but Selvhara tossed him a meaningful glance. 
“There is one possibility,” she added softly. “What if the Hassian queen who placed it there was an Immortal?”
“That doesn’t fit the timeline, either,” he replied. “Like I said, the Immortals hadn’t manifest on Obsidian yet.”
“You can’t know that for certain, and right now we don’t have any other explanation.”
“Lack of other explanations doesn’t prove anything,” Jason insisted. “We have to be missing something.”
The room fell silent for a moment, and Adar studied the younger man again. Jason had always been interested in history and academic matters, and his natural inquisitiveness had often gotten him into trouble when he had been younger. He considered himself a man of reason, and he had trouble accepting things others took for granted. Adar sympathized; he had studied the Cergar Historical Academy for a year himself before he had been forced to drop out and join the Hands of Whitestone. 
“Let’s assume Selvhara’s right for the moment,” Adar suggested. “Let’s assume this Hassian queen of yours was an Immortal. That still doesn’t tell us anything about the cube, does it?”
“It might tell us everything,” Aidan whispered as he continued to twirl the metal object in his weathered hands. “If she was an Immortal, then when she died she would have left behind her memories.”
Jason scoffed. “That ‘theory’ has never been proven.”
”It happens with Ascendants today,” Aidan said. “Almost all of us here are quite familiar with the process. When King Whitestone was murdered, his memories and thoughts were absorbed by the now-Sovereign Verrator—the man who killed him. The Immortals passed on their memories to each other in the same way.”
“I understand the reasoning: the Immortals evolved as a species by passing these memories across generations, giving them a near-perfect social continuity.” Jason shrugged. “It’s just so esoteric that it’s hard to wrap your head around.”
“Maybe, but you can’t deny living proof,” Aidan told him. “Almost every civilization in the world is based on this notion. One ruler passes his or her knowledge on to the next, and so forth. That’s how the Ascendants remain; the world couldn’t function without this ability.”
“Look, I’m not really debating modern examples here,” Jason said, “but there’s a big difference between that and some random Hassian queen who died twenty-five hundred years ago. Assuming she was an Immortal, she couldn’t have died of natural causes or even age…which means that someone would have had to physically kill her. But if that happened, then why didn’t they Ascend? They should have pre-dated the first known Ascendant by centuries.”
“The Hassians wouldn’t have had any idea what to do with her powers,” Selvhara explained. “Like you’ve said yourself, there was no real magic at that time. The Aether hadn’t been introduced to the world. They would have had no idea how to interpret what was happening.”
 “Hold on a minute,” Tam said, thrusting up his hands. “You’re telling that this queen’s divine soul or what whatever you want to call it is actually a physical thing? And you think it might be trapped inside that cube?” 
“That is one theory,” Aidan said. “Remember that very being are actually resilient enough to handle Ascension—even today, most who try are killed in the attempt. It’s certainly plausable that whoever killed Malacross was then killed himself in the process of absorbing her power. The tribe, terrified of what had just happened, could have placed the remains inside this cube and then buried it along with their fallen leader. ‘Shell of nightmares’ seems a pretty fitting description for something capable of crushing a mind.”
“If Malacross was an Immortal, it would also explain how her tribe understood the Nephilese language,” Selvhara added. “And why the Crell want the cube so badly.”
“Yes,” Sarina rasped. “It really is a weapon.”
Adar shook his head. “Not just a weapon—you’re saying it’s a literal key to Ascension! The Crell could use it to create an entirely new Sovereign.”
“Or we could use it to create a new king,” Ria whispered, glancing meaningfully at Adar. “Along with a score of new Bound channelers to serve him.”
Adar didn’t reply, and a thick silence settled over the room. For over a decade now Galvia had been without an Ascendant king, and without an Ascendant king they were barely a nation at all. The Resistance had fought tooth and nail to gain back their lands from the Crell, but he knew better than anyone that this was ultimately a lost cause. They were a conquered people who had yet to accept their fate; even the progress they had made recently was merely a tiny drop in an ocean. 
But this…this could actually be the key to their salvation. General Moore planned to use the Solarians to get Galvia back; he wanted to convince a young priestess to murder her own king and usher in a third devastation war between the Alliance and the Imperium. But with this cube, with the actual, factual powers of an Immortal, the rebels might not even need the Solarians at all. They would finally be able to stand on their own once again. 
Adar didn’t even have to look around to know that everyone else in the room was thinking exactly the same thing—or at least, his people were. He couldn’t be sure about Jason and Selvhara. They had left the war behind, ostensibly for good…but surely they would be able to see this remarkable opportunity for what it was, wouldn’t they?
 “If you’re right,” Jason said, breaking the silence and gently retrieving the cube back from Aidan, “then the Crell will hunt this thing to the end of the world. And if anyone found out what it was, they would come after it as well.”
“Then we should use it,” Ria insisted. “Now, before the Sovereigns find out where it is. We can build an army—”
“It doesn’t work like that,” Selvhara interrupted. “Like Aidan said earlier, it takes a strong and focused mind to survive Ascension. Most who attempt to claim the power are destroyed by it—and that’s just with mortal Ascendants. I can only imagine what the raw, undistilled power of a god could do to someone…” 
Aidan nodded,, his eyes still locked on the cube. “She’s right. I was a boy when King Whitestone Ascended. He spent months preparing for the process, and his father transferred his essence willingly…but the process still nearly destroyed him.”
“Maybe an Unbound would have an easier time with it,” Tam suggested, his eyes glimmering. “I’m willing to give it a try. It’s always been a dream of mine to become a god…”
“This isn’t a joke,” Sarina growled. 
“Who was joking? I’m just saying that I’m—”
“We have to do something,” Ria interrupted, ignoring Tam. “We can’t afford to waste this opportunity.”
“The cube is ours,” the chagari snarled from the back of the room. Once again, Adar had almost forgotten he was present, which seemed impossible given his size. “We are not giving it away.”
“Everyone needs to relax,” Jason soothed, standing. “This is all still just speculation. There’s no way to confirm any of this.”
Gor glared down at him. “We could use it.”
“Use it how? There’s no button or command word, and when Sel tried to channel Aether into it, the thing nearly burned her hand off.” Jason quickly slid the cube back into the pouch. “Right now we still have way too many questions to do anything rash.”
“Jason is right,” Selvhara said. “We need to be cautious.”
Ria scoffed. “That’s easy for you to say, isn’t it? Your country’s not on fire. Your people haven’t been enslaved.”
“You call this slavery?” Gor asked, gesturing his paw towards the window. “Do you have any idea how many of my people are in chains in this very city? In this province? In this country? Humans complain because they trade one king for another. They don’t understand real suffering. You don’t understand real suffering.”
“Oh, please,” Ria snorted. “You have no idea what you’re talking about, chagari. Our people—” 
“That’s enough,” Adar said firmly, standing. “What Jason and Sel said is true. Before we do anything, we need to figure out precisely what the cube is. And Gor is also right: it’s not ours to begin with.”
Ria’s face fell. “Kyle—”
“I’m fully aware of what an Ascendant could mean to us,” he cut her off, “but this isn’t just a miracle solution to all our problems. There are big risks here. Besides, I’m sure Highlord Dracian will want to have a say in the matter when he gets here.”
“I don’t see why he should have any input.”
“Because he’s an old friend of our late king, and the Knights of the Last Dawn have always been stalwart allies of Galvia,” Adar reminded her. “You might not know him well, but Aidan and I do. I would appreciate his council on the matter.”
“He’s right, Ria,” Aidan said quietly. “Let’s just leave it alone for now.”
They all glared at each other for a long moment, but eventually Sarina leaned forward from her gargoyle-esque perch along the wall. 
“Whatever we decide to do, the Crell will be coming,” she said. “We’ll need to ramp up security even higher than normal. No one else can know about this—and I mean no one. If even a whisper leaks out that we might be sitting on a key to Ascension…” 
Adar took a deep breath and nodded. “You’re right, of course. We’ll plan on moving around some tomorrow. For now I’ll deploy some additional scouts along the nearby streets and see if we can ferret out any new Zarul operatives.” He paused and turned to Jason. “You’ve all traveled a long way, and you’re dirty and tired. Feel free to draw a bath and eat something while we wait for the Highlord; he should arrive by the end of the day. Then we can reconvene and get his advice.”
Selvhara offered him a faint approving smile, and Jason’s eyes signaled a silent thanks. Adar had deflected the worst of the heat for now, but unfortunately it wouldn’t last. Jason might have come here seeking help, but instead it was like he had just thrown a scrap of meat in front of a pack of starving hounds. Sooner or later, there was going to be blood. 
But first things first. Ethan needed to know about this. Perhaps he could be convinced to abandon his other schemes and embrace this new opportunity. Perhaps he would dismiss his demons right then and there.  
And perhaps, just perhaps, the Resistance could leave a decade worth of lies behind them and finally work together to defeat the Crell. 
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
“Once, Lyebel was among the wealthiest ports in the northern lands. Now I’d rather sell my wares to the Asgardians. They may be savages, but at least they’re not Crell.”
—Loribade, a merchant captain
 
Lyebel was definitely not Celenest. 
That was Elade’s first thought as she and Tevek soared down towards the distant metropolis. They planned on landing several miles from the main entrance to avoid any open confrontation, of course, but with an afternoon sky this clear, it wasn’t difficult to pick out the tall, spiked battlements or sprawling port on the city’s eastern side. The entire city seemed to be a shade of white or gray, but it wasn’t the color that set it apart—it was the fortifications. More than anything, they spoke to the differences between the Alliance and the Imperium. 
Solarian cities were well-defended, but aside from patrols of griffon riders, most of their defenses were subtle. They went to great lengths to conceal their armaments and defensive implements, even to the point of making them less effective. The reasoning was based on their cultural beliefs: the army wasn’t supposed to get in the way of daily life. Solarians wanted to live in a peaceful, beautiful city with sparkling fountains, clean streets, and citizens more concerned with the current fashion than the region’s political climate. 
Crell cities were nearly the opposite. An enemy scouting the gates of Lyebel was meant to be intimidated. The defensive towers were armed to the teeth with ballista, archer slits, and even focusing crystals to enhance the defensive powers of the local channelers. The walls were reinforced with steel at key points, and likely further bolstered by Aetheric infusions. Even ships sailing into the harbor had to pass by two monstrous warships bristling with weapons and manticore landing roosts. The Sovereigns believed that gratuitous demonstrations of force brought peace and order. Citizens could only relax and enjoy their lives when they knew they were safe and secure.
Their view wasn’t so different from her own people, Elade realized. Vaeyn cities were fortresses from gate to home, and they made no apologies for it. Their faeyn cousins, by contrast, preferred splendor and grace, and their defending forces were kept nearly invisible. For most of the last century, Elade had believed them naïve and foolish, and a part of her still did. But then she thought of all the beautiful things the faeyn created and how their poems, paintings, and sculptures would ultimately define their civilization in history. What would the vaeyn leave by comparison? Shattered weapons and armor? Stories of death and suffering? 
Still, if the demons ever conquered Maz’Belar and poured out across Calhara, the faeyn way of life would quickly change. Elade had always found that to be the most convincing argument of all. 
Their dragon mount, Cyridius, eventually set down in a small clearing several miles outside the main gates. As usual, he had performed well despite less-than-ideal circumstances. The Crell had flooded the border with manticore riders, and a giant dragon wasn’t exactly the most difficult thing to spot. But thanks to the cloudy weather and some deft maneuvering, they had managed to slip past without being detected. 
“One advantage of autumn,” Elade commented as they unpacked their traveling gear and got ready to head out on foot, “is that it makes hiding under layers of cloth less conspicuous.”
“I’d still prefer winter,” Tevek replied. “At least I could wear my armor.”
She nodded in understanding. Tevek relied upon the heavy steel plates of the Last Dawn armor; he had integrated the weight and protection into nearly all his combat styles. But strolling through a hostile city with a bright silver-blue tabard and shining silver armor wasn’t exactly the most subtle approach to what was essentially a reconnaissance mission, and so he would be forced to do without. 
“I’ve been trying to convince you to rely on it less,” Elade chided as she adjusted the straps on her scabbard. “There are plenty of tricks I can still teach you.”
He grunted in mock annoyance. “Give me back the body I had when I was thirty and I’d take you up on it.”
She grinned. These light chain shirts were still expertly forged, of course, and the form-fitting metal links were supple enough to allow nearly free movement while still protecting vital areas. Best of all, the shirts easily fit beneath a cloak, robe, or even just baggy clothing without raising eyebrows. Elade wore essentially the same suit the majority of the time and preferred the flexibility anyway, but her fighting style was based on mobility over brute force. 
Still, she understood why the knights preferred the bulkier armor. Common thugs and soldiers rarely had weapons capable of penetrating Dawn-forged plate with anything outside of a direct blow, and even most elite mercenaries couldn’t afford top-of-the-line weapons, especially in the poorer regions of central Calhara. That, coupled with the fact that knights spent a great deal of time mounted in large open spaces on the air or ground, made heavy armor the obvious choice. Mounts could easily support the weight, and the protection against projectiles could be life-saving. In Elade’s case, the formula was almost exactly the opposite. Shadow knights were expected to be stealthy as much as direct, and they often operated on foot against foes that relied on Aether more than physical weaponry. Burying yourself behind fifty pounds of metal seemed foolish when your enemy could simply cook you inside it. 
Fortunately, their swords wouldn’t be a problem inside the city. Lyebel, like all Imperium urban centers, had a standing law against selling or carrying certain types of weapons, with the main offender being crossbows. The logic was transparent: they were easy-to-use, deadly, and concealable—the latter being the biggest reason. Tevek had told her once how expensive crossbow licenses were, and in many cities they were simply outlawed altogether. Swords, on the other hand, were as much about fashion in some circles as defense, and they were still seen as a “gentleman’s weapon” among the wealthy elite. They were difficult to conceal, and local smiths often tagged their blades with personal markers to make them easier to track. The same mostly applied to the bows she and Tevek tossed on their backs. While still the dominant weapon on the open battlefield, longbows were both awkward and obvious in a tight environment like a city. They were very common on the backs of hunters, however, and that was the guise they had chosen today. 
A layer of simple clothing concealed most of their armor, and a thick gray cloak and hood did the rest—at least for him. Taurosians weren’t all that common this far inland, but they weren’t so rare as to raise instant suspicion, either. Unfortunately, her disguise was a bit more complicated. These people had probably never seen a vaeyn before, and it was entirely possible they would panic at the mere sight of her gray skin. As a result, she had wrapped a black scarf around her face and pulled up the cowl of her cloak. With her head tilted down, no one could really see what she looked like, though naturally she would still have to avoid eye-contact; her bright blue orbs would still give her away in an instant.  
“You look…what’s the expression?” Elade asked. ‘Ruggedly handsome,’ I think.” 
Tevek grunted. “Galvians respect outdoorsmen. “Perhaps I can seduce a young lass or two at the local pub.”
“Or some middle-aged widows,” she snickered. “I suppose we’ll find out.”
“Traveling with one old woman is enough for me, thanks,” he muttered, securing the last of his gear. “Let’s get moving.”
Elade smacked his back in mock annoyance and checked herself to make sure everything was ready. She missed her crossbow, but otherwise she felt pretty comfortable. No disguise would allow them to stroll right up to the garrison, but this would at least be sufficient to get them into the city.  
A few feet away, Cyridius let out a huff of confusion. He was smarter than most beasts, but he still didn’t know exactly what was going on. Elade pet him soothingly on the scales of his face, then touched the enchanted collar on his neck. The device allowed her to share some of her emotions with him—not as much as a true Aetheric bond, of course, but enough to let him know that everything would be all right. She could also feed him slightly more complex commands than normal, such as letting him know that they might not be able to retrieve him for several days. 
“We’ll see you again soon, I promise,” she soothed. “Just try and stay out of sight.”
She sent her assurances through the collar one last time, and then they were off. It took them a bit over an hour to cover the five miles between their landing spot and the city’s southern gate. It was midday, and the usual steady stream of travelers flowed in and out of the city, getting a once-over by the city guards but little else. They slipped inside without too much of a fuss, and Tevek led them down a few streets towards the south-side marketplace. 
“So this is the fun part,” Elade murmured as they maneuvered through the crowded cobblestone walks. “I hope you aren’t expecting the rebels’ scouts to pick you out of a crowd and let their boss know you’re here.”
“Not at all,” Tevek said. “I told you I know a few people who live here…assuming they’re still alive.”
He stopped a few times as they walked, taking a moment to study the street signs and the surrounding area. As far as she knew, he hadn’t been here since he had met her, which meant at least four years. A lot could change in that time, especially considering that Lyebel had been almost completely rebuilt since the last war. 
For her part, Elade took the time to study the people and get a sense for how they lived. No matter where she traveled, farms and villages were almost always the same. The people lived and died by their land and focused on day-to-day, practical matters regardless of whether they were Galvian or Crell or Taurosian. City folk, by contrast, spoke to the true heart of the country. Ten minutes in a Taurosian market would give a completely different impression of the locals than the same ten minutes in Celenest. 
Lyebel was no different. Most citizens walked with their eyes down, paying attention only to their footsteps. Though they were clean and healthy enough, they weren’t happy. Children laughed in the streets and people drank at outdoor taverns just like any place in the world, but Elade could sense the latent fear behind the surface. The racial divides were just as obvious, even with the mixing of bloodlines over the years. Groups of people sat apart from each other in ways that established a certain class system. A tavern’s clientele often looked homogenous within itself, but different than those one a block away. People spoke one language on one side of a street and sometimes another on the opposite. The tension of a forced relocation of Crell citizens to a Galvian city, even a decade later, was apparent.  
The walls might have been rebuilt, but Lyebel was still a broken city. 
“Ah, here we go,” Tevek said eventually, moving towards a corner shop. Elade didn’t speak or read Hassian, the native tongue, but the sign had a Crell translation. It was a general clothing store.
“What’s this?” she asked as they moved across the street. 
“A very old friend,” he told her. “Just browse while I try and find him.”
“All right.”
They moved inside the old shop, both of them stooping under the door frame. The owner had a wide variety of items, from things that probably passed for fashionable here to others that were far more utilitarian. Elade busied herself with a selection of traveling boots while Tevek found the owner. 
She didn’t understand a word of the conversation, but it was obvious after a few moments that the two men knew each other. The owner was an older man, certainly past his sixties, with the hardened eyes of someone who had seen a great deal of suffering in his lifetime. Elade casually checked both floors of the shop to make sure no one else was present, then came back to stand next to them. The man regarded her with an odd expression but said nothing. Tevek would have probably switched to Crell or Ikaran if the man was capable or willing to speak either, but he was probably averse to speaking Crell out of pride. Not speaking Ikaran would be rare, though, especially for a merchant; it had become the unofficial trade language of Torsia over the last few centuries.  
The whole conversation took only a few minutes, and Tevek eventually offered him a small pouch of gold coins. The man tried politely to refuse, but Tevek insisted, and after a brief embrace the two of them were back on the street. 
“Sorry about that,” he told her, glancing about the streets. “Gurel’s not particularly social.”
Elade shrugged. “There are worse crimes, especially in a place like this.”
Tevek nodded distantly and angled them down a narrow street. “I saved his wife during the war, helped them get out of the city. Gurel isn’t a soldier by any stretch of the imagination, but he helped us out in other ways whenever he could. I had a feeling the rebels would try and get in contact with him eventually.”
“Ah,” she said quietly. “So what did he have to say?”
“He has a contact not far from here. He tosses a particular sale sign in his window when he’s picked up news the others might want. With any luck, someone will see it quickly, and he can arrange a rendezvous before nightfall.”
“That sounds easy enough.”
“Hopefully,” Tevek murmured. “I told him we would be at a diner about five blocks from here. We’ll just have to sit and wait.”
She nodded fractionally, sweeping her gaze about the area. As far as she could tell, no one was paying them any undue attention. “At least we’ll have a chance to try the local cuisine.”
“Galvian food is terrible. You’ll probably be eating your rations in no time.”
Elade grunted under her breath. “Then you’re definitely buying. Lead the way.”
 
***
 
When no one from the Resistance had come to meet with them after an hour, Tevek started to grow worried. When no one arrived after two, he was seriously starting to consider leaving Lyebel altogether. They couldn’t just sit in this café forever; they were already drawing more looks than he was comfortable with, and eventually one of the Crell soldiers would come by and start asking questions...
“Something wrong?” Elade asked in between bites of her bread. 
“I’m just a bit distracted,” Tevek whispered, closing his eyes and taking a deep breath. Ever since they had crossed the border he had felt his tension level rising. Just being here in Galvia again was making him jump at shadows. It was hardly the proper behavior for a knight, especially the Highlord. “I have a lot of memories of this place, few of them good.”
Elade nodded and returned to her food. Despite his earlier warnings, she had probably sampled half the menu by now. She insisted that the food was far better than what they were used to at the Citadel, but Tevek knew she had to be faking it. Authentic Galvian cuisine tasted like stale bread wrapped in wet paper.
Still, at least the gross taste on his tongue had helped keep his mind from dwelling on the past. He had first set foot in Lyebel thirty years ago as a newly-promoted knight, and he had aided King Whitestone’s soldiers in capturing a pair of renegade Unbound. It was during that mission he had met then-Commander Ethan Moore, the man who had ultimately started the ill-fated Ash War. Together, the two of them had killed hundreds of Crell soldiers inside these walls over the years. Now Ethan and King Whitestone were gone, and the new Lyebel was barely recognizable.
Tevek flinched, realizing his guard had dropped. He swept his gaze back across the crowds of people in the street, most moving sullenly about their daily business. But one stood out: a middle-aged man crossing the street who kept glancing furtively in their direction. 
“I think we’ve found our contact,” Elade said.
Tevek nodded. The man on the street wore a long, dark red coat over black trousers and a white shirt with enough decoration to suggest someone comfortably situated in the merchant class, probably a shop owner of some sort. His brown hair was long but well kept, and his beard was neatly trimmed. A few moments later he stepped over to a corner shop and started perusing a selection of baubles, but not before favoring them with another meaningful glance.  
 “Time to move,” he said. He tossed a few coins on the table, slung his hunting bow over his back, and then set out. Elade followed right behind him. 
Once they had closed within about twenty yards, their contact casually turned away from the shop and continued on his way. He walked briskly but calmly, checking to ensure they were following only when he turned a corner. Tevek and Elade kept their distance, and no one seemed to be paying them any unusual notice. Within a few minutes they had left behind the main streets and crossed into a residential section. As the number of citizens thinned out, the man took an abrupt turn into an alleyway between buildings, and he was waiting for them when they rounded the corner. 
“Well, I’ve certainly seen worse disguises,” he muttered under his breath as he leaned against a brick wall. 
Tevek forced a tight smile. “We’re not used to skulking. “
“No, I suppose not,” the man said, returning the smile. “It’s not every day we get a visit from one of the most famous men in the world.” He extended a hand. “The name’s Olson, by the way. The boss sent me to bring you in.”
Tevek shook his hand firmly. “Glad to meet you. This is my partner, Dame Devarath.”
Olson’s expression flickered. He obviously hadn’t been expecting a non-human, but he nodded politely nonetheless “My pleasure. The boss will want to see you right away.”
“And who is this ‘boss’ of yours?” Elade asked. 
Olson paused as if debating whether he should speak the name aloud or not. “His name is Adar. I’m sure the Highlord will remember him.”
“Kyle Adar?” Tevek stammered. “He’s still alive?”
Olson nodded. “He runs this show. He wanted me to bring you in as quickly as possible.” 
Tevek whistled soundlessly. The last time he had seen Kyle, he had been a young man still grappling with the death of his king and the conquest of his homeland. He, like Ethan Moore, had been a member of the prestigious Hands of Whitestone, an elite group of Bound men and women who served as the king’s inner circle. Galvia had been a traditional monarchy, ruled over by a single king, but the Hands had provided a measure of stability and assurance to the people—they were explicitly selected from differing regions of the country in an attempt to account for multiple perspectives. After the war, Ethan had assembled the survivors as a part of his crusade to drive the Crell out of Galvia, but Tevek had thought they’d all died at Tibel two years ago.
“You know, it’s lucky you knew old Gurel,” Olson commented. “No offense, but the two of you stick out like a pair of groll at the winter ball.”
“We heard the rebels run half the city,” Elade replied. “Was that an exaggeration?”
“Depends on how you look at it, I suppose. The Crell still control the main gate and the Merchant District. We need to head into the docks before we’re safe. It shouldn’t take us more than half an hour or so.”
“Will it be dangerous?”
“It shouldn’t be, not if you stay close,” Olson said. “Lyebel’s a big city, and I assume you didn’t tell anyone you were coming.”
“No one that would tip off the Crell, anyway. Besides, we’d heard they were afraid to move against you.”
The man grunted. “I wouldn’t go that far. They’re certainly back on their heels, though. Not really sure why, honestly. They have enough grunzen on the street to do whatever they want most of the time.”
Tevek nodded. It was a Crell derogatory term, meaning something along the lines of “grunt.” The locals had co-opted it years ago. “Well, lead on.”
The trio set off with Olson taking point. They mostly wove through the southeastern residential district before passing into the docks. The district was huge; it spread for nearly four miles along the river. Given the rumors of how firmly the Resistance controlled the area, Tevek wasn’t surprised when patrols seemed sparse. He wondered if Adar had simply bribed the local commanders or the Crell were legitimately afraid to travel in their own city. Olson kept them in alleyways and side streets, avoiding as much traffic as possible without being too obvious about it. It hardly seemed to matter; no one paid them any particular heed, and neither he nor Elade spotted anyone tracking them. 
Tevek was almost willing to concede that he had been entirely too paranoid when a familiar warning tingle abruptly tingled down the length of his spine. The Aether stirred around them, and he slowed his gait and stretched out his senses to confirm his suspicions. 
Demons. There were demons in the city. 
Tevek froze in his tracks and turned to Elade. She had already stopped several feet behind him, her hand dropping to the handle of her blade as her eyes darted about the alleyway. Neither of them saw anything, but they both knew the monsters were lurking nearby…
With a flick of his wrist, Tevek summoned his shield onto his arm. The translucent blue-white disc shimmered angrily as he turned to Olson. The man’s face was a mask of confusion. 
“What’s going—?”
Olson never finished the sentence. A barrage of crossbow bolts sprayed down from windows above them, and Tevek instinctively dropped into a crouch and raised his shield. Most of the bolts splattered harmlessly against the Aetheric disc, but one slipped past and clipped him in the shoulder, piercing his light armor. Tevek winced and lurched to the side, at which point a second shot slid through the back of his left leg. 
“Elade! Go!” he cried out. 
He needn’t have bothered, of course. The vaeyn was already moving.
Diving towards one of the long shadows on the opposite end of the alley, Elade narrowly dodged another volley of crossbow bolts. The shadows seemed to swirl around her like a plume of thick black smoke—and then suddenly she was gone. But Tevek knew he didn’t need to worry about his partner; he needed to worry about Olson. 
The man had flatted himself on the cobblestones in panic, but the shots obviously hadn’t been aimed for him. Tevek’s first instinct was to rush forward and try to shield the other man, but that could easily backfire—the shots aimed for the paladin could then easily strike Olson. But if Tevek took off in the opposite direction, he doubted that the shooters would suddenly spare the man’s life. No, there was only one real option: the wooden door ten feet in front of them to the right. If Tevek could smash his way inside, they would be shielded from the marksman, and he could tend to his wounds while Elade hopefully confronted their attackers directly. 
Clenching his teeth, Tevek lunged forward. With his shield still angled to protect his head and torso, he reached down with his right hand and swept Olson off the ground. The man cried out in terror, but Tevek ignored it. The Aether coursed through his muscles, bolstering them enough to easily carry a two hundred pound man in one hand. A moment later, just as another volley ricocheted off the paladin’s shield, he lowered his shoulder at the door and rammed it with every ounce of strength he could muster.  
The wood splintered around him. He flipped inside almost uncontrollably, not expecting the frame to give so easily. He smacked the floor with a dull thud; the impact was enough to knock the wind from his lungs. He tilted his head to see Olson scrambling to a corner, his face scratched from wood chips but otherwise fine. Another hail of bolts pounded what was left of the door frame, but the angle was far too high for them to be any threat. Tevek focused on breathing and exploring his surroundings. 
“Ah, Mr. Dracian, I believe,” a calm male voice said in the Crell language. 
The paladin glanced up. Standing on the other side of the one-room floor were three men, all heavily armored and draped with city watch tabards. The two on either side had swords drawn; the man in the middle wore his on his belt, but his right hand shimmered with orange-white flame. 
“Welcome back to Lyebel, Highlord,” the man said, smiling. “We’re so glad you decided to honor us with your presence.”
A gout of flame sprayed from his hand. 
 
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
“Fear a paladin for the swift death they’ll bring. Fear a shadow knight for the swift death you will wish you had.”
—Naz’ale, a demon
 
Trz’yel forced Durech’s body to blink again once his eyes started to sting and water uncontrollably. It was such an annoying limitation, just like most other functions of a human body. Swallowing wheat and animal parts into his mouth twice a day was bad enough, but it was the little things he found the most irritating—breathing, blinking, defecating, and the like. In theory, Durech’s body should have been able to handle many of these functions itself, but the more control a demon exerted, the more the possessed body shut down. More than anything, it was a sign he needed to relax. 
But Trz’yel had no desire to do so. His own hunger was rising and threatening to overwhelm his senses. He could smell the paladins approaching, and he yearned to feast on their torment. The thought made Durech’s body blink and breathe again. 
“Are you…all right, sir?” the man to his right asked, a stupid expression on his face. 
“I’m fine,” Trz’yel replied through Durech’s lips. “Pay attention to the street.”
The soldiers were all fools, but for the moment they remained an unfortunate necessity. Their team consisted of four men in total including Durech, and each had their crossbows trained on the alley below awaiting their commander’s order to fire. A second group was hiding below inside the lower level of the adjacent building. They were the “net,” so to speak, who would catch the paladins in the event they tried to flee. 
“Our tracker says they will be here soon,” the man to his left warned. Beil was his name; he was a Bound, and their only way of communicating with the second team below and their tracker in the streets. 
“Steady,” Trz’yel said. “Only fire on my mark.”
Right on queue a trio of figures rounded the alley corner. The knights had disguised themselves—poorly—and their escort was standing roughly ten feet in front of them. Trz’yel signaled for his men to take aim.
“Aim for the big one,” he said, leveling his own crossbow. If either of the knights survived their opening volley, Trz’yel wanted it to be the vaeyn. He had tasted plenty of humans during his time in this realm, and he grown bored with them. A vaeyn, on the other hand…now she would be a true delicacy. To bend the will of one who had taken pleasure in destroying so many creatures of the Void…
 Trz’yel avoided licking his lips, and instead counted silently to himself. He just needed to wait for them to move a few more feet…
“They’ve stopped,” Beil said. 
The soldier was right. The knights had stopped dead in their tracks near the center of the alley; they must have sensed Trz’yel’s presence, even from here, and he hissed between Durech’s teeth. 
“Fire!”
He pulled the trigger. The bolt should have spliced the human knight’s head in half, but an instant before it impacted a shimmering disc of Aetheric energy flashed into existence on his arm and harmlessly deflected the shot away. Growling, Trz’yel continued to fire as quickly as the weapon could reload itself, but he knew it might have already been too late. The vaeyn nimbly flipped away into the nearby shadows and vanished, and a second later the human knight lunged forward and swept up their escort in his burly arms. With a bestial roar, he crashed through the closest door and into the adjacent building. 
“Oh, shit,” one of the other soldiers hissed. “Secondary target is gone!”
“Hold the doorway in case they attempt to double back,” Trz’yel hissed, struggling to control his fury. The paladin’s stench was overpowering now; it burned his nostrils and caused his mouth to water. They were close now, so very, very close…
“You have one chance,” a strangely accented, female voice said from behind him. “Surrender, and you will be spared.”
Trz’yel spun on a heel. The other paladin stood in the doorway behind them, a glimmering silver sabre in one hand and shimmering blue energy shield in the other. The demon roared and hefted up his crossbow to fire— 
“Too late,” the paladin said. 
The room exploded in a brilliant white blast of energy, and Trz’yel screamed. The light seared Durech’s frail human eyes, and the demon was tempted to claw them out just to stop the pain. But even as the familiar sounds of battle raged around him—the clattering of steel, the smashing of glass— Trz’yel knew he didn’t need to rely on the pathetically weak senses of his human host. He could smell the vaeyn near him, and he could see the trail she left in the Aether as she moved. 
The demon ignored his human senses and concentrated fully upon his own. The room became bluish mist, as thick as a cloud of billowing smoke, and he could see the outline of his soldiers as they fought in vain against a superior opponent. Trz’yel knew little of human combat forms, but even he knew they were doomed. A few pitiful city watchmen had no chance against a paladin, and Trz’yel knew that he didn’t either—at least, not if he fought conventionally. 
Fortunately, demons rarely did. 
Trz’yel drew his sword and lunged forward. The paladin stepped away from her last opponent as he collapsed with a gurgled shriek, and she whipped about her weapon in preparation for another attack. The demon hacked wildly as he dove in, and she easily parried away his blows and then punished him for his recklessness. Her blade pierced his chest, sliding in virtually all the way to the handle as his momentum carried him forward. The blow was mortal, at least to Durech’s feeble body. But that didn’t matter. It had served its purpose. 
The demon clenched his hand around the vaeyn’s throat and roared, blood frothing from his mouth. The weight and power of his attack threw her off-guard, and the two of them tumbled to the floor an instant later. Trz’yel landed cleanly on top of her, pinning her with his superior weight. The vaeyn flailed in his grip and attempted to wriggle free, but his demonic strength held her firmly in place. In desperation, she clutched at the hand crushing her throat, but her efforts were futile. 
“Open yourself to me,” Trz’yel hissed, blood dripping from his mouth onto the scarf covering the vaeyn’s face. “There is so much I can teach you.”
Her blue eyes fastened wide in terror.
 
***
 
 Lieutenant Malan had never seen a Knight of the Last Dawn in person. All Crell soldiers had seen the illustrations and Aetheric projections of their arms and armor, of course, and elite troops were given special training just in case they encountered a paladin. In this particular instance, Sovereign Verrator had provided his Imperators with plenty of information for this mission. Malan had dreamt of battling against a paladin ever since he had been a boy during the Ash war, and when Captain Durech had approached him about this mission, he had immediately volunteered. It was a perfect opportunity to kill an enemy of the state and perhaps finally get the promotion he deserved. 
Malan was almost twenty five now, and he was one of the most gifted channelers in Lyebel. Yet despite that, he was rotting away in the lower ranks of the city watch. His ability to control all types of energy was exceptional, and it should have gotten him an instant promotion to the ranks of manticore riders or maybe even dragon riders. Instead he had to deal with the middle-aged, boorish men who made up the city watch. 
But now, as the bulky figure of a paladin smashed through the doorway before him and laid prone on the floor, he finally had his opportunity. 
“Ah, Mr. Dracian, I believe. Welcome back to Lyebel, Highlord.” Malan smiled and channeled Aetheric fire to his palm. “We’re so glad you decided to honor us with your presence.”
With a flick of his wrist, he sprayed a cone of flame across the doorway. The smaller man accompanying the paladin screamed and dove clear of the blast, but he didn’t matter anyway. Malan was here for Dracian, and the flames would engulf him completely.  
He maintained the spell for several seconds until the strain nearly overwhelmed him. He finally released his control, and the flame stopped in a puff, just as if its supply of air had vanished. The body on the ground was still smoldering, but a shield of blue energy jutted straight upwards in front of it. The paladin’s cloak had almost completely burned away, but he wasn’t dead—somehow his shield seemed to have absorbed the blast. 
“Shit,” Malan swore. 
Dracian vaulted to his feet even as the ground around him burned. Malan could sense the knight’s power, and not just from his shield. A barrier of invisible energy folded around the man like a second suit of armor. His hand abruptly flared with a spell of his own, and Malan reflexively shielded his eyes. Sovereign Verrator had taught his men to avoid the “flash burst,” a simple but effective technique the paladins used to blind and stun clusters of their enemies. Unfortunately, judging from their surprised screams, Malan’s fellows had been too slow to turn away. 
Dracian wasn’t finished. Unsheathing his sword, he slashed the blade across his body, and Malan barely had time to vault clear of the sweep. He summoned another spell to his fingertips, but this time he shaped the Aether into a raw, hungering blast capable of dispersing Aetheric shields and barriers. A burst of violet energy erupted from his hands, and Dracian once again raised his shield to absorb the attack—but this time he got more than he bargained for. The paladin’s shield vanished in a flash of light, and the explosion hurled him backwards into the opposite wall. 
Malan knew he had only bought himself a few seconds, and he used the time to his advantage. Reaching out to the Aether, he channeled its energy into his stunned allies. All Imperators were taught basic healing techniques in order to support their regiments, and he knew he could quickly get them back into the fight. His senses briefly merged with theirs, and with a gentle touch he swept away their pain and confusion. 
Just in time. Dracian had already recovered, and he lunged back into the fray. Malan’s allies, Acton and Noakes, met the charging paladin head on. Acton, attacking from the right, smashed his sword into Dracian’s shield; Noakes, attacking from the left, went blade to blade. At a glance, it seemed like the latter’s two-handed grip would easily shatter Dracian’s defenses, but the paladin wasn’t defeated so easily. With an impressive display of raw physical power, he deflected aside the wild chop and even shoved Noakes back on his heels. 
The two men were no match for Dracian—that much was obvious just from the first few seconds of their skirmish. But Acton and Noakes were Crell soldiers, and that meant they had been rigorously trained to buy their Imperator time with their lives, if necessary. Malan had options. He could draw his own sword and enter the fray, but he was half the paladin’s size and had no delusions of winning in a straight-up fight, even three against one. He had a crossbow too, but he ran the risk of shooting his allies in the back, and he doubted his weapon’s ability to penetrate the man’s armor—either his conventional suit or his ward of protective energy—anyway. No, this battle would be won or lost with his ability to channel the Aether. As long as his men occupied the knight’s attention, eventually he would get the opportunity to strike. Dracian knew it too; Malan could see it in the man’s eyes. 
Taking a step back, Malan summoned another surge of raw power into his hands…and then he patiently waited for the opportunity to strike. 
The melee in front of him was furious. Acton and Noakes pressed from either side, doing their best to split Dracian’s concentration. Malan might not have been an exceptional swordsman, but he was competent enough to appreciate the movements. The paladin was a rough fighter, clearly used to winning with sheer force, pounding through the defenses of his adversaries. But he was adept enough to realize he was flanked, and he began a coordinated attack on Noakes meant to drive the man back—the paladin wanted to position himself in a corner, so that he could keep his enemies in front of him and limit their advantage. 
Noakes didn’t take the bait. He stood his ground, driving his blade in quick but brutal attacks to use his double-grip leverage. Acton took quick slashes when the paladin extended, usually catching the man’s shield but sometimes striking armor or flesh. It was a patient, measured attack, but it would ultimately wear Dracian down and get them a killing blow. 
Finally the paladin overextended with a shield block, and Malan took his chance. He discharged an Aetheric blast straight into Dracian’s chest, and the beleaguered knight had no chance to respond. The violet bolt hammered squarely into his torso, knocking him backwards and off-balance. Without the protection of his own magic, Dracian would have been dead, but regardless he was still visibly weakened. Sooner or later Malan would score a clean hit, and the battle would be over. 
Seeing his opponent staggered, Acton pressed his attack. A quick but solid blow slammed Dracian’s sword out of the way, and Acton attempted to cleave off this opponent’s head with his backswing. But just before the blade cut into flesh, Dracian dropped to his right knee and thrust his shoulder upwards. Acton’s sword slashed against the knight’s shoulder armor and drew forth a stream of blood. 
Noakes pressed at almost the same moment. With Dracian’s defenses buckling, the Crell soldier slashed directly at the knight’s blade, smacking it out of his grip and sending it clattering across the floor. 
For all intents and purposes, the fight was over. Dracian was battered, bloodied, and now weaponless. Smiling, Malan released his second blast of energy—
And in that instant, he suddenly understood why he had been warned to never underestimate a Knight of the Last Dawn. The moment the bolt left Malan’s fingertips, Dracian, extended far to his right to deflect Noakes, reached up and smacked the man in the back of the knee with his now empty right hand. It was a miraculous feat of strength and timing, and Noakes, off-balance from his strike, had no way to avoid it. His body crumpled forward, directly in front of his enemy….and Malan’s blast hit him squarely in the chest. 
The horrified shriek cut off almost immediately as the Aetheric energy fused his armor into his flesh and then disintegrated both. His limbs and their armor—now sans torso—clattered to the ground. Using the confusion to his advantage, Dracian rolled away, retrieved his sword, and then hopped back to his feet. 
“No one else has to die,” he said in a deep baritone voice. His face was contorted in pain, but somehow he seemed to have caught his second wind. 
Acton was staggered and horrified at the brutal death of his partner, but his training eventually took hold of him. He held his blade upright, ready to take on the paladin alone if he needed to. Malan, for his part, reached into the Aether yet again, and crackling, violet strands of energy danced across his body and fingertips. 
“You’re right,” Malan said. “Drop your weapon, paladin, and I will be merciful.”
Dracian let out a heavy sigh. “You’re being manipulated by a demon. Whatever it has told you is a lie.”
Malan blinked. “A demon? That’s really all you can come up with? I thought paladins didn’t lie?”
“I don’t want to kill you,” Dracian said, taking a menacing step forward. “But I will. Now surrender…this is your last warning.” 
Malan’s eyes narrowed. He had a clear shot right now—if he could overpower the paladin’s defenses with a quick spell, the fight would be over here and now. Dracian would be expecting that, though, and without the distraction of a blade in his face, he could probably survive it. Perhaps there was another way. Acton was at the ready, waiting for a signal from his superior….
“You know we can’t just surrender to you,” Malan said.
“Let me find the demon,” Dracian said. “He’s possessing one of your troops. Once he’s destroyed, we can go our separate ways and you can make a report to your superiors.”
“Report what, that we let an enemy of the state escape custody right in front of us?” Malan sneered. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed that the cloud of smoke in the back of the room continued to thicken; most of the room was stone, but his initial blast had ignited stray bits of cloth and wood. Soon the fire would probably spread in earnest. 
“I am not your enemy,” Dracian repeated. “I am not here to battle Crell—I am here to root out demons and nothing else. You have my word.”
Malan studied the other man for a moment. His skin and eyes were dark and wearied, and the gray on his beard suggested he was well past middle age. It made his physical exertions all the more impressive. 
“Fine,” Malan said, releasing his hold on the Aether. The energy swirling around him instantly dissipated. “What would you have us do?”
Acton glanced back at him like his commander had just gone insane, but he still held his ground. More importantly, however, the paladin’s guard seemed to drop. 
And in that moment, Malan struck. 
Reaching out with the Aether, he telekinetically grabbed onto the pile of debris in the back of the room and hurled the flaming chunks directly at Dracian’s back. The paladin was fast—his shimmering shield returned to his arm almost instantly, and he managed to deflect the worst of the bombardment. But Malan didn’t relent. With a second push, he hurled a volley of debris from below his own feet straight into the paladin’s torso. The assault wasn’t meant to kill him or even really wound him, but it did give Acton time to lunge forward in an attack. 
Malan smiled even as another storm of energy gathered at his fingertips. One way or another, Dracian was going to die. 
 
***
 
The demon was impossibly strong. Even with her sword skewering through his gut, Elade still couldn’t pry him off no matter how much she struggled. His host body would be dead in a few moments, but so would she; her vision was already starting to blur, and her arms were growing tired and limp. 
“Open yourself to me,” the demon said, blood dripping from his mouth onto her face scarf. “There is so much I can teach you….”
Elade should have been dead already. If he possessed this kind of strength, he could have easily crushed her throat already. But he wasn’t trying to kill her—he just wanted to weaken her enough to possess her. And so instead of struggling, she released her grip and relaxed. 
“Yes,” he rasped, “yes, just relax. Submit, and I will show you a new reality you never thought possible…
He lifted his left hand above her forehead. Pinpricks of red light seared behind the host body’s green eyes, and Elade could sense the demon’s hunger growing. Sneering wickedly, he lowered the hand against her flesh. 
“Now, scream for me, vaeyn!” he hissed. “Give me your torment! Give me your—”
The demon shrieked in agony and retracted his hand. His flesh seared away in a brilliant blue-white pyre, and he watched in horror as his fingers crumbled to ash before him. With his grip abruptly broken, Elade clenched her teeth and drove her palms into his chest. The demon flew backwards, and she shifted her body weight and flipped back to her feet in a single, smooth motion. 
“No!” the demon shrieked. “How is this possible? How…”
 His voice trailed off as the purifying flame spread from his arms to his torso. Soon he was completely immolated, and Elade stepped forward and removed her right gauntlet. The glyphs on her gray flesh glowed a brilliant blue as the long-dormant power coursed through them, and she reached down and grabbed the handle of her sword. 
Too late, the demon realized its mistake. Like fire spreading across a slick of oil, the crackling Aetheric energy streaked from her body and into the blade before erupting in the demon’s chest. This time it wasn’t even able to scream; within seconds its entire body had disintegrated into a smoldering pile of ash. 
Taking in a deep breath, Elade spun back around to face the other two Crell soldiers. They were gaping up at her, their faces a mixture of confusion, horror, and pain. She had managed to disable them without seriously wounding them, but unfortunately their Bound commander had taken a tumble out the window when she had hit him with her shield. 
“Tell your superiors you have a serious problem,” she said. “This was only one demon; I’m certain there are many more.”
Turning back to the open window, she focused on her link with Tevek; it only took a moment to realize that he was too distracted to send her his direct thoughts. She could shadow walk down to him almost instantly, but without knowing the location of the combatants, she might appear in an awkward position and make the situation even worse. No, she would have to descend the conventional way—for a paladin, anyway. 
Stepping forward, Elade touched the Aether and summoned a pair of soft, glowing wings to her back. The strands of energy folded out across the room, and she took another deep breath before leaping out the window. 
 
***
 
Tevek raised his shield against the onslaught of flaming debris. The Aetheric disc sparked and crackled as it repelled the assault, but some of the shrapnel inevitably slipped past and stabbed into his lower body. Most of the bits weren’t hurled with enough force to penetrate his armor or inflict any serious damage, but that wasn’t the Imperator’s intention; this was all just a distraction meant to split Tevek’s concentration. And unfortunately, it was working—slowly but surely, he was losing ground to the Crell soldier who was slicing and thrusting away.  
Fatigue was also quickly setting in. Tevek’s body hurt like hell; he had at least three bolts partially lodged into him, and his shoulder had been gashed wide open. Through his link to his partner, he could sense that Elade was also in mortal danger. She might not be able to defeat the demon alone. 
Which meant that one way or another, Tevek needed to end this skirmish right now. 
Lifting his blade, he narrowly parried away the soldier’s latest attack before it hacked off his arm. He staggered backwards, but the Crell man was actually worse off: he had massively overextended, and Tevek made him pay. Shifting his center of gravity, the paladin smashed his shield into the younger man’s side and sent him toppling over to the floor. 
The Imperator pounced on the sudden opening. He let loose a double volley of disruptive Aetheric energy, but this time Tevek was ready. He swung his shield back around quickly enough to catch both blasts on its surface. The shimmering disc crackled and nearly dissipated entirely beneath the assault, and there was no way it could absorb another. But that was all right—Tevek only needed it for one final maneuver. 
With a guttural roar, the paladin stepped forward and hurled the shield directly at the Imperator’s torso. In panic, the man tried to dive clear, but he was too slow. The disc smashed into his chest and knocked him flat to the ground before vanishing back into the Aether. 
“I’ve no desire to kill you,” Tevek said as he stepped over the Imperator and switched to a two-handed grip on his blade. “Don’t be foolish.”
Mercifully, both men finally seemed willing to concede defeat. The Crell soldier rolled to his feet, but he didn’t retrieve his weapon. The Imperator, for his part, just remained still. 
I’m coming to you, Elade’s voice said directly into his head. Through their link, he could sense that her trepidation had transformed into concern. Just hold on. 
I’m all right, he soothed. 
A moment later, a sword-wielding figure appeared in the smoke-covered doorway in the back of the room. A pair of glowing, Aetheric wings sprouted from her back, and the shadows parted at her footsteps. Her tunic was covered in blood. 
“The demon is dead,” she told him. “Two of the Crell soldiers are still alive.”
“Good,” Tevek said, glancing down to the beaten men in front of him. “Your local commander needs to know what happened here. Tell him or her that you have a demonic infestation. Do you understand?”
The Imperator nodded. “I will inform the Sovereign directly.”
“Good. Then get out of here.”
The two men slowly and cautiously made their way out of the building. Had Tevek been alone, he wouldn’t have been able to trust them, but the way their eyes were fixated upon his partner’s face—the face of a vaeyn—he knew they wouldn’t dare cross her. At least, not until they returned to their senses later. 
“Letting them go might have been a mistake,” Elade whispered once they were gone. “Now they’ll know there are two paladins in the city.”
“They already knew that or they wouldn’t have ambushed us,” Tevek pointed out. “And that man was an Imperator, presumably under Sovereign Verrator. He will know everything that happened here and hopefully react accordingly.” He winced as the rush of combat faded and a fresh spike of pain lanced through his shoulder. “Besides, we don’t kill unless we have to. You know this.”
“Mm,” she muttered, turning to the room’s corner. Huddled behind an overturned desk was Olson, the Resistance contact who had led them here in the first place. “So glad you could help.”
“We need to get to Adar,” Tevek said gravely. “The situation may be even worse than we feared.”
 
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
“The most powerful illusions are the lies we tell ourselves.”
-Solipean Proverb
 
Krystia Tharule pulled the cold washcloth from her face and gave herself a once-over in the mirror. She hadn’t been sleeping well lately, and it was starting to show. Faint black circles had started to form beneath her eyes, and her cheeks looked especially pale. The hard reality was that she’d been pushing herself too hard lately; she spent all day working in the temple and then all night trudging through Headmaster Velle’s records on the Unbound Asylum. 
Still, at least she’d finally made some progress. She had sifted through the entire “student” roster and selected several fascinating candidates, and one in particular stood out above the rest. She desperately wanted to speak with this man, but of course that wouldn’t be quite as easy as writing him a letter or even just visiting the Asylum again. She needed a plan.
Unfortunately, she was running out of time. Tevek and Elade had just arrived in Lyebel and fought off Ethan’s demons, which meant that the Lord’s Council would be getting their report about an infestation soon. King Areekan would be forced to act, and her duties in the temple would undoubtedly ramp up as the specter of war loomed larger and larger on the horizon. She needed to finish up her personal business before the situation spiraled completely out-of-hand. 
With a tired sigh, Krystia finished freshening up and then returned to the main room of her chambers. As expected, Arven was there waiting for her. 
“I’ve brought everything you requested,” the older woman said as she held out a wooden scroll case. 
“Ah, thank you,” Krystia replied, taking the case and setting it down on her desk. “I hope it wasn’t too much trouble.”
“It wasn’t.” Arven’s face tightened. “Do you mind if I ask why you’re interested in these?”
Krystia raised an eyebrow. “I told you before: a man named Sovan Lor came in here a few days ago with a particularly interesting sickness. I wanted to see if we had any records of him or his family in the Archives.”
Arven saw through the lie; that much was obvious from the change in her expression. Krystia couldn’t help but be surprised. Her friend was a kind, trusting soul, and she shouldn’t have hesitated for an instant to help a friend out with a relatively simple request. The two had spoken at length about the silly restrictions protecting the temple archive; access was based almost entirely upon seniority rather than aptitude or accomplishment, which meant that Krystia had no ability to pull records on her own. 
“Sovan couldn’t have come in here, Krystia,” Arven said quietly. “He’s been studying at the Academy of Aether Studies since he was ten.”
Studying. She made it sound like the man had a choice in the matter. Sovan, like everyone else in the Academy—no, the Asylum—had been dragged away before he had been able to develop his powers on his own. Despite that imprisonment, however, he had grown into a powerful channeler, capable of many techniques Krystia hadn’t even been aware of. But before she figured out exactly how she was going to meet him, she had wanted to learn more about his past and lineage. Headmaster Velle’s records suggested she could find more information in the official temple archives.
“That’s strange,” Krystia whispered, shaking her head in confusion. She took the opportunity to reach out to the Aether and subtly probe her friend’s thoughts. Arven’s concern was obvious, but thankfully it hadn’t quite evolved into outright suspicion—yet. She was still willing to believe that her friend had simply made a mistake about the name, and most importantly she hadn’t informed King Areekan about any of this yet. 
“Maybe you got the name wrong?” Arven suggested. “If you want I can take the scrolls back and see if I can find any similar names.”
“That seems like a lot of extra work for you,” Krystia replied, smiling. 
Arven smiled back, though it was clearly forced. “It’s no trouble.”
She had already checked the records, of course; she was just setting a trap to see how far Krystia was willing to go. She was also trying to figure out exactly why a few scrolls were worth lying about in the first place. Arven had no idea that Krystia was Unbound, but she wasn’t stupid: she had obviously noticed that her friend always seemed to learn new techniques faster than any of the other priests, and now Krystia was suddenly interested in the prisoners at the Asylum. It didn’t take a genius to put two and two together. 
Krystia closed her eyes and sighed. She had always known this might happen, but once again she had underestimated the people around her. It was becoming a tiresome habit, and she needed to get her act together before it became a serious problem.
“For what it’s worth,” she told the older woman, “I’m sorry I have to do this.”
Krystia stabbed into Arven’s mind. The woman’s mental barriers collapsed even easier than she’d anticipated; temple priests were taught several basic techniques to resist mental intrusion, but Arven obviously hadn’t been expecting an attack. Within seconds her mind and body were completely under Krystia’s control, and the woman’s mouth dropped and her limbs began twitching in place. 
“Don’t resist,” Krystia soothed. “I really don’t want to hurt you…”
With the Aether coursing through her, Krystia probed through Arven’s mind until she located the nexus of her memories for the past several hours. The task wasn’t trivial; it was like tiptoeing across a single strand of a vast spider web. If Krystia wasn’t careful, she could inadvertently destroy Arven’s other memories or perhaps even kill her…but thankfully Krystia had always excelled at this type of delicate work. More than any other channeling technique, even healing, telepathy had always come naturally to her. It only took her a few moments to isolate the memory threads in question and then snip them off from the rest. 
In their place, Krystia wove a new pattern: Arven had gone straight home after her shift in the temple and taken a nap. She had come to ask Krystia for a bottle of brandy, knowing her friend’s acute tastes in such things. And now, after a mostly uneventful day, she found herself here. 
“Do you know what vintage you want?” Krystia asked. 
Arven blinked as her body returned to her own control. “Um…what?”
Krystia frowned. “Are you all right?”
“Yes…yes, I’m fine,” Arven replied, shaking her head. “I must still be a little groggy from my nap. I actually wasn’t sure what vintage; I figured I’d let you pick.”
“Well, you owe me,” Krystia replied, opening her cabinet and grabbing one of her 1508s. “Tell me that you’re at least going to share this with a man.”
The older woman smiled. “No, I just wanted something to go with dinner.”
“Well, if you’re eating alone, you’re definitely only getting a 1508.”
“I’m sure that’s fine.”
Krystia smiled dryly. “It’s drinkable. Personally, I think you should talk to one of those rich businessmen who just came in from Ikara. Two of them came by my quarters earlier—they both looked…thirsty.”
Arven rolled her eyes and turned on a heel. “You’re incorrigible.”
Krystia shrugged. “Talk to you tomorrow.”
Arven slipped out the door quietly, and Krystia’s smile vanished. Over the last month, she had been relying on her powers to get what she wanted more and more, and it was getting easier to do each time. First she had dealt with Headmaster Velle, a powerful man in his own right, and he hadn’t proven much of a challenge for her. Now, with Arven, it had been even easier. The truth of the matter was there was little anyone here could do to stop her, and Krystia had finally started to realize that. 
The prospect was liberating and disturbing at the same time. It validated the reasons Ascendants feared Unbound; she had no tangible checks on her power. But at the same time, being aware of her potential opened doors she previously thought closed. If she couldn’t garner support for her plans normally, couldn’t she just manufacture it instead?
 No, that was underestimating the people around her again. Velle had seen through her first illusion when she had thought that impossible, and now Arven’s natural suspicions had nearly ruined everything. Krystia might have been powerful, but she wasn’t invincible. She really did have limits, and she needed to acknowledge them.  Their minds were open to her, but she wasn’t going to solve this problem with brute force. She needed to use a light touch, and it would still be better if she avoided manipulating people whenever possible. 
With another long sigh, she cracked open the scroll case and unfolded the parchment inside. Distantly, she wondered how the experiences of these Asylum prisoners differed from her own. She doubted they ever got away with using their powers like this…but did that suffocate them? Did it hold their development back? She may have been getting a little careless here at times, but she had never felt as comfortable with her own powers as she did now, and it felt…good. Like she was finally controlling her own destiny, no matter what anyone else tried to tell her. 
“Soon, you’ll be in control of yours as well,” she said to the parchment. “All of you will.”
 
***
 
“You also have eight other correspondences here that haven’t been answered in two weeks, sir. I realize they may not be top priority, but you have said yourself the people need to be assured—”
“I promise I will get to them today,” Darius Iouna said as he tried to rub the strain from his eyes. “Just leave them there and get me a drink, would you?”
His chief adjutant, Lieutenant Selwin, stirred audibly. “Yes, sir. The usual?”
“Just coffee. Black.”
“Very well, sir.”
Darius only opened his eyes after the man’s footfalls turned the corner outside his office. He sat looking out the window on the third floor of the military command building in Avantar, the largest city of the Solarian province of Citula. It was one of his many homes these days, from his actual house in a sleepy farming village forty miles away to his regal quarters at the King’s Tower in Celenest. The interesting part was that he could reach Celenest far faster than his own house despite it being four-hundred miles to the south; this city had a portal leading right into the heart of the nation’s capital. 
He had been sitting here trying to catch up on paperwork for nearly three days now, and he was getting tired of it. Back when he’d still been a low-ranking officer, he had always assumed that the life of a general meant spending days surrounded by tactical reports and playing out war game simulations. He did those things today, of course, but the vast majority of his time was spent dealing with more mundane logistical concerns—or, even worse, corresponding with wealthy and important families all across the Alliance who expected much more direct and expedient communications with their military leaders than common folk. 
In other words, politics. 
Still, Darius had known it would be like this after serving as an adjutant under General Tavorus shortly after the war. The difference was that Tavorus had made sifting through the bullshit seem easy. The man might not have been a particularly brilliant strategist, but he was an excellent statesman. When Tavorus spoke before the Council, they hung on his every word; with Darius, they seemed either apathetic or irreverent. He could still get them to do what he wanted off and on, but sometimes he questioned if it was worth the effort. 
“General?”
Darius turned. Standing in the doorway was a heavyset man with a thick moustache and the standard white fabric and gold trim of a Solarian officer’s uniform. 
“Hal,” Darius said, hopping to his feet and offering the man a hand. It wasn’t exactly the most formal response, but the Legion Generals didn’t often stand on tradition when speaking with each other. 
General Hal Wystan walked into the room and shook his hand firmly. “I’m sorry I didn’t let you know I was coming, but I was in a bit of a rush.”
“No trouble at all,” Darius assured him. “Please, sit down. I’ve actually been hoping we could speak face-to-face soon. Belyise, too; it’s been weeks since I’ve seen her.”
Wystan took a seat across the desk. “That’s why I’m here. I have the latest scouting reports, and I knew you’d want to see them as quickly as possible.”
“I do, thank you. His Majesty will be expecting word from Dracian soon, and I’ll need to be there to handle whatever report the Highlord relays through his knights.”
“We’re all certainly wondering about that,” Wystan said with a nod. “Personally, I’m hoping it might clear up these reports.”
Darius frowned. “What do you mean?”
“Take a look.” Wystan handed him a burlap case filled with dozens of rolled up pieces of parchment. “The Crell buildup at every key location along the border has stopped.”
“Stopped?” Darius cracked open the satchel and sifted through the scrolls on top. “How certain are we?”
“Reasonably. As a rule, stopping this type of buildup generally means one of two things: either the movement really was a purely defensive measure, or the Sovereigns think they’ve been caught and now they’re pretending it was the former.”
“Hmm,” Darius muttered. “They haven’t started advancing?”
“Not in the slightest. But if you look at the numbers, there’s another issue: the Crell are still outnumbered on every front. This can’t be an invasion force, not unless the Sovereigns forgot how to count.”
“Or have a secret weapon.”
Wystan snorted. “I thought about that, but even if they have a hundred dragon riders in reserve, it wouldn’t make a difference. Eight thousand light infantry, one thousand chagari/groll heavy infantry, five hundred manticore riders…” 
“If they try to push Isen or Garos with that, they’ll be slaughtered,” Darius agreed. 
“The same is true in the southwest. We still hold nearly a two-to-one edge at Brackengarde if they decided to push through the Kurden pass.” 
“So they’re defensive soldiers. They could reinforce Lyebel with this and hold it for months if we attacked, but it’s nowhere near enough for an invasion.”
“That’s the obvious conclusion,” Wystan said. “I’m as surprised as you are. The initial buildup came so quickly we all just assumed it would keep going. The Sovereigns have been diverting forces from the western front for months.”
“So then where are they? Did our scouts just lose track of them?”
“It would seem so. A month ago I was expecting to see four times this many troops with more on the way. Maybe they got lost.”
“Or they’re up to something else we don’t know about,” Darius said. “Crell soldiers don’t just disappear.”
“It’s possible we were just wrong,” Wystan replied mildly. “I hate to admit it as much as anyone—just ask my wife—but even we can make mistakes.” He paused and ran a finger along his moustache. “You know what the Council will do with this information.”
“We’ll lose our support,” Darius said. “All of it, just like that.”
The other man grunted. “You know, something about sitting here wishing your enemy had a larger force on your border just seems wrong.”
Wincing, Darius skimmed through the reports, but they all said the same thing. “We both know it’s only a matter of time before they attack again,” he said quietly. “If the Sovereigns are playing defense, it’s only because they’re trying to buy themselves time.”
“You and I might think that,” Wystan told him gravely. “But you know the others won’t see it that way.”
“We have to hold off on showing this to the Council, at least for a day or two. We need to see what the Highlord learns in Lyebel.”
Wystan frowned. “What difference is that going to make?”
“These numbers will bias the Council’s perceptions,” Darius explained. “We need their minds open, then we’ll give them what we know—or at least, what they need to know. If we get confirmation of a demonic infestation, these reports won’t matter. They’ll have to authorize a response anyway.”
“I hope you’re not suggesting keeping this from them outright. There’s no way to keep something like this a secret forever.” 
“I wouldn’t dream of hiding anything from the illustrious Council. But I also wouldn’t want to waste their time with extraneous information.”
“That’s a dangerous road to travel, son, and you know it.”
“I’m not your son,” Darius muttered. “And we can’t afford to lose our momentum. Not now, not when we’re so close.” He pursed his lips. “Look, we all know that now is the time to strike. Politics can’t get in the way.”
Wystan gave him an odd look but said nothing further. He was a good man, a career soldier for over forty years. He understood the military prerogative to limit the information given to politicians at certain times. Councilors were always at the beck-and-call of their own provinces, which often meant they were pressured to make populist decisions—and populist decisions, despite what the Alliance Charter might claim, were often the wrong decisions. 
“It’s your call, Darius,” Wystan said. “For now, at least. But I’m not throwing myself on a sword for this, and I guarantee that none of the others will, either.”
“I know. And I’m grateful you brought this to me first.” Darius stood and shook the other man’s hand. “Trust me: I won’t keep it away from them for long.”
Wystan grunted and stood. “Then I’ll see you at Celenest in a few days. You have until then to come up with a miracle.”
He left the room, and Darius slammed his fist down on the table.  Lieutenant Selwin entered a few moments later with a coffee pot in his hands. “Is something wrong, sir?”
“No,” Darius whispered. “Nothing at all.”
 
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
“The Divine Spark: it’s either the best hand in a game of Lepare or a quasi-mythical relic from the Godswar. Offhand, I’m not sure which is rarer.”
—A gambler outside the Emerald Visage
 
Night had fallen by the time Adar’s people signaled Tevek’s approach, and once the two knights entered the rebel complex it was obvious why they had been delayed. Both of them were bloodied from a recent fight, though Tevek seemed to have taken the worst of it. His clothing was burned and torn in numerous places, and his familiar face was twisted in a pained grimace. His partner’s outfit was similarly spotted with blood, but otherwise she seemed all right. The man who traveled alongside them, one of Adar’s scouts, had the look of someone who had yet to accept that he was still alive. Jason had seen the bewildered expression many times on fresh-faced soldiers after skirmishes during the war, and he had probably worn it himself on more than one occasion. 
“I see Lyebel was just as kind to you as always,” Adar said, greeting the larger man with a firm handshake. “One of these days you need to learn the value of subtlety.”
Tevek grunted. “It’s good to see you, Kyle. When Olson mentioned you were in charge I almost didn’t believe it.”
“There are still some days I don’t believe it myself. Come on in—the others will want to see you, too.”
Adar started to introduce some of the others, but by that point it was obvious that the Highlord was barely listening. Selvhara swept across the room and into his arms, and before he could even speak she set to nursing his wounds. 
“I can’t believe you strode into a Crell city without your armor,” she scolded him, her hands flashing with healing magic. “What did you think would happen?”
“It’s not like we had much of a choice,” he grunted back. “At least this way we didn’t have to battle our way through the front gate.”
“Not that it seemed to slow down the Crell much,” his partner put in. She pulled back her hood, and Jason did his best not to gasp at the sight of her gray-blue skin. He had never seen an actual vaeyn in person before. “They obviously knew we were in the city. I’m just not sure why they didn’t send the whole garrison after us.”
Tevek nodded gravely even as he kept his arm locked around Selvhara’s waist. The two of them looked like they wanted to say about a thousand different things to one another but were holding their tongues while in the company of so many others. 
“This is my colleague, Dame Elade Devarath,” the Highlord said. “Without her, I probably wouldn’t be here.”
“It’s always a pleasure to meet another Knight of the Last Dawn,” Adar said, shaking her hand. Ria and the others kept their distance and didn’t speak, which was probably for the best. Closely-knit groups always found it difficult enough to accept new members even when they were of the same race. 
“Thank you,” Elade replied, smiling faintly. She was quite tall—much taller than Jason expected—but she had the same slender figure of her elysian cousin. Her luminous eyes were a bright blue instead of violet, and she looked a bit younger than Sel. The most striking thing about her, however, was her presence. From the way she stood to the way her eyes drank in every detail of the room, she was clearly a warrior. 
“Elu shala,” Selvhara said, nodding faintly. “It has been a while since I have spoken with one of your kind.”
“Yes,” Elade murmured. “I hope that won’t be a problem?”
“Not at all. If you are a friend of Tevek, then you are a friend of mine.”
“I’m glad to hear it.”
The women held their eyes on each other for a long moment, and Jason wondered how much they were conveying with a single glance. Selvhara had almost never spoken about her relationship with her people’s dark-skinned cousins, but he did know that the elysians and the vaeyn had very different cultures. They didn’t make war on one another, but that didn’t mean they got along, either. 
Eventually Adar went through a full round of introductions, and for a moment Jason had to struggle to repress the old memories. The Resistance, Tevek, Sarina, Sehlvara….it almost felt like he was looking through a window at the various eras of his own life. The distant past, the present, and possibly even the future, all gathered here before him in Lyebel…
“Of all the people I expected to find here, you were probably at the bottom of the list,” Tevek told Jason once they had all taken a seat. “I’m pleased to see that you’re all right. Though when I heard that Sel had taken to protecting you, I knew you were in good hands.”
“The best,” Jason said with a smile. 
“King Areekan didn’t even know who was in charge of the Resistance, actually. I think he assumed it was a purely local movement—everyone believed the last of the Hands of Whitestone were killed at Tibel.”
“Most were,” Ria told him, the bitterness in her voice palpable. “But we’re harder to kill than the Alliance gives us credit for, and we’re not going anywhere until the last Crell boot has left our soil.”
Adar leaned forward. “We’ve barely spoken with the Solarians. To be perfectly honest, they didn’t seem all that interested. I understand why, but it was still…disappointing.”
Tevek nodded in understanding. “I imagine so.”
“And now he sends a pair of paladins in lieu of his own scouts,” Ria scoffed. “I can’t decide if we should be honored or insulted.”
“Areekan wouldn’t send the Highlord here just to serve as his envoy,” Adar said. “So why are you here, Tevek? What were you really looking for?”
Tevek took a long sip from his drink. “His Majesty wasn’t convinced you’d be willing to grant anyone else an audience.”
“Reasonable enough, but I’m sure that’s not all of it”
“No.” Tevek’s face darkened. “We’d also heard reports of a potential demonic infestation among the city watch. And after what happened today, I’m sorry to say the rumors were true.”
Nearly everyone in the room looked shocked, and some even gasped in surprise. Adar, for his part, merely narrowed his eyes. 
“You were attacked by demons?” he asked. “Here in Lyebel?”
“We were attacked by Crell soldiers,” Elade clarified, “but one of them had been possessed. We destroyed him, but there are more. I can sense their taint lingering in the air…”
“That’s a thing?” Tam asked from his perch in the corner. “Smelling demons, I mean. You can actually do that?”
“Knights of the Last Dawn are trained to detect creatures of the Void,” Tevek said, “but the vaeyn know more about their kind than anyone. If Elade believes that more of them are here, then I do not doubt her for a second.”
“We had heard the rumors ourselves,” Adar murmured, glancing back over his shoulder to Ria. “But the city watch has mostly just been blaming us. We’re a scapegoat for everything these days…”
“King Areekan must know of this,” Tevek breathed. “Immediately.”
“Will it finally convince him to help us?” Ria asked. 
“A member of the Lord’s Council told us that if we found evidence of demons, he would feel compelled to act,” Elade said. “I’m not sure what that means specifically, but they should at least send you something.”
“Whether they do or not, my knights will help you,” Tevek said. “This infestation must be dealt with quickly before we’re faced with another Serogar. The warlocks responsible must be found and eliminated.”
Elade pursed her lips. “It’s possible there aren’t any warlocks involved. There could be a rift in the city somewhere, one that is allowing demons to cross over from the Void.”
“Uh,” Tam grunted as he shuffled uncomfortably in place. “I didn’t know those were real, either. And aren’t demons completely invisible?”
Tevek nodded. “To the naked eye, yes. Unless they are actively possessing someone.”
“That’s…horrible,” Tam managed. “Why did you bring us here again, Jace?”
“You can wet yourself later,” Sarina told him. “We have two Knights of the Last Dawn sitting right here. Do you really think the demons would risk coming anywhere close to us?”
Adar leaned forward. “Any assistance your knights can provide would be welcome,” he told Tevek. “We’ve done well for ourselves here—much better than anyone expected. But we’re still fighting an uphill battle. This could finally make the difference.”
“I’ll need to coordinate with the rest of the Dawn Conclave before making any promises, but I will order Gabriel to send us a squad as backup,” Tevek said. “With luck, they can be here by the end of the week.”
“We still have another problem,” Elade said, folding her arms across her chest. “Someone set us up.”
Adar frowned and glanced up to her. “I beg your pardon?”
“Someone knew we were coming into the city and tipped off the Crell,” Elade told him. “That ambush wasn’t spontaneous; it was well-planned. They knew we were coming, and they knew exactly which way we would go.”
“But you survived,” Jason pointed out. “One would think the Crell would have sent more men if they had time.”
Tevek took in a deep breath. “They had plenty of soldiers. The only reason we survived is because we detected the demon. They must not have known we could sense the creatures…or they miscalculated our range.”
“Pretty sloppy for the Crell,” Sarina commented. “If they knew two paladins were coming, I would have assumed they’d have arranged a much bigger ambush. And if they didn’t recognize you right away, someone must have tipped them off?”
Elade glanced behind her to the other room. “Olson was the one who lead us right into their trap. Do you trust him?”
“It’s pretty bold of you to step in here and start accusing our people of collaborating with the Crell, paladin,” Ria growled. 
“It’s all right,” Adar soothed, raising a hand. “I trust Olson just fine, but I’ll have a talk with him later anyway.”
Elade shifted her eyes back to Tevek. “The other obvious choice is your friend, Gurel.”
“He wouldn’t betray me,” Tevek said, shaking his head. “Not a chance in the world.”
The room fell silent for a moment before Adar abruptly hopped back to his feet. “For the moment, I’m not sure there’s anything we can do other than remain cautious. I’ll make some inquiries but in the meantime I think all of you should take some time to relax. You’ve all had stressful trips, I’m sure.”
Jason frowned. He wasn’t sure if anyone else had noticed it, but Adar’s mood had shifted rather suddenly. He actually looked almost nervous. Maybe he did know who was responsible and didn’t want to mention it. Or perhaps he was just embarrassed that there was a leak in his organization.
“There is one more thing Tevek needs to know,” Selvhara said as she squeezed at his arm. “Your timing here is fortuitous. We just arrived in the city, and we’re also on the run from the Crell.”
“Some things never change,” the old paladin whispered with a wry smile. “What are they after this time?”
Jason took a deep breath and eyed Selvhara for a long moment. He had planned on waiting a bit before bringing this up, but really there was no good reason to delay it any longer than they had to. One way or another, Tevek needed to know the truth. 
“A little less than a week ago we were exploring an old Hassian tomb south of Taig. One of the relics we found inside is…interesting.” Jason reached into his pouch and withdrew the cube.  “I’ll spare you the details, but suffice to say the Crell came after us to get it, first with thugs, then with a Shadow. We’re lucky to be alive.”
“And so you brought it here as a last resort,” Tevek reasoned. “Do you know what it is or why the Crell would want it?”
Jason sighed. “They’re related questions,” he said, glancing around at the others in the room. “Our working theory is that it’s a divine spark.”
 
***
 
Silence descended across the room once more, and Elade felt her breath catch in her throat. Even the vaeyn had heard of divine sparks. They were a quasi-mythic relic that could instantly cause any mortal being to Ascend—or, just as likely, destroy their mind and kill them outright. Since the end of the Godswar, most civilizations across Obsidian relied on some form of a ritualistic exchange of powers and memories between ruling generations. One king or queen would pass on his or her powers to another, and the line of history would remain unbroken. When the exchange faltered, however, such as when the potential Ascendant was overwhelmed by the raw power, what remained was a divine spark—a glowing ball of concentrated, coalesced Aether. 
If this cube resting in the young human’s hand truly contained a spark…then this might have been the most important discovery in centuries. Judging from the reactions of everyone in the room, they had already debated the issue quite thoroughly—and it didn’t appear like they had come to a satisfactory resolution. That was hardly surprising. They were talking about the power of the Old Gods in physical form, and everyone from here back to Calhara would wish to get their hands upon it. The rebels in particular could use it to advance their cause well beyond a mere guerilla war inside a single city. It could completely revitalize the Galvian people…assuming it could be controlled. And assuming it was actually real. 
“You’re sure about this?” Tevek asked into the silence.
“I don’t know if there’s a way to be absolutely sure,” Jason said. “But some of us are more convinced than others. It does happen to fit the facts.”
“Surely you can sense the power emanating from the cube,” Selvhara whispered. 
I can, Elade whispered into Tevek’s mind. Whatever it might be, it’s dangerous. 
More than you know. Even spoken in thoughts, she could sense the gravity of his words. “I can, yes,” he replied aloud. “But nearly all Aether-infused relics radiate an aura of power. It could easily be something else.”
“There’s a whole history here I can tell you about later,” Jason said, “but right now I think we should focus on the main issue at hand: the Crell desperately want this thing, and we can’t allow them to have it.”
“Indeed,” Tevek whispered. “If they’ve attacked you before, do you believe they can track it?
“No,” the red-haired Asgardian woman put in. “Both times they found it they were relying on ground-level information. If they could track it, they would have already taken it from us.”
“But they probably know you’re in Lyebel,” Elade said. “They’ll be combing the city for you, and we already suspect you have a mole in your organization.”
“Which is precisely why we should be using it and not sitting around yapping about it,” Ria replied. “We can use its power to destroy them!” 
“I’m afraid it’s not that simple,” Tevek murmured. 
“Everyone keeps saying that, but I don’t see why. If this thing has the ability to create an Ascendant, we have to take advantage of it. We can use its power to rebuild the Hands and then restore Galvia!”
Tevek sighed. Years ago, he told Elade all about the Hands of the Whitestone and their battles during and after the Ash War. Several of the people in this room, including Ria and Adar, had probably been Bound at one point. Their powers had been ripped away from them with the death of their king, and Elade couldn’t even imagine how traumatic that experience must have been. 
“It’s not like turning a key and opening a door,” Tevek explained. “Merging your consciousness with a spark is a life-changing process. The subject’s mind is irreparably altered, and most don’t survive the process. Imagine giving a forty year-old blind man the ability to see for the first time—he wouldn’t have a clue how to deal with all the sensations assaulting his mind, even if you spent days explaining everything to him beforehand.”
“Some of us used to see just fine, and now we’ve been blind for over a decade,” Ria reminded him bitterly. “I’m sure we can handle it. You can’t just sit there and pretend we should ignore this kind of weapon, Tevek. We can’t beat the Crell without an Ascendant, and everyone knows it whether they want to admit it or not!”
The others fell silent, and the old man in the corner—Aidan, if Elade remembered correctly—reached out and held Ria’s hand. She started to struggle away but then stopped herself. 
“Believe me, I understand how you feel,” Tevek said softly into the silence. “You can say the others don’t understand, but you know that I do. I’ve fought with all of you before—I’ve bled with all of you before. I am a friend to the Resistance, and more importantly I’m a friend to all of you.” He glanced back over to the cube. “This isn’t the magic arrow that will solve all of your problems overnight. In fact, it may very well make them worse.”
War raged across all of their faces, and Elade took another moment to examine each of them in turn—both the rebels, and Jason’s group of allies. They were a motley collection of folk, to put it mildly, and she had a feeling that no matter what Tevek said, this debate wasn’t going to end here. 
“There’s another problem we should talk about,” Sarina said after a moment. “I’ve been thinking the way you described how you were ambushed. I’m starting to think that it’s not the local Crell we should be worried about—it’s the Green Coats.”
Tevek glanced back over his shoulder to face her. “Why do you say that?”
“When they attacked us outside the tomb—and later when the Shadow came after us in Taig—they went to great lengths to avoid alerting the local garrison. They could have summoned the entire city watch to block us in, but they didn’t. They wanted to keep it quiet.”
“And now the same thing happened with the two of you,” Jason reasoned, nodding. “You get ambushed in the streets, but only by a small force. Maybe the Zarul was behind the whole thing—maybe Sovereign Verrator doesn’t even know what’s going on here.”
Elade frowned. “Are you saying the Zarul are using demons now?”
“That part I can’t explain,” Sarina said. “I feel like we’re standing in the eye of a storm here. There’s almost too much going on to keep track of.”
“If the Crell are busy fighting each other, then that’s a good thing for us,” Adar replied, scratching his chin thoughtfully. “But I’m not sure it changes anything right now.”
“Probably not,” Tevek agreed. 
Elade glanced down to him. Perhaps this will buy the rebels some time.
Maybe, he replied neutrally. I’m more worried about them turning on each other. These people are desperate, and Jason is dangling a way out right in front of them. 
She tried not to let the confusion of a mental conversation show on her face. I thought you trusted these people.
I do, but desperation can make even noble people do stupid things.
“For the moment, I think we could all use a bit of time to relax,” Tevek continued, standing. “The Citadel will send reinforcements as quickly as possible, and in the meantime Elade and I can try and figure out exactly where these demons are coming from. The rest of you should probably lie low for a few days at least.”
Ria looked like she might protest, but the woman stopped herself mid-word and left the room instead. Adar forced a tight smile and stood. 
“It’s been a long day. I’m sure we could all stand to think on everything for a bit.”
“The ‘Coats will come after the cube again,” Sarina whispered. “We need to be prepared.”
“We have two paladins, a druid, a chagari, an Asgardian huntress, and most importantly, me,” Tam said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “You really think anyone would be crazy enough to attack us here?”
Her green eyes blazed as she tilted to glare at him. “The ‘Coats don’t think that way. They prefer a scalpel to a club. They’ll send a Shadow or two to try to steal the cube before we use it.”
“Normally I would agree,” Tevek said, “but I think in this case Tam is right. Shadows thrive on stealing the thoughts of common citizens and weak-minded Bound. They won’t have much success with all of us here in the same place.”
Sarina bit her lip. “Even if they don’t send in a Shadow to attack us directly, they can still use them to figure out where we’re hiding. We have some good people on the streets, but if a Shadow found them he could take everything they know and disappear without them being the wiser.”
“That’s always been a risk, but we’ve managed just fine so far,” Adar told her.  “Our people are already on alert, but I’ll warn them about it. I also think everyone needs to stay as close by as possible. Otherwise, we’re not going to be able to defend anyplace better than right here.”
He turned to face Tevek. “I’m sure the two of you are exhausted. There are baths and showers downstairs for you, and I’ll get some dinner sent up for everyone.”
“We would appreciate that,” Tevek replied with an approving nod.  
“I’ll get someone to help you with everything,” Adar said, standing. For a moment his nervousness seemed to fade and he grasped the Highlord’s healthy shoulder. “It really is good to have you with us again, old friend.” He glanced up to Elade as an afterthought. “Both of you.”
Tevek stood and smiled. “In some ways, it feels like returning to an old home.”
Elade took another opportunity to size everyone up before they parted and cleaned up. She and Tevek were going to have a lot to talk about later, but the Asgadian had been right: they were standing in the eye of a storm. And if they couldn’t figure out how everything was connected…
Well, Elade had no doubt that sooner or later they would all come to regret it. 
 
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
“Though our lives may keep us apart, know that I shall never care for another as I do for you. I cannot often be there for you, and I would not fault you for finding solace in the arms of another. But know that when this world has had its fill of me, your loving eyes will be the last thing I see.”
—Tevek Dracian in a letter to Selvhara Narhesti, dated 1984 AG
 
Soft beams of pale moonlight trickled in through the room’s only window, drawing long silhouettes on the far wall. Selvhara hadn’t turned on the glow-lamps posted by either bunk bed; she sat silently in the shadowy darkness, legs crossed, pondering what to say to her old friend when he emerged from his bath. They hadn’t seen each other for almost five years. Even to her, that suddenly felt like a lifetime. 
Their last meeting had been in Ashenfel not long after she had finally forsaken Ethan and his increasingly desperate decisions. Tevek had wanted to go after his old friend to convince him to abandon his lost cause, but Selvhara had held him back. She hadn’t wanted to watch the two men she loved battle with other each…and her hesitation might have cost dozens of lives at Tibel years later when Ethan had led his most strident followers to their deaths. 
Selvhara closed her eyes. Tevek’s arrival had opened up deep well of memories she had long thought buried. Some were good, such as the time they had spent together…but just as many were bad, such as all the confrontations between he and Ethan, both about the war and about her. She had loved them both, and they had both loved her. But unfortunately, humans seemed unable to handle complex relationships, and in the end she had ended up hurting both men in ways she had never intended. 
“Are you all right?”
Selvhara tilted her eyes up. Tevek was standing in the doorway, a concerned expression on his face. He was cleaned up and dressed; she must have been more distracted than she realized if she hadn’t heard him. 
“I’m fine,” she lied, smiling. “I was hoping we could arrange some time together.”
“So was I,” he said. He slid down onto the bed next to her. They were inside one of the numerous “bunk” rooms the rebels had sectioned off, and while the accommodations weren’t exactly luxurious, they were at least relatively private. “I made sure to glare at Adar’s people and make sure we were left alone.”
“Good,” she whispered, swinging her leg over him and straddling his lap. “I suspect they’ll listen to a mighty paladin.”
Tevek grunted and kissed her gently. He held their embrace for a long moment before finally pulling back and running a hand through her silver hair. “I have to admit, I was a little surprised when I heard you were traveling with Jason again,” he commented. “I was happy, of course, just…surprised.”
“He’s a good man, Tevek, in every way his father never was. He’s kind-hearted and gentle, and he always tries to do the right thing.”
“I’ve always known that. I just assumed that after Tibel you might finally go home.”
Her smile faded. “You know I can’t.”
“It’s been over thirty years,” Tevek pointed out “Even for your people that’s a long time. I’m sure they’ve forgiven you by now.”
“No, they haven’t,” Selvhara whispered. “I’ve killed hundreds of people here—maybe even thousands. I’ve used my powers to fight in foreign wars and to take lives when it wasn’t necessary. Honestly, I’m more than a little surprised that Anvira herself hasn’t abandoned me yet.”
“You have saved far more lives than you’ve taken,” he reminded her. “You even saved wounded Crell whenever you could. Surely that has to count for something.”
“It’s not enough. I’m not sure anything will ever be enough after what I’ve done.” She took in a deep breath. “Besides, I can’t leave Jason. Not now, not when he still needs me.”
“I know you think of him as your son, but he’s not your responsibility.”
“He is my son in every way that matters,” Selvhara said a bit more harshly than she had intended. “I belong here. Galvia is my home as much as Sorthaal ever was. Torsia is my home as much as Calhara ever was.”
Tevek smiled and brushed at her hair again. Time had taken its toll on him since their last meeting, but behind his soft brown eyes she could still see the young man she had fallen in love with all those years ago. It was the curse of all those with Immortal blood, faeyn and vaeyn alike, to watch friends wither and die before you. Her people distanced themselves from human societies for precisely that reason.
“You’re just as beautiful as ever, you know,” he whispered into her ear. “Not a single new wrinkle, not a hair out of place. I only wish I could say the same for myself.”
Selvhara touched the ever-growing patch of gray in his beard. “I think you look better than ever.”
“You were never a very good liar,” Tevek grunted. 
“And you were never good at taking compliments,” she countered with a wry grin. “How is your shoulder feeling?”
He stretched out his arm. “I think you patched up the worst of it. In a few days it should be as limber as ever.”
Selvhara set to unclasping the buttons of his tunic. Once the front was open, she slid her fingers over the wound and reached out to the Aether. Its power coursed through her, and she focused it into yet another healing spell, this one designed to accelerate his body’s natural healing processes. A practiced channeler could heal almost any wound, but that didn’t mean all the damage could be undone instantly. Past a certain point, the body still had to take over the bulk of the work. 
“Sometimes I forget that I’m not much of a healer after all,” Tevek murmured, his eyes closed as her magic washed over him. 
“I’ve had a lot of practice,” she soothed. “You tend to spend your time sticking your sword into people. I’m the one who has to worry about pulling them out.”
He grunted. “Maybe when I’m truly old I’ll retire to the Citadel and play nursemaid. But only if you promise to come and take care of me.”
“It’s a deal,” Selvhara said, smiling and wrapping her arms around his neck. “So here we are again.”
“Just like old times,” he breathed, placing his strong hands around her slender hips. “You, Jason, Kyle, Ria, Aidan…it’s almost like we never left. If only Ethan were still around.”
She could tell he regretted saying the name the moment it left his lips. His entire body tensed, and she closed her eyes. 
“I couldn’t help but think of him as well,” Selvhara whispered. “And the choices we all made.”
“Or didn’t make,” Tevek muttered. “I should have gone after him. I could have stopped Tibel from happening.” 
“I wouldn’t have let you. I was ready to walk away from him, but I wasn’t willing to betray him. Not yet.”
Tevek pursed his lips, and Selvhara once again struggled to bury the old memories. Before she had finally left him, Ethan had made a series of more and more desperate choices. The war had long been over at that point, but he refused to let it go. He had rallied the surviving Hands of Whitestone one last time, and he planned to start a new insurrection in Tibel. She had pleaded with him to let it go, but of course he never would. He had allowed the war to define him, and in the process it had destroyed him. 
A part of her had yearned to physically prevent him from making another huge mistake, but of course she hadn’t. Selvhara had forced Ethan to choose between his ongoing rebellion and her…and he had done just that. He had stormed out of their safe house in Ashenfel…and a few months later, he was dead.
“Enough regrets,” she whispered. “What matters is now, and Kyle has rebuilt almost everything here. Maybe this time they have a real chance to turn the tide.”
Tevek let out a deep breath. “You think they should use the cube?”
“I don’t know. I think I’m still trying to accept that we found a legitimate divine spark. But what else would we do with it? Give it to the Alliance? To the Dawn?”
“It would certainly be a safer alternative,” he pointed out. “The Alliance in particular could use it now more than ever. Areekan is weak—far weaker than is commonly known. He is already planning a Rite of Ascension this winter, but if the Crell learned about it, they could launch an all-out attack and win the war before it even began.”
Selvhara sank back onto her haunches. “I had no idea things were so bad.”
Tevek nodded. “With this spark, presumably they could create a new Ascendant and bolster their forces before Areekan called for the Rite.”
“Assuming the political infighting didn’t destroy them first.”
“There is that,” he conceded. “But infighting will be a problem regardless of what you decide to do with it. The moment you suggest removing the spark from the base, I wouldn’t be surprised if half the rebels turn against you and try to take it by force. We have to be very careful here. If power corrupts, then this thing could easily destroy us all.”
Selvhara nodded gravely. “Kyle knows this might be their only real chance to drive out the Crell. He was being polite earlier, but I could see the truth in his eyes. He won’t let the cube go without a fight—none of them will.”
“No,” Tevek agreed. “But whatever you and Jason decide, Elade and I will stand with you.”
“I never doubted that for a moment,” she told him, smiling again. “Solaria is the most obvious choice. Even if the rebels did create their own Ascendant—even if he or she was strong enough to create Bound—they would still need Solarian help to fight off the Crell.”
“Do you think Jason will agree with you?”
Selvhara sighed. “I don’t know. He’s never been as resentful towards the Alliance as his father, but he’s also not blind to their faults. Honestly, he would probably prefer to give it to you and the Last Dawn.”
“We could certainly protect it,” Tevek said. “It’s probably the safest choice, but I can’t help but think we’d be squandering a tremendous opportunity. My people would just bury it at the bottom of the Citadel…but maybe that would be for the best.”
“Hopefully no one tries to take it from Jason before we make a decision.”
“I sent Elade to watch over him and his friends. She will keep them safe.”
Selvhara shook her head. “A vaeyn paladin…I can scarcely believe the Conclave ever allowed it to happen.”
“They took some convincing,” Tevek said with a snort. “But the bottom line is that she is courageous, loyal, and as resilient as anyone I’ve ever met.”
“That’s hefty praise from the Highlord.”
“It’s the truth,” he said with a shrug. “Elade also happens to be the best swordsmen I’ve ever seen, male or female, human or otherwise.”
Selvhara cocked an eyebrow. “Even better than you?”
“When I was twenty-five, I might have been able to compete with her for a few minutes. Now she’d knock me out of the ring in a heartbeat.”
“I bet that only made your friends distrust her more. Especially that Alric fellow.”
 “Gabriel isn’t the most tolerant man I know, but he does what he thinks is best for the Dawn,” Tevek told her. “I think what he hates most about her is how fast she’s picked up our techniques…and how enamored several of the young squires are with her.”
“A bunch of fresh-faced young men infatuated with an exotic, attractive woman who can use a sword?” Selvhara rolled her eyes. “Perish the thought.”
“Surprising, I know. She also has a tendency to…buck against tradition and authority at times, which annoys the others beyond reason.”
“But it doesn’t bother you?”
He shrugged. “Elade typically has good reasons. Other races bring us different perspectives and different moralities; we need to embrace them if we really want to take an ethical high ground. Gabriel sometimes doesn’t understand that.”
“I was just wondering if it was something else,” Selvhara suggested coyly as she pulled open the rest of his tunic. “I know how you enjoy the company of older women.”
He chuckled and brushed a hand against her cheek. “She’s an infant compared to you.”
“I’ll try not to be insulted by that.”
He smiled as he opened up her robe and gently pushed it back off her shoulders. It fell to the ground behind her in a clump. “You know I’ve never been with anyone else since I met you.”
“And you know I’ve told you that you are free to love whomever you wish,” Selvhara whispered
as his fingers gently traced down between her bare breasts and stomach. “With our obligations, we can’t expect to be together.”
“Maybe not often,” he replied softly, “but even if it’s only once in a great while it’s worth it.”
 She smiled up at him as she finished removing his shirt and started in on his trousers. “That’s a lot of pressure.”
“Not at all,” Tevek assured her, helping her along. Once his belt hit the floor, he pulled her back up into his lap. “Just touch me, and that’s enough.”
“I plan on doing much more than that.”
 She pulled his head down and brought their lips together. Their bodies weren’t far behind. 
 
***
 
“Call it a hunch, but I’m starting to think that Gor doesn’t particularly like chatting with strangers,” Tam muttered as he propped his head up on a pillow. “It’s a crazy theory, I know.”
Sarina rolled her eyes as she pounded her bunk into shape. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I always remembered him as the life of the party.”
Jason waved a dismissive hand. “Hey, as long as he behaves himself I consider it a blessing. If he wants to stand guard all night, that’s fine with me. At least we won’t have to listen to him complain.”
He leaned back in his own bunk and tried to get comfortable, but it wasn’t easy. Calling the room ‘cramped’ would have been a woeful understatement; he imagined this is what groll must have felt like when they were stuffed inside Crell siege crates. There were two old bunks inside, and he and Tam had already claimed the lower beds, much to Sarina’s chagrin. The rest of the narrow floor space was empty, and Jason could only assume that the rebels stuffed people in here on a completely ad hoc basis.  
Still, at least they were indoors and surrounded by a veritable army of mostly allies. The Crell would have one hell of a fight on their hands if they decided to crash in through the window. Of course, at this point Jason was almost more concerned about Ria and the other rebels…
“Are you really going to make Sel sleep on the top bunk, Jace?” Tam asked after a moment. “She’s an old woman, you know.”
Sarina leaned down over the edge and glared down at him. “I don’t see you volunteering.”
“Hey, I staked out my claim early for a reason, and no one’s going to take it away from me.”
“I could hurt you.”
“Yea, well I could burn you.”
“Children, please,” Jason interrupted, trying his best not to smile. “We adults need to—”
Someone knocked on the door, and a moment later Tevek’s vaeyn sidekick slipped into the room. “I hope I’m not disturbing you,” she said.
“Would you leave if we said you were?” Sarina asked.
“Hey now, no reason to be rude to a lady,” Tam said, abruptly sitting up. “Not that you’d know anything about that, of course…”
Sarina’s face twitch. “I will choke you, little man—”
“Don’t mind them,” Jason said with a grunt. “They start acting like siblings when we have to be on the road for a few days.”
“I see,” Elade replied. Her face was largely unreadable, but he thought he saw a ghost of a smile tug at her lips. “Highlord Dracian asked me to watch over you this evening.”
“That’s…very kind of you,” Jason said as diplomatically as he could manage, “but we can handle ourselves.”
“I’m sure you can, but he wished me to protect you in case the Zarul decides to make a move. I require less rest than you do, as I’m sure you know from your druid companion.”
“Where is Sel, anyway?” Tam asked. “I figured she and the big man could have caught up by now.”
“The Highlord asked for some privacy,” Elade said. This time her smile was unmistakable. “I don’t believe you’ll see your friend again until morning.”
Tam blinked. “Wait what—ow!” he yelped as he sat up and banged his head on the bunk. “Dammit.”
“I knew they were always close,” Jason murmured. “I guess I just didn’t know how close…”
“Well, good for her,” Tam said, rubbing his head. “She really needs it.”
Jason smacked his forehead, and Sarina shook her head. “You really are an idiot, do you know that?” she said. 
Tam shrugged. “What? I’m just saying she could use—”
“Anyway, you’re welcome to stay here if you like,” Jason cut in, turning back to Elade. “But if you value your sanity, you might want to come back once Captain Loudmouth has fallen asleep.”
“It’s all right,” Elade assured him, taking off her traveling cloak. She had apparently already bathed elsewhere given her wet hair and change of clothing. “I would feel intruded upon if I were in your situation. Your group is obviously…close.”
“Not that close,” Sarina muttered as she leaned back on her bunk and vanished from Jason’s immediate sight. “Is Gor still lurking outside?”
Elade nodded. “Yes. Adar didn’t seem particularly happy about him skulking about the nearby streets, but I doubt he wished to argue with a chagari.”
“Smart man,” Tam said, scooting to the side. “You can sit here if you want, by the way. Actually you can take the bunk if you like—I’ll move up top.”
“Wait, what?” Sarina asked, peering back over the edge. “Just two minutes ago you said you wouldn’t move for anyone!”
“I’m always willing to make room for a lady,” he replied with a mock bow. 
“Thank you, but I prefer to sit,” Elade said, grabbing one of the rickety chairs stacked up in the corner. “I wouldn’t be a very good guardian if I fell asleep.”
Jason smiled. “If Tevek trusts you, that’s good enough for me. Besides, I hear you were the one who actually killed the demon earlier today.”
“I did, yes. Fortunately it was only one of the lesser breeds; they are only as dangerous as the body they possess.”
“You must have a great deal of experience fighting against them,” Jason commented. “As a vaeyn, I mean. Those are shadow knight tattoos on your hand, yes?”
Elade glanced down to the glyphs etched onto the back of her right hand, her eyebrows raised in surprise. “They are, yes. Not many humans would recognize them.”
“Jace is a big nerd,” Tam muttered. “You’ll have to forgive him.”
“I’ve studied a fair amount of Calharan history,” Jason corrected. “Information on the vaeyn is hard to come by, but I managed to get my hands on a few accounts written by elysian scholars.”
“The real question is if you have experience dealing with the Green Coats,” Sarina said. “They’re the ones we need to be worried about.”
Elade shook her head. “I’ve only been to Torsia one other time during the Serogar Gate fiasco a few years ago. I’ve studied Crell tactics, of course, but I’ve never fought them before.”
“Figures,” Sarina muttered, falling back over again. “We get the one paladin in the world who’s never fought an Imperator.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Jason said. “We’re happy for any help we can get.”
Elade crossed her legs and shifted her eyes towards the traveling pack buried inside the covers of his bed. “Were you planning on keeping it here for now, then?”
“I, uh… I hadn’t really decided,” Jason whispered. That was the opportune question, of course, but right now he still didn’t have an answer. The moment they’d set foot on the road to Lyebel he had known that sooner or later he would have to make a decision about whether or not to help the Resistance. His father had told him many times that his destiny was here with his people, regardless of how far he tried to run. Maybe dad had been right. 
Everyone else’s preference was obvious. Sarina wanted him to help the rebels; her experiences with the Crell in Ikara had solidified her loyalties here. Tam didn’t really care one way or another, but deep down Jason suspected his friend probably wanted him to help here as well. Galvia had been his home too, after all. Selvhara would support him no matter what he decided to do, but again she would almost certainly prefer him to give it to Adar and the others. His companions were unanimous. 
But there was another option, of course. Jason could reach into his pouch right now and try to use the damn cube and end the debate for good. Tevek had warned them that the process of Ascension could be lethal…but how many men would hesitate at the chance to become a living god?  His father would have used it in a heartbeat, and Adar and the Resistance would as well. Even the Solarians would probably try to make use of its power as quickly as they could. And Jason couldn’t deny that the prospect was tempting. He had never channeled before; he had never even been able to touch or see the Aether. But if the cube really was a divine spark, he could have all of that and more…
As a younger man, Jason had been more than a little jealous of Tam and those like him. The Unbound were born with the ability to perceive an entirely different layer of reality; to them, channeling was just another sense like smell or taste or touch. Tam wasn’t even a particularly powerful Unbound, as such things went, and yet he could still experience things that Jason never could. It wasn’t so much the power that tempted him, but the knowledge. If this spark was the lost soul of an Immortal, would he learn more about their culture? Would he learn more about the time before the Godswar? In some ways, the spark was like a giant book of history just waiting to be opened…
“It’s not an easy decision,” he whispered into the silence. “There will be consequences either way—potentially very dangerous ones.”
“Yes,” Elade agreed solemnly. “Though I’m afraid there will also be consequences if you do nothing. For what it’s worth, however, the Highlord believes you should consider heading into Solaria and giving the cube to the Alliance.”
“Why in the hell would we do that?” Sarina snapped. “They haven’t lifted a finger to help us in years.”
“Because one way or another, there’s a war coming,” Jason said soberly. “Another Ascendant could turn the tide in their favor.”
Tam grunted. “I don’t see how. The Imperium has, what, six Sovereigns at least? That’s six Ascendants versus one, or two even if the Solarians used this thing. That still seems pretty lopsided to me.”
“It’s not quite that simple,” Elade said. “The Crell have vastly more Bound, but they aren’t all connected under one ruler like the Alliance. An army might have Imperators from several different Sovereigns, which can sometimes hamper their coordination. Solarians tend to be highly organized, while the Crell tend to have superior numbers and greater channeling ability.”
She sighed and folded her hands into her lap. “There is also the fact that King Areekan is not a young man. The Crell know this and may try to take advantage of it. That spark of yours could provide them some insurance.”
Sarina snorted. “Insurance for what? So they can feel safe while they sit around and let the Crell slaughter us? No thanks.”
“I’m just giving you options,” Elade said. “I’m sure the Highlord will support you in whatever you choose.”
“I know he will.” Jason whispered. “He and my father used to argue all the time. Dad hated it when I sided with Tevek.”
“I’ve heard about their rivalry, though I have a feeling it went deeper than just the war.” She glanced meaningfully at the empty bed above Jason. 
It took him a second to figure out what she meant, but then he nodded in understanding. “Selvhara might have been the only woman my father ever loved. He cared for my mother, don’t get me wrong, but they didn’t really…get along. She was too much like me.”
“Tevek implied that he and Ethan used to spar for her affections, but I’ve never been able to get him to open up about it,” Elade said. “He’s a private man.”
“So was my father,” Jason whispered. “That was always the problem with them, I think. They had a lot in common—they were both men driven by a set of ideals that they refused to compromise over for any reason.”
Elade nodded. “Well, it’s late and you should get some sleep. But I need to get my armor if I’m going to cover guard duty all night.”
“Need some help putting it on?” Tam asked, sitting up so quickly he hit his head on the bunk again. 
“I’ll be fine,” she assured him, smiling wryly. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
Once she had slipped out of the room, Sarina popped back up and glared down at Jason. “You shouldn’t trust her,” she warned. “They can say they’ll support you all they want, but I guarantee if you give that thing to Adar they’ll protest. They might even try to take it.”
“Paladins are many things, but they aren’t liars,” Jason told her, sliding his boots off. “And they’re not actually here for the cube.”
“It doesn’t matter why they came here—the point is that they’re not just going to ignore a divine spark. If they believe this thing will avert or win a war for their pals the Solarians, they won’t pass up the opportunity to take it.”
Jason leaned out from under the bed to look up into her piercing green eyes. She wasn’t actually angry—she was legitimately worried, and not for entirely bad reasons. 
“We can trust Tevek,” he assured her. “I promise.”
She grunted under her breath and disappeared, and Jason leaned back into his pillow and closed his eyes. He was damn tired—he hadn’t gotten a real night’s sleep in a long time. Perhaps an epiphany would be waiting for him in the morning. 
“I’m not worried about Elade either, in case you cared,” Tam added into the silence. “By the way…do you think she’s single?”
 
***
 
“And Jason still has the spark with him? You’re certain of this?”
Kyle Adar nodded. He was even more nervous than usual, Ethan noticed, though he was doing his best to hide it. That was a bad sign: Adar should have been positively giddy about the news. Assuming the spark was real, it could change the course of this war. With the power of an Ascendant behind them, the Resistance could re-forge the Hands of Whitestone and become a serious threat to the Imperium.
But Ethan sensed no excitement. That meant Adar wasn’t sure how his commander would react. Perhaps he thought Ethan would order a pack of demons to rip Jason to shreds and steal the spark or something equally devious. Had the young man’s faith in his commander waned so much in such a short period of time? Adar had never been happy about the use of demons to promote their agenda, and he had also been opposed to manipulating Krystia into overthrowing the Solarian king.
Adar was a patriot, but he was also an honorable man. And unfortunately, the latter often got in the way of the former. The younger man’s confidence was shaken, and now he was legitimately worried about what Ethan would suggest. 
Thankfully, there was still no need for drastic measures. Not yet. 
“Then this is the opportunity we’ve been waiting for, my friend,” Ethan said, forcing a smile. “It’s almost impossible to believe.”
Adar smiled back, though it was equally forced. “Yes, sir.”
“We just need to play this carefully,” Ethan assured him. “I can probably speak to Jason and convince him to let us use the spark. I’m mostly concerned about Dracian—as long as he is there, I can’t get anywhere near them. He’ll sense the demons and ruin everything.”
“You wish to come out of hiding?”
“Once we have the spark, there will be no need for secrets. We can let the others know exactly what is going on and formulate a new plan of attack. It will change everything.”
Adar seemed to mull over the possibility. “You’re probably right. But if you think you can convince him, why not just release your minions right now? Sever your pacts and send these abominations back to the Void where they belong.”
 “Not just yet,” Ethan replied. “Without my demons, our position here is still precarious at best. We need the misdirection in the watch just to ensure our survival for the time being. Once the Hands are reestablished I can release control, but not before.”
Adar sighed but nodded. He clearly didn’t like it, but he was smart enough to understand there was no point in arguing about it. “All right. Then how are you going to avoid Dracian?”
“We’ll have to figure out a way to separate him from Jason for a time, or better yet just get him out of Lyebel altogether,” Ethan explained. “But either way, we have a bigger issue to deal with at the moment. The Zarul will come after the cube. Soon.”
“I’ve stepped up security around the main compound for the night. If our guests wanted to stay longer, I was going to move everyone to the safe house on 29th tomorrow and leave decoys at the main base.”
“Good idea,” Ethan said approvingly before turning to his window. “The ‘Coats have had three days to set up a team in the city to wait for Jason—that gives them an enormous lead on us.”
Adar took a few steps into the room himself and paced in a small half-circle. “Since we brought them in through the tunnels, I can’t imagine they were tracked all the way into the city. They were only exposed for a little while.”
“I know, but my son and his friends tend to stand out. There are maybe a dozen unshackled chagari in this city, and I guarantee that Selvhara is the only elysian these people have seen for decades. Soon enough, people will start talking. Even if they don’t, they’ll at least start thinking—and those thoughts will eventually find their way to a Shadow.”
“You think the Crell will attack tonight?”
“Possibly,” Ethan said gravely, “I’ll have my minions stir up some misdirection elsewhere in the docks to hopefully buy us some time, but they’ll have to keep their distance with two paladins inside the compound.”
“We could move them now,” Adar suggested, “or at least Jason and a few of the others.”
Ethan sighed and folded his arms over his chest. All they needed was a little bit of time. But sadly it wasn’t as simple as just madly dashing over to the compound and claiming the cube. No, they had to be measured and precise about this; they couldn’t risk jeopardizing relationships with future allies. Still, if things went well enough, he could finally detach himself from Krystia. Once he had his powers back, he wouldn’t need her assistance anymore…
The thought was a bit premature, of course. Even if he did get a hold of the cube, they would still need Solarian support. And as much as he didn’t want to admit it, he would rather have Krystia in charge than an ailing old man. She was powerful and controllable—two major assets she had over Areekan. She also had her legs wrapped around the most hawkish Solarian general, which had plenty of other advantages. One way or another, Ethan was going to need a strong Solarian military.
But those were details for another time. For now, the Zarul remained their top priority. His demons had always been able to handle the watch, but the Green Coats were a completely different beast. The only reason the rebels had survived this long was because the ‘Coats hadn’t intervened; they seemed content to let Sovereign Verrator fight his own battles. But with a divine spark on the line, everything would change. The Green Coats would be coming, and Ethan needed to be ready for it. 
“We can’t just wait for them to attack,” Ethan said after a moment. “They will already have teams out combing the docks. We should find and eliminate them.”
Adar blinked. “And how do you recommend doing that?”
“The Asgardian huntress,” he replied. “Send her after them—she’s had success tracking down ‘Coats before.”
“Sarina is good, sir, but she’s still just one person. And she’s defenseless against Shadows.”
“It’s a start. I’d also send out at least two other teams, probably Theron’s and Dagelle’s.”
Adar nodded fractionally as he mulled over it himself. “If we do find the ‘Coats, then what do we do about it, sir? They’ll be sending at least one Shadow and probably several Imperators as well.”
“Given what they know about our forces, they probably won’t bother with Shadows, at least not in an assault,” Ethan reasoned. “They’re spies, not assassins, and the compound is heavily guarded. I’m guessing several dozen ground agents, mostly Imperators with weapon training. By this point they’ll probably also know about the paladins and plan accordingly.”
 “Then are you sure it’s wise to split up?” Adar asked. “Even if the Crell attack the main base, we’ll have a hell of a force waiting for them. Two knights and your son’s crew, plus a dozen of our own people.”
“The ‘Coats won’t waste an opportunity like this, even if the battle is tough. They’ll be messy if needed. We need to take the initiative, not wait for the Asgardian to pounce. Send out the teams and get Jason the hell out of there.”
 “Very well, sir.” Adar started to turn, then glanced back over his shoulder. “How many should we send to protect him?”
“Misdirection is our best asset,” Ethan said. “Keep two squads at the compound and one at 29th. We also need to keep the more…obvious members of his entourage at the main base: Dracian, Selvhara, and the chagari.”
Adar grunted. “I’m not sure how the Highlord will feel about separating himself from Jason.”
“If he insists, let him go, but otherwise send the vaeyn.”
 “All right,” Adar said. “I hope she’s enough.”
“Dracian wouldn’t have brought her along at all if she weren’t capable,” Ethan assured him. “Besides, she’s the one who killed Trz’yel.”
“I never thought I’d hear myself say this,” Adar muttered, “but it’s almost too bad the Crell aren’t sending demons at us instead.”
“Yes,” Ethan agreed, “too bad indeed.”
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty
 
“Aether is power, and power is corruption. It must be tempered with responsibility, commitment, and service. Those bound to my legacy share their fate with their communities and their king. Those bound to nothing owe allegiance to no one. Their corruption is absolute.”
-Excerpt from the Tenets of Sol
 
The grandeur of the Unbound Asylum still managed to impress Krystia the second time she flew over it, and she had a feeling it would continue to do so for many more trips to come. Thankfully, the day’s gentler weather made her return trip that much easier, and she was able to land Oren inside the courtyard and proceed directly into the building without so much as a word of protest from the guards. At this point, she was fairly certain that Headmaster Velle would let her stop by for afternoon tea if she wanted it, and the other priests serving here seemed to have accepted the fact that he had a mistress they couldn’t do much about. 
Velle, for his part, had changed since their last meeting. He was much more relaxed; he probably assumed he wouldn’t have to try as hard to woo her into his bed a second time. He was also more interested in her plans for the future—presumably to be certain he could arrange her to have quarters right next to his. She played off his desires as easily as she had the first time, giving him just enough information to minimally sate his curiosity while casually maneuvering him into his chambers where they could be alone. 
This time, however, she didn’t even allow him to lay a hand on her. Now that she had cracked his mind once, a repeat performance was that much easier. She left him semi-conscious in his bed, mentally living out his nauseating fantasies, while she set to work. 
Krystia had arrived just before nightfall, a detail which had probably heightened his anticipation but was really just a practical decision. The Asylum still ran on a more or less normal schedule as the rest of the country, which meant that the building was largely shut down at nighttime. A few of the priests would be out and about to make sure the students were all right, of course, but the vast majority of them would be asleep. It would make moving around the complex much easier. With that in mind, she retrieved the Headmaster’s keys and set off into the facility. 
Avoiding the other priests proved even easier than she had expected. She could sense their thoughts long before they could actually see her, and it was easy enough to find dark places to hide in while they passed by. All told, it only took a few minutes to locate her target: a man named Sovan Lor. 
He was located in a room labeled 435 in the northeastern wing of the facility. As far as Krystia could tell, this section was reserved for adult and middle aged “students.” Several of them had piqued her curiosity already, but this one in particular she had desperately wanted to meet in person. She could sense his presence inside, and she immediately dropped into a crouch and started working on the lock. 
Like virtually all of the doors here, the mechanism had two keyholes—one for a traditional metal key, and the other for an “Aether lock.” Thankfully, she had been able to steal the key for both from Headmaster Velle; one from his pocket, and the other from his mind. 
Once both locks were flipped, Krystia took in a deep breath and prepared herself. If Sovan cried out, she needed to be ready to dampen the sound so the priests wouldn’t hear. The more worrisome part, however, was figuring out exactly what she was going to say. She had probably rehearsed her speech a hundred times by now, but she still wasn’t happy with it. Everything depended upon Sovan’s reaction. Would he attack her? Embrace her? Panic? It was impossible to know.
Sighing, she pushed open the door and slipped inside— 
“So,” a soft voice whispered from the darkness, “you are the one that dances in the Headmaster’s dreams.”
Krystia nearly leapt back into the corridor and slammed the door shut behind her, but thankfully she managed to steel her nerves and gently shut herself inside instead. The room was small but cozy enough: it had a comfortable-looking bed, a pair of bookshelves, and an assortment of other amenities necessary for any personal domicile. At a glance, this definitely seemed more like a personal study than a prison cell. 
“It is both,” the voice went on. “It is a cell for those who wish to leave and study for those willing to submit.”
She froze in place. “How did you...?”
“I sensed your presence the moment you approached my door. For an instant, I wondered if you had come to dance in my dreams as well.” 
A trace amount of light came in from a high window on the far wall, but it was barely enough to make out the furniture. Krystia could see a lump in the bed but not the speaker’s face. 
“The priests can’t detect me,” she whispered. “But you can?”
“You rustle the leaves.”
She realized belatedly that she still hadn’t really moved; she was pressed neatly in the corner by the door. He could probably make out her silhouette from where he was laying, and she didn’t want to appear timid. Taking in a deep breath, she stood and tried to force herself to relax. 
“Leaves?” she asked. 
“Those who walk through the forest always rustle the leaves. You are lucky that priests are too busy listening to the wind.”
His voice was calm and distant. She didn’t want to risk pressing deeper into his mind, but on the surface he seemed perfectly at ease. “You are Sovan Lor, yes?”
“Most of the time,” he said. “You, however, are a mystery.”
“My name is Krystia,” she told him. “I’ve wanted to speak with you for some time.” Reaching out to the Aether, she summoned a small ball of light in the center of the room. He slowly sat up, and she took a moment to study him. 
Physically, he was just as the official records had described him: medium height and build with short blonde hair and pale blue eyes not dissimilar to hers. His parents had been Borden refugees fleeing from the Crell invasion decades earlier, and she could see his heritage in his long features. 
“I’ve read all about you,” Krystia said, a nervous twinge settling in her stomach. He didn’t seem violent, but there was something unsettling about his demeanor. It made her feel…naked.  “The instructors are all impressed with your powers.”
“Sometimes,” Sovan replied, an odd smile tugging at his lips. “Well, it all makes sense now.”
Her brow furrowed. “What does?”
“Loshil Fabron.”
 “I…don’t understand,” she said, shaking her head. “Should I know that name?”
“Loshil Fabron was an Izarian prisoner during the First War, held hostage in a Crell internment camp not far from Lessale,” he explained. “You’ve really never heard of him?”
“I’m afraid not.”
“I suppose that’s not surprising. It isn’t a story parents would tell their children.” He grunted and leaned back against the wall. “Fabron was one of two hundred prisoners at that camp. He was there for nearly six months before fate finally offered him a unique opportunity. The Solarians launched an aerial assault on Lessale, destroying many of its fortifications in preparation for an invasion. During the fighting, some of their griffon riders veered too far off course and accidently attacked the camp, not knowing it even contained prisoners. None of the inmates were killed, but Fabron, working in the farthest field, was afforded the opportunity to escape in the confusion. He took it.”
Krystia did her best not to frown in complete confusion. Something about Sovan’s voice was soothing, but his eyes were not. The more he looked upon her, the more vulnerable she felt. Without even thinking about it she had folded her arms across her chest and pressed herself back into the corner. She wondered distantly if she had misjudged him all along—perhaps he was simply insane. 
“When Fabron eventually made it to the Solarian border,” Sovan continued, “he was weak and starving but alive. Over the coming days, the Alliance troops became baffled by his strange behavior. They had to force him to eat and accept healing. Do you know why?”
“He felt guilty,” she said. “He believed he had abandoned the others.”
“Exactly. Fabron had escaped a life of torment and beatings out of sheer luck, and slowly but surely it ate away at him. Finally, some months later when the war had ended and the Crell expressed no plans to release the prisoners of Lessale, Fabron hired a dozen mercenaries to accompany him back to the camp. Do you know what happened?”
She felt her expression flatten. “He rescued his prisoners?”
Sovan chuckled softly. “No. Most of his friends had starved to death weeks earlier, and the rest had been executed when new, more vigorous prisoners had arrived to take their place.”
Krystia winced. “I can see why parents wouldn’t teach that story to their children.”
“But don’t you see? You are exactly like him. You are Fabron.”
“I don’t understand what you mean.”
“You’re the one who got away, Krystia. While the rest of us are locked up and forgotten, you are free to live a ‘normal’ life—and now the guilt is eating away at your heart.”
A cold and bitter tingle worked its way down the length of her spine. “You don’t even know me,” she breathed. 
“On the contrary, I know everything about you. And I have wanted to speak with you for a very long time.”
“You’re mocking me,” she breathed, squeezing her arms more tightly about her chest as if it might somehow ward him off. He hadn’t done anything—he had barely even moved—and yet she felt as weak and helpless as a child hiding beneath her bed. 
“Not at all,” Sovan said. “I assumed that’s what you wanted me to say. You want to be so famous that your reputation reached me all the way up here. You enjoy being popular; you enjoy the way everyone seems to adore you.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She couldn’t feel him probing her mind, but she erected a fresh set of mental barriers anyway. “I came here to find out what they had done to you here.”
“No, you came to validate yourself. You want me to beg you to rescue me, to liberate all of us from this hell we’re forced to endure.” He shook his head. “You can’t lie to me, Krystia. I know you better than you know yourself.”
“You’ve never met me before!”
“Does it matter? You enjoy Izarian art and wine because you believe it makes you appear ‘cultured.’ You enjoy your position as a priestess because of the respect it engenders in those around you. You enjoy mastering the healing because they give you the ultimate power over life and death.” 
Krystia felt her lips quivering. She couldn’t block him out; she couldn’t even feel him inside her mind. And yet she was certain that he was rummaging through her thoughts and memories one by one…
“You enjoy allowing people to believe they are in control even while you’re the one pulling the strings,” Sovan went on. “You enjoy it when people underestimate you, especially men. It excites you to know that one furtive glance, one arch of your back, can have a man thinking about you all day. You like being in control—you need to be in control.”
“Stop,” she told him sharply. “Please.”
“Why? I’m only telling you the truth, Krystia. You can’t hide from it forever.”
“Get out of my head!” she screamed. She hadn’t erected a bubble of silence around the room yet, but right now she didn’t care. She had to get away from him…” 
“I haven’t even gotten to the best part,” Sovan said, standing for the first time. “You love being in control—except in one place. When Darius walks into your room, all you want to do is please him. When he fucks you, it’s the only time you’re willing to let go and allow another person control your destiny.”
Krystia tried to reach out and open the door, but her arms refused to move. She was completely paralyzed, and she didn’t understand how or why. Sovan stepped forward until he loomed just inches away from her face. He locked his eyes with hers for what felt like a small eternity…and then another dark smile stretched across his lips. 
“Please,” she begged. “Please, let me go.”
“If you plan to rule an empire, you first need to rule yourself,” he replied. “That’s why you’re really here, isn’t it? To enlist our aid in your cause?”
The invisible grip holding her in place vanished, and Krystia crumpled to the floor. Her first instinct was to dive for the door and call for the guards, but of course they wouldn’t help her. She was the intruder here; she had nowhere to flee and no one to turn to…
“They can’t hear us,” Sovan assured her, “but you don’t really want to leave yet anyway. There are still so many things you need to know about us. Isn’t that right, Fabron?”
Krystia pressed her eyes shut and forced herself to breathe normally. “I’m not Fabron.”
“Aren’t you? You’re the one who got away by pure chance, and now you’re back to save the rest of us. But we’re already lost, and you shouldn’t spend your time trying to save us.”
“Lost?” she asked. “How do you mean?”
“The Unbound are corrupted, one and all,” he told her. “We are lost souls undeserving of mercy or pity.”
Leaning up into a crouch, Krystia took another moment to study the man in front of her. His aura of power was unmistakable; she could almost see the Aether coursing through him. On his wrist he wore one of the enchanted bracelets designed to warn the Asylum priests if he channeled too much power…and yet despite that, he had still effortlessly pinned her in place and stolen away her memories. Had he figured out a way to trick the device? Or was he just so powerful that he could freely channel without any noticeable exertion?
“You never had the chance to be free,” she said. “How can you be lost without being given that opportunity?”
“Not all crimes require opportunity,” Sovan murmured. “The Unbound have committed a crime against nature itself. I can scarcely imagine a more thorough corruption.”
“How is being born a crime against nature? That’s not fair.”
“The world is rarely fair. Chance has molded us into what we are, and for that we deserve punishment.”
Krystia frowned. “We are gifted. We can see and do what others cannot.”
 “Yes, we can,” Sovan agreed. “And for that, we are to be punished. We are uneven, imbalanced. We are not natural. No man should have power over other men, or he shall be cursed to an existence of exploitation and evil.”
She had heard the phrase many times during her childhood. Sol himself had written the words, and his disciples had carried his message all across Torsia. It was the guiding principle behind the Alliance priesthood, the Lord’s Council, and most other political institutions in Solaria. Power corrupted mortals, but accountability set them free. 
“There is no justice in blaming someone for the crime of being born different,” she said. 
“Is that how you felt when I raped you just a few minutes ago?”
Krystia winced. “What?”
“I stole your thoughts without your consent,” Sovan said matter-of-factly. “Does that not make me a rapist?”
“You have the choice whether or not to use your powers in such a manner.”
“I can see into your heart just by looking at you. Does that mean I should spend eternity with my eyes shut?” He shook his head. “Our senses themselves are evil, Krystia. When I look upon you, I don’t see a woman; I see a collection of memories, thoughts, and contradictions. I see your life, whether I want to or not. What does that make me?”
“You could stop yourself,” she replied softly. “You could ask permission.”
“Did you ask Headmaster Velle’s permission before you raped him?” Sovan countered. “Did you ask your friend Arven before you raped her? Do you ask your lover when he buries himself inside you and you dull his nerves to delay his climax for your own pleasure?”
Her mouth went dry. “I…”
“Of course you don’t, no more than you would ask permission to breathe or see or touch.” He grunted. “We are evil creatures, you and I. Misery and death follow swiftly in our wake.”
“No,” Krystia rasped. “No, our powers can help people.”
“Like healing, you mean?”
“Yes. I save lives, and you could learn to do the same. Our powers can be used for good just as easily as evil.”
Sovan leaned forward. “And you don’t take lives?”
“No,” she said pointedly. “Never.”
“I told you not to lie to me, Krystia. I know you too well.”
“I’m not lying,” she insisted. “I don’t kill people.”
Sovan studied her carefully for a long moment. “Then perhaps you only lie to yourself. I can help you with that.”
Krystia started to reply, but her breath caught in her throat once again. She looked up at him in terror, but he was no longer there. Images began to flash before her eyes, and she reached for the wall to steady herself—but instead of smooth wood, her fingers brushed against stone so rough it sliced open her palm…
 
The walls were a rough white stone, beaten but sturdy. Krystia sat huddled in her father’s arms for warmth. Her mother was next to her, and two others sat across from them. 
“Don’t cry, darling,” her father soothed. “When this is over, there is a place we can take you—a safe place where no one will come after you again.”
“I want to stay with you.”
He smiled down at her. “You will. We can all go with you, but the safe place is far from here. It will take some time to get there.”
He was lying. She knew he was. Mother had been talking to the others about this place, about how bad children were sent away when their parents didn’t love them anymore. 
“I’ve been there, Krystia,” the strange man across from her said. “It’s a very nice place. Much safer than here.”
“Even if your father and I have to leave, there are people there who can keep you safe,” her mother added. “Good people. Friends.”
They spoke to her as if she couldn’t understand, but she did. She knew they didn’t want her anymore. Maybe because she cried too much, or because they didn’t like playing with her. She didn’t mean to upset them. She never did. There were just times when she wanted something—when she needed something—and she had to make them understand. Afterwards they always got upset.  
“I’m sorry, father,” she said, tears welling in her eyes. “Please don’t make me go away.”
Father looked down at her with his wide blue eyes. He was crying too, and he almost never cried. He must have been very mad. “I don’t want to, but you need help. Your mother and I can’t help you alone.”
The walls shook. She squeezed her father even more tightly than before. The walls rattled so hard dust began to fall off them. Some fell into her hair. 
“It will be all right, Krystia,” he soothed, holding her tightly in his arms. “It will be all right.”
She cried. No matter what she did, the tears wouldn’t stop flowing. She didn’t want to leave mother and father. She promised herself that she would never hurt them again, she would never make them see or think things that weren’t real. She would do anything if it meant they could stay together. She could never be this safe anywhere else. She only had to convince them this one last time. 
“I want to stay with you,” she said. 
“You ca—” Father’s face twisted. “Krys…tia.” 
“I want to stay with you.”
“Krystia, stop!” mother said. She grabbed her arm and tried to pull her away. 
“I WANT TO STAY WITH YOU!”
Mother wrenched her arm, and the fortress shook again. Krystia screamed. Father shrieked. Krystia forced her eyes open against the pain, and blue fire burned across the tower. 
The strangers cried out. Her parents cried out. Krystia screamed again. 
And then they were silent. 
 
“We cannot live alongside them, Krystia,” Sovan whispered. “Not really. We are not like them, and we cannot pretend otherwise.”
He was still on the bed, leaning comfortably against the opposite wall just outside the range of the small ball of light. She sat huddled on the floor by the door, her entire body shaking. Her eyes were swollen with tears, and her hands were wet. She watched the blood flow freely across her palms and drip down her arms. 
“No mortal should have power over another, or she shall lead a life of evil,” Sovan said from the darkness. “And you and I are evil, Krystia. We belong here. We belong together.”
Krystia closed her eyes, and the ball of light extinguished. 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
“Never trust a hungry dog…or a free chagari.”
—Asgardian saying
 
Garin Kroll’s eyes narrowed into thin slits as he looked out about the city’s bustling docks. Midnight was fast approaching, and neither he nor any other members of his squad had spotted their quarry. Not that Kroll was surprised. The Resistance hadn’t endured this long by being careless, and Lyebel was a thriving metropolis filled with rat holes for vermin to crawl in. 
But no one could stay hidden forever, especially not from the Zarul. Eventually the Shadows would track down Jason Moore and kill him. The problem was that they were running out of time. The longer Moore possessed the cube, the greater the chance he might attempt to release its power. The mistress would not be pleased; she might even be angry enough to kill Kroll for his failure. And he would deserve it. 
But he hadn’t failed just yet. Sooner or later Moore and his companions would make a mistake and reveal themselves, and then one by one Kroll would break them…
Sir, a ghostly voice stirred in his mind, I have located one of the spark-bearer’s minions, the free chagari.

Kroll leaned back on his perch atop and old wooden building. What is he doing?
He just entered one of the local taverns. At least two other rebels are following him, though they are attempting to be discreet. The chagari might not even know they are present.
Hold your position. Make certain he doesn’t leave—I am on my way.
Yes, sir.
Kroll pounced up from his perch and leapt off the side of the building. He descended a full forty feet before crashing down onto the cobblestone path, and the rocks shattered beneath his feet. Any normal human would have broken their legs or perhaps even died, but the Aether shielded him from the worst of the impact. Closing his eyes, Kroll stretched out his senses and located the Shadow who had sent him the message—he was about a half a mile away to the northwest. The trip would only take him a few minutes even if he stuck to back alleys. First, though, he needed to decide how to deploy the rest of his squad. 
He could also order his men to follow the chagari back to the main rebel base, but the beast-folk were nearly impervious to alcohol; he could easily stay at the tavern until the break of dawn. Alternatively, Kroll could order one of the Shadows to try and rip the location directly from the chagari’s mind, but invasive telepathy was considerably more difficult when the target was in a public location. Neither option came without risks. 
Fortunately, there was a third possibility. Free chagari were notoriously capricious, often moving from one mercenary job to the next. There was no reason to suspect this one was any different. Kroll could offer him more power and prestige than a band of exiles and outlaws could ever hope to match. 
Smiling, Kroll dashed off through the streets. 
 
***
 
A strong hand shook Jason from his dream, and he groaned groggily and cleared his dry throat.  
“What the hell…?”
“Jason, you need to get up.”
He blinked the fog from his eyes and immediately felt the sting of angry muscles left hanging in an awkward position too long. He was stretched diagonally across his bed, his head crushing his left arm and his right leg bent in a seemingly untenable position. Movement only made his body protest more. When his vision finally cleared, he saw a pair of luminous blue eyes staring down at him. 
“You need to get up,” Elade repeated. “There might be trouble.”
Jason vaulted upwards and narrowly avoided smacking his head against the top bunk. Only one of the room’s glowlamps was on, but he could make out a pair of moving shapes over the vaeyn’s shoulder. Sarina was already strapping on her leather armor, while Tam was scrunched into a ball of covers in the corner of his bed. 
“What’s going on?” Jason croaked. 
 “Adar wants to move you out of here. His scouts reported some suspicious activity, and he’s worried the Zarul might have tracked us down.”
The grogginess vanished with a sudden rush of adrenaline. “Already? How many? How close are they?”
“I don’t know the details,” Elade said. “Just get up and let’s go.”
Grimacing, Jason quickly retrieved his possessions and pulled himself together. It took a few slaps from Sarina to get Tam to move, but a few minutes later they had all shifted into the common room. Adar and the others were already waiting. 
“Jason, good,” the man said, smacking him on the shoulder. “I’m sorry to wake you, but I’d like to move you and the cube to a safer location.”
“Why now?” Jason asked. “What happened?”
“Just some whispers from my people across the city. The Crell garrison has started acting strangely, and they’ve heard mutterings from some of the guards that the Green Coats are already here.”
“I told you they wouldn’t fuck around,” Sarina grumbled. “We should have moved him into one of the new safe-houses the moment he got here.”
“Recriminations can wait,” Tevek said as he joined them in the common room. He was fully armed and armored, and Selvhara swept in directly behind him. “Right now we just need to make sure the cube is secure.”
Adar nodded. “If we slip you and a few others away quietly, the Zarul won’t be able to track you as easily.”
“Uh,” Tam blurted out. “I think everyone’s a lot safer if we stick together. Splitting up seems like a terrible idea.”
“Kyle is right,” Tevek replied. “The Zarul are already here—they’ve had several days to prepare for your arrival. If they don’t know exactly where you are already, they will soon. The plan is to bait them into attacking the compound here. Once we defeat them, it will take time for them to mount a second offensive. By then we can bury you away even deeper if we need to, or just smuggle you out of the city altogether.”
“Unless they figure out that we’ve moved the cube and go after him directly instead,” Elade warned. “I agree with Tam—we should consolidate our forces and make a stand right here. If they want to attack us, we’ll be ready. And if they wait until daylight…well, that’s fine too.”
Tevek shook his head. “No, it’s too dangerous to keep everyone together. This compound is reasonably defensible, but Kyle has another safe house that only a handful of his most trusted people know about. Presumably, whatever mole leaked our arrival into the city won’t know where to find us, and if we do this quietly everyone will still think that Jason is here. Besides, he won’t be alone—you will be protecting him.”
Elade’s cheek twitched. “If you’re planning on fighting the Crell here, then you’re going to need me.”
The Highlord stepped over to her and clapped a hand on her shoulder. “The safety of the spark is of the utmost importance. Until we decide what to do with it, the cube must remain safe. I’m entrusting you to make sure that happens, and at least the two of us can communicate through our link.”
For a moment, it looked like Elade might protest. But then she glanced between Tevek and Jason and sighed. “Fine,” she murmured. “So what’s the plan?”
“I will escort you to the safe house,” Ria put in from the corner. She had also suited up with her armor and crossbow. “A small team will be waiting for us.”
“So then what about the rest of you?” Jason asked. “You just try and hold the fort?”
“We’re the bait,” Adar told him. “I’ve sent men out to try and find your chagari friend. He seems to have slipped away for some reason.”
“Probably because you told him not to,” Tam grunted.  “Gor is a cat—he likes to do the opposite of whatever everyone wants.”
“We’ll be fine here,” Tevek said, his baritone voice calm and collected. “Now get moving. Elade will protect you.”
“Right,” Jason whispered. He rubbed his face and tried to clear the fog from his mind. One of these days, he might actually get a full night’s sleep. “Then let’s—”
“I’m not just sitting around and waiting for the ‘Coats to storm through the front door,” Sarina growled, snatching her bow and crossbow. “I’ll see if I can flush them out.”
Adar eyed her warily. “I was just going to suggest the same thing. See if you can pin down any of their teams, but don’t engage unless you’re absolutely sure you’ll be safe. We need you.”
“I know what I’m doing,” she said, tossing a quick glance back at Jason. For a moment, it seemed like she desperately wanted to tell him something…but then she turned and stormed out the door. 
“One of these days, she’s going to get herself killed,” Tam muttered.  
“She knows what she’s doing,” Jason said. “Usually. Anyway, I assume you have some fancy way for us to slip out without attracting attention?”
Ria nodded. “There’s a tunnel under the building that will spit us out two blocks away. We should be at the safe house in fifteen minutes, tops.”
“All right,” Jason said, sharing one last glance with his friends. “Then let’s go.”
 
***
 
The Riptide Reprieve was the consummate dockside tavern. From its watered-down ale to its cheap whores, the establishment was built to cater to the worst dregs of the Lyebel underworld. Tonight, however, it was especially boisterous for some reason. The bottom floor was broken into three areas, one for eating and drinking, one for gambling, and another for singing and dancing. The noise from all three coalesced into a cacophony of wasted lives and failed aspirations, and Garin Kroll did his best to ignore it. 
Fortunately the free chagari, Gor, wasn’t exactly a needle hiding in a haystack. He sat by himself in the dining area, enjoying a platter with at least five different meats and steins full of different ales. While there were a handful of other free chagari in the city, they rarely went into bustling human establishments like this one, and as a result the patrons gave him a wide berth. The creature didn’t seem to mind; he tossed irritated glares at anyone who fastened their eyes on him too long. 
But Gor wasn’t alone. Two rebel escorts sat just a few tables away, and they periodically tossed wary glances at the chagari. It was clear they didn’t want him to notice them, and it was just as clear that Gor had anyway. Had he abandoned the rest of his companions for a reason? If so, then this would be even easier than Kroll had initially hoped. He was a soldier, not a diplomat, but he did know chagari better than almost anyone else in the city. He had served alongside several chagari warriors in a mercenary troupe just a few years ago, and that experience was about to come in very handy. 
Wrapping his cloak more tightly over his armor, Kroll maneuvered through the crowd towards the chagari’s table. He pulled out a chair without waiting for an invitation, and Gor’s orange-yellow eyes narrowed dangerously as he ripped a hunk of beef off an over-sized bone. 
“Allow me to be blunt and skip the niceties,” Kroll said, setting his drink down at the center of the table. “You and I need to have a chat.”
“Really,” Gor replied, licking a strand of meat from his fangs. “And here I was thinking you should find another table. I wouldn’t want to make a mess in this fine establishment.”
Kroll smiled thinly. “Why would you come to a place like this if you wanted to be alone?”
“They don’t deliver,” Gor grumbled. “Now leave before I lose my patience, little man.”
“I have more gold than I can spend,” Kroll said, ignoring the threat. “I want to hire a mercenary, and you’re exactly the type of man I’m looking for.”
“Curious. You look like someone who’s used to handling his own ‘dirty work,’ as you humans say.”
“I don’t want a mercenary to do my dirty work. The job I have is quite clean and simple.”
Gor made a guttural purr, which Kroll knew was roughly the chagari equivalent of a human grunting dismissively. He then slid a claw into his vest and half-pulled out a gold brick. “I doubt you have enough gold to make even something clean and simple worth my time.”
“This job has an added bonus,” Kroll pointed out. “If you accept, you get to leave this city alive.”
The chagari’s eyed narrowed further, and for an instant Kroll though he might actually pounce across the table. “If that’s supposed to be a threat, I’m not impressed,” he hissed. “Better men have succumbed to my claws”
“It’s not a threat,” Kroll assured him. “I’m simply presenting you with an opportunity. If you agree, you stand to quadruple that brick of yours. You will also earn free passage anywhere within the Imperium.”
The chagari remained silent for a long moment. As a race, his people didn’t scare easily and typically responded quite poorly to intimidation—overt intimidation, anyway. Subtle suggestions tended to go a long way and could quite easily prey upon their instinctive fear of captivity. 
Gor grunted. “For how long?”
“For as long you live,” Kroll said. “Which we all hope will be a good, long time.”
“I’m sure,” the man whispered. His ears had perked up, however, which meant that despite the sarcasm in his voice, his interest had been piqued. “So what is this ‘clean task’ you wish me to perform?”
“All I require is information. I need to know exactly where a certain individual is sleeping this evening and how many people are there with him. The more details you provide, the more bricks you earn.”
“And what makes you think I possess this information?”
“Because I know who you are, and I know who accompanied you into this city,” Kroll told him. “I also know that your people are smart enough to recognize an opportunity when they see one.”
“Perhaps,” Gor whispered. “And what exactly is preventing you from double-crossing me if I choose to aid you?”
“The fact I don’t care about you,” Kroll replied flatly. “You are not my interest here, and your future is none of my concern. I am here for one man, and one way or another, I will find him. You can either profit from his capture…or you can join him in chains.”
The chagari’s whiskers twitched as he tore off another hunk of me. “Tell me more,” he said, “and then I will give you my price.”
 
***
 
Tevek rubbed at his eyes in hopes of scratching away the fatigue holding them shut. It was times like this when he really started to feel old. Twenty years ago he had been able to stay up for several days straight, but now after just one he could barely keep his eyes open. The battle earlier today certainly hadn’t helped any, nor had his multi-hour lovemaking session with Selvhara. As a practical matter, he had no business staying up all night patrolling the rebel compound. 
But then, paladins had never been big on practicality. 
“You should lie down,” Selvhara whispered from behind him. She slipped soundlessly into the room, and he would have hopped up in surprise if he’d still had the energy.  
“You know I can’t,” he told her with a thin smile. “Not for another few hours. Once dawn hits I’ll feel a lot better.”
She grabbed his arm, though he could barely feel her squeeze through his armor. “I’m sure everyone will.”
Adar walked back in through the front door, looking as nervous and unkempt as ever. Considering he had been leading the rebels for so long, Tevek had assumed his old friend would be more poised by now. 
“Still no word from Gor’s escorts,” he reported gravely. “The second team didn’t find any of them in the tavern. Patrons reported they left hours ago.”
Tevek nodded. The chagari’s disappearance was certainly a cause for concern, but there wasn’t a whole lot they could do about it other than stay vigilant. Jason was still safe—Elade reassured him of that periodically. Even if Gor and his escorts had been captured, they didn’t know anything about the safe house or the fact that Jason had been moved in the first place. At worse, the Zarul would learn the location of this compound, and that was the whole point of their plan. 
“I hate this,” Adar muttered, shaking his head. “Sending a runner to fetch reports from patrols…it’s like living in the Dark Ages before the Godswar.”
“I assumed you would be used to it by now,” Tevek said, frowning. “You’ve managed to survive an entire year without a single Bound at your beck and call.”
“I suppose, but we’re not used to being on the defensive,” the younger man replied just a hair too quickly. “To be honest, the Crell have mostly just ignored us recently.”
“I imagine the Zarul are also far more intimidating than the city watch,” Selvhara pointed out. 
“Yes,” Adar whispered. “Yes, that’s probably it.”
There was obviously more to it, but Tevek decided not to press the matter. Adar was probably tired, too—they all were. Besides, it had been a hectic day, and Adar was assuredly feeling the pressure from the others to do something about the cube. The longer it stayed within his reach, the more tempting it would become.
Tomorrow, perhaps, Tevek would finally sit down with Jason and talk with the man about his intentions for the spark. If he agreed to take it to Solaria, then they would probably have to slip out of Lyebel without telling Adar or any of the others about—
A loud thump banged into the far wall, and Tevek leapt across the room, sword drawn, within the span of a single heartbeat. Reaching out to the Aether, he sheathed himself inside an invisible barrier of protective energy before inspecting the wall more closely. Nothing seemed out of place. This particular section jutted out about ten feet ahead of the other walls, completing the southwestern portion of the H-shaped compound. Beyond this plank of wood was a narrow alleyway Adar’s people had sealed off.  
Biting down on his lip, Tevek signaled for one of the other rebel soldiers to go and check one of the front windows. He then crept over to the other one and peeked outside himself. 
The first sign of battle didn’t come from a bolt shattering through the window or a squad of sword-wielding attackers crashing in through the front door. Instead a massive explosion shook the entire foundation of the building, and the cries and screams of combat echoed down the hall from the northeastern wing behind them.  
“Hold this position!”
Before the others could even respond, Tevek was already halfway across the compound.  
 
***
 
Sarina sucked in a deep breath and allowed her eyes to focus down the sight of her crossbow. A hundred feet away, a man in dark clothing slinked between alleyways, peering into window after window in search of the rebels. He had been at this ever since Sarina had first spotted him ten minutes ago, but before she’d been able to engage him, he had abruptly veered off towards this specific alley. At a glance, there was nothing to distinguish it from a thousand other streets in the docks, but the tavern at the end—the Riptide Reprieve—was a favorite of many of the rebels. Was this Crell here to meet with their illusive mole and learn all about Jason and their base?
If so, she couldn’t afford to let him walk through that door. If not…well, there was no pressing reason to let him walk through that door anyway. 
Sarina pulled the trigger. The bolt pierced the side of the man’s neck, choking off his voice before he could even scream. His body bounced off the closest wall and then flopped to the ground, motionless. She counted to thirty just in case he had a friend lurking nearby somewhere, but when the alley remained still she finally released her breath and lowered her weapon. 
It was really a shame that she couldn’t have just crippled this man in order to question him and see what he knew. But doing so would have been too risky. For one, if he had a chance to look at her, he might have been able to rummage through her mind and pluck out all sorts of secrets about the Resistance. For two, extending his life by even a few seconds would mean that every other Bound in this city would know what had happened. He would communicate his situation to his comrades and to his Sovereign, and she obviously couldn’t allow that to happen. No, killing them silently was the safest option…and it had the benefit of potentially intimidating the other Imperators as their fellows mysteriously winked out one by one. 
Clipping her crossbow back onto her belt, Sarina leapt over to the adjacent rooftop and hoped her footfalls were silent enough not to cause too much of a ruckus in the buildings below. Since most of the roofs in the city were made of stone, the inhabitants probably couldn’t even hear her, but a couple of the pre-war residences were still made almost entirely out of wood. She did her best to avoid those whenever possible. 
Less than a minute later, she had found a new perch overlooking the Riptide’s entrance, and she once again unclasped her crossbow and took aim. As tempting as it was to bust open the door and see if she recognized anyone, she knew that would be far too risky. Judging from the noise, there were probably over a hundred people inside, and some of them could have easily been Crell spies. No, for the moment it was far safer to sit here and see who emerged on their own. With luck, their mole would see the corpse in the back alley and come rushing out the front instead…
The door abruptly opened, and a handful of drunken louts she didn’t recognize stumbled outside. But behind them followed an enormous, orange-furred chagari…and Sarina felt her mouth drop open. 
“So that’s where you went,” she whispered, biting down on her lip. She and Gor had never really gotten along—the Asgardians and the chagari had a tumultuous history, to say the least—but she had always found his stubborn streak particularly irritating. Probably because it reminded her so much of herself. 
When he strode away from the tavern and his rebel escorts didn’t follow behind him, Sarina became wary. When she realized he was heading deeper into the docks and not back to the compound, she became downright suspicious. 
“What are you up to this time?” 
Biting down on her lip, she hopped up from her crouch and started shadowing his movements along the rooftops. If Gor had been inside the Riptide for a while, there was no reason why his escorts would have lost track of him—unless, of course, the ‘Coats had already gotten to them. And if they hadn’t gone after Gor…well, she wasn’t exactly sure what that meant. But it probably wasn’t good. 
Sarina managed to keep pace with him easily enough, but eventually she was forced to drop off the rooftops and back down to street level. Gor appeared to be heading for a particular dock, and the few people remaining on the street at this hour gave him a wide berth. After a few minutes he was well out of the compound’s patrol radius, which Adar had explicitly warned him against. Something was definitely wrong. 
A minute later, she realized she had been spotted. 
Not by Gor, thankfully—chagari could track almost anything by scent, but she had made certain to stay upwind. There was someone else, a dark figure she had felt more than seen prowling the streets adjacent to her. He wasn’t trying to kill her—at least not yet—or he would have tried already. He was stalking her, trying to read her intentions and perhaps figure out why she was following Gor in the first place.
He needed to be dealt with…which meant that she needed to flush him out of hiding. Sarina flit from dark alley to dark alley until she finally came to a three-story brick structure overlooking four of the nearby docks. Spinning around the corner, she dropped into a combat crouch. 
She was no channeler, obviously, but she was a huntress by trade and by blood, and she could sense things others could not. While Tam might catch wind of a stray thought or Gor a loose scent, Sarina could hear the beating of the man’s heart as he approached. She knew what her quarry was thinking, and she knew exactly how he would react. Instincts could be just as powerful as the Aether, she liked to think. And so she waited, her own pulse catching in her ears as she fingered the grip of one of the axes at her waist. 
Her only warning was the softest crunch of stone from above her. Sarina instantly rolled to the side, glancing upwards—and just as she did, a crossbow bolt bounced off the street in the space she had just left. A dark figure rested ten feet above, leaning just a hair over the ledge, his head snapping up in surprise at her movement. In a single smooth motion, Sarina pulled free her axe and threw it at the man’s head. 
She missed. The axe pierced his left shoulder instead, and he cried out in pain even as he tumbled forward. To his credit, he managed to briefly catch himself on the ledge and slow his fall, but he still hit the ground with a loud thump. His crossbow skittered across the cobblestone and out of reach. 
Sarina pounced on him before he could recover, pinning his throat with her forearm and his body with her legs. He was strong and sturdy; he bucked against her assault and almost managed to throw her off. But in the end he was no match for her strength, and with a final choked off gasp, he fell silent. 
Closing her eyes, Sarina took a few seconds to catch her breath before rummaging through his belongings. Unsurprisingly, he wasn’t carrying anything that would identify him as a Zarul agent or even a Crell citizen, and she quickly hoisted up the corpse and tossed it deeper into the alley. Spinning on a heel, she dashed back out to the main street…and then swore under her breath. 
Gor was already gone.  
 
***
 
Garin Kroll waited patiently atop the rebel compound’s roof even as the sounds of crossbows, explosions, and clattering blades greeted his ears. He didn’t need the ringing of battle to track his men inside, of course. He could coordinate the battle perfectly well right here. They were all linked through their telepathic bond with Sovereign Damir, and at the very back of his consciousness Kroll could feel his mistress’s power flowing through all of her agents inside. He didn’t need her charity, of course; he could see and touch the Aether on his own. And right now it told him that his moment of glory was nearly at hand. 
The second wave of Zarul soldiers had just forced their way into the compound and flanked the rebel defenders from the opposite side. They couldn’t win, of course, not against a score of veteran fighters led by a paladin and supported by an elysian druid. But victory was not their goal here—their only purpose was to herd the enemy Bound into their commander’s waiting arms. And as another explosion rattled the foundation below him, Kroll knew his time had come. 
Channeling the Aether into his body, he slammed his fist into the floor beneath his feet. The wood splintered apart as easily as if he had dropped a boulder on top of it, and he leapt down through the opening and landed at the center of the room below. The battle inside was already over; the corpses of soldiers from both sides lie strewn across the floor, many charred beyond recognition. Two of Kroll’s men were still alive, however: one had taken cover behind an overturned bed on the southern wall, and the other had flipped behind a dresser on the western side. The only other living person in the room was a slender woman in an ice-blue robe, sparks of Aetheric lightning crackling around her body as if she were a vengeful goddess standing at the eye of a furious tempest.  
“The elf witch of Geriskhad,” Kroll said. “How I have long wished to break you.”
Thrusting his arm forward, Kroll unleashed a thundering wave of raw force. The opposite wall splintered and buckled beneath the assault, and several of the corpses even lifted off the ground and hurled across the room...but somehow the witch herself stood her ground. With a twirl of her fingers, she focused the energy sparking around her into a single bolt of lightning and directed it squarely at her attacker’s chest. A blinding flash lit up the room, and Kroll narrowly erected his own Aetheric barrier before his torso was burned into cinders. Even still, the blast was strong enough that a few stray strands of energy singed the flesh on his arms and his chin. One of his soldiers wasn’t so lucky—the man leaned out to take a quick shot at the druid, but her lightning bolt arced off of Kroll’s barrier and zapped him directly in the head. His corpse collapsed to the ground, twitching uncontrollably as stray sparks of electricity continued coursing through it.  
When the assault finally relented, Kroll couldn’t help but smile. Sovereign Damir had warned him that General Moore’s elf witch was powerful, and he was happy to learn that she hadn’t been exaggerating. Ever since he had been chosen to serve the Zarul, Kroll had yearned to test his skills against a truly powerful channeler, especially one as rare and skilled as an elysian elder. Because no matter how much energy she could muster, no matter how easily she could summon the Aether to her fingertips, in the end she was still just a Bound.
And that meant Kroll could break her. 
The witch took a step backwards and channeled another surge of lightning to her fingertips, but this time he was ready. Reaching out with his own powers, he crushed her in an iron grip—not her physical body, but the invisible Aetheric tethers linking her to her distant goddess. The strands were almost imperceptible, even for a trained channeler, but the mistress had taught him how to peel away the misty veil of the Aether and identify the thin, vaporous tethers linking Bound to their Ascendants like the strings of a puppet. Kroll mentally reached out and grabbed onto hers…and then swiftly ripped them apart. 
With an ear-splitting shriek, the witch collapsed to her knees. The lightning crackling around her body dissipated, and the Aether flowing through her body swiftly bled away. She glanced up, her eyes wide in horror. 
“Tell me where the cube is,” Kroll said, unsheathing his blade and striding towards her, “and I promise to end your life quickly.”
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
“You run because you’re unwilling to make a sacrifice for something greater than yourself. You run because you’re a coward.”
—Ethan Moore to his son before he left the Resistance 
 
Jason’s eyes popped open much more quickly the second time Elade woke him up during the night. His nerves hadn’t made it easy to sleep much anyway, so it only took him a moment to wipe the fatigue from his eyes and prop himself up on an arm. 
“Trouble?”
“The compound is under attack,” she told him. “Get your things in case we have to move again.”
He nodded and hopped out of bed. He had slept wearing his light leather armor, and he had kept the cube’s satchel tucked neatly in his arms the entire time. The only light in the house came from a single old-fashioned candle, and Ria and Elade were the only two others in here with him. Everyone else was outside on patrol.  
Elade took up her position at one of the windows again, her glowing blue eyes scanning the streets. Apparently the vaeyn could see nearly as well in darkness as in broad daylight, which made him feel better about their chances. 
“Can you tell how the fight is going?”
“Not precisely,” she explained, her voice strained. “Tevek sends me thoughts and impressions, but he doesn’t really have time to go into specific details.”
“Kyle was right,” Ria said. She sat atop a crate on the other side of the room looking out the other window, a crossbow resting on her lap. “The ‘Coats have no idea that the cube isn’t at the compound. We should be safe here.”
“Not if they’re overrun,” Elade said, her eyes narrowing. “They could still pluck our location from the minds of the others.”
“They will hold. Kyle won’t let the bloody Crell wipe us out, not after all we’ve been through.”
“They don’t need to wipe you out; once they realize the cube isn’t there, they’ll pull back.” Elade turned away from the window and glanced back at the other woman. “Once this is over, you’re going to have to explain to me how your ‘resistance’ has survived this long without understanding the power of Crell Imperators.”
Ria’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “We understand the Crell just fine. We’ve been fighting them for decades while you sit in your fortress half a world away.”
“And the moment Galvia lost its king, your armies fell apart,” Elade said. “Without Bound of your own, you couldn’t possibly stand up to the throngs of channelers scouring the countryside for you. A small group of rebels might be able to wage a hit-and-run campaign in a city the size of Lyebel, but according to Adar your group consists of hundreds of loyal supporters. The Crell could have wiped you out at any moment, but they haven’t. Why?”
Jason glanced between the two women. “Uh, this might not be the best time for—”
“You have no idea what you’re talking about, paladin,” Ria hissed. “This isn’t your fight. You don’t know anything about us.”
“What I know is that a group of urban guerilla fighters without channelers stands no chance against a swarm of enemy Imperators and even less against a ruthless organization like the Zarul. The Crell have allowed you to survive. Surely you can see that.”
Ria snorted. “And why in the hell would they do that?”
“I don’t know…yet,” Elade said. “Tevek suspected that the demons might be causing the Crell so much trouble that they can’t focus on you. If that’s true, the timing of this infestation is quite convenient, isn’t it?”
“Hold on a second,” Jason stammered. His brain was working again, and he could tell that Elade had been thinking about this for a while now. “What are you suggesting?”
“There’s a demonic taint slathered all over the docks, including the rebel compound. The aura is faint enough that Tevek couldn’t sense it, but I could.”
Ria shook her head. “Are you seriously suggesting that we’re summoning demons to fight off the Crell? Are you insane?”
“Desperate men make desperate pacts,” Elade said with a shrug. “It would hardly be the first time someone in need has called out to a creature of the Void. Besides, it’s painfully clear to everyone that your leader is hiding something.”
“Of course Kyle is hiding something!” Ria snapped. “We’re not going to tell you everything about our operation just because you came traipsing into our homes with your fancy blue capes. We don’t answer to the Last Dawn, and we never have.”
“Look, we should really save this debate for a later time,” Jason said, stepping between them. “Right now I’d just like to know how the battle is going.”
Elade closed her eyes and turned away. “The Zarul sent several squads—the compound is completely surrounded, and Tevek and the others have fallen back to a more defensible position at the center of the base.”
Jason balled his hands into fists. He should have been there along with the others. Tam and Sel were inside fighting for their lives, and here he was hiding out inside a rundown shack. Hopefully Gor could get there in time to help, and Sarina…he had no way of knowing where she was at all. If the Coats were attacking, though, that must have meant she didn’t find them—or that they had already dealt with her on the way. 
“Adar is wounded but alive,” Elade reported. “The attack seems contained for the moment; I’m not sure the Crell were expecting such a tight defense.”
“We’re full of surprises,” Ria said caustically, turning to Jason. “Maybe now you’ll understand how badly we need that cube.”
“Trust me,” Jason whispered, “I do.”
She grunted. “Then why didn’t you do something about it? You could have handed it over to us the moment you arrived.”
“That wouldn’t have changed anything,” Jason told her. “Whatever happens here, we’ll need to—”
“Selvhara has been wounded,” Elade announced, freezing in place. “She may be dead.”
“What?” Jason gasped, leaping over to her. 
“Tevek is trying to fight off her attacker.” Her jaw tightened and then flinched. “I should be there with him.”
“Yes, you should,” Ria said. “The cube is ours, and we can protect it here just fine.”
Jason glared daggers at her. “Would just you shut the hell up for one minute?” 
He turned back to study Elade, whose face was tensed by otherwise unreadable. Sel couldn’t die. Not like this, in some pointless skirmish because he wasn’t there with her…
Gor had been right about the cube all along. They should have handed it over to Heist. Jason hadn’t even known what the hell it was, but if he had just given it over they would all be safe right now. At worst, he could have just let that Shadow take the damn thing. They would probably still be in Taig partying, or maybe even here in the middle of the city. It wouldn’t matter—they would be rich and free, without a care in the world. 
Sarina would have been furious, and Sel probably would have been too, but they would have gotten over it. Most importantly, they would have both been safe right now. This wasn’t their war and never had been. An Asgardian had no business fighting over Galvian soil, and with the death of Jason’s father Selvhara should have gone home a long time ago. 
Why the hell had he even dragged them to Lyebel in the first place? He knew something like this would happen; every time he stepped back into his father’s world, death and tragedy swiftly followed. A decade ago he had lost his mother and most of his friends. A few years ago he had even lost his father. And all of it was from this stupid war that refused to go away. 
Jason glanced down at the satchel in his hand. He imagined himself handing it over to Heist, and he shook his head. Given the same choice right this instant, he still would have held onto it. No matter what else happened, he couldn’t allow the Crell to get their hands on it. Not now, not ever. The war for Galvia might have been over, but he couldn’t just hand Torsia over to them on a golden plate…
Elade’s body suddenly went rigid. Her eyes moved as if she was looking for something inside her head, and then she froze entirely. 
“What’s wrong?” he asked. 
She turned her head to face him. “Tevek is gone.”
 
***
 
The elysian sprawled meekly across the floor as Kroll backhanded her across the face. Separated from her bond, she was little more than a feeble old woman. It sickened him to think that someone so frail could have had such awesome power bequeathed to her. She was a parasite leeching off the grandeur of others. 
“This is the last time I will ask,” Kroll said. “Where is the cube?”
She babbled some elysian gibberish at him, and he reached down and clutched her by the throat. He slammed her into the wall, holding her up before him with his left hand. She feebly attempted to wriggle free, but Kroll merely scoffed and hefted up his sword. With a quick slash he sliced open the front of her robe, then placed the tip of his blade at her bare stomach. 
“I can kill you instantly or leave you to bleed out on the floor,” he told her. “It’s your choice, witch.”
“The cube isn’t here,” the Imperator behind him said, stepping forward from his cover. His brow was creased in concentration. “A small group of rebels slipped away a few hours ago to hide it in a different safe-house.”
Kroll’s eyes narrowed. “Where?”
The other man focused his gaze upon the witch as he telepathically scoured her mind. “A small shack on the northern end of 29th street.”
“Excellent, Kroll said, smiling. “Get moving: I’ll order the reinforcements to meet us there.” He focused on his link with Sovereign Damir, and through her he reached out to communicate with the rest of his team. The cube is at a safe house on 29th street. Secure the area and wait for me—do not engage. Suppression teams, begin pulling back one at a time, but slowly. I don’t want them following.
He received a slew of confirmations before turning back to his prey. “You could have saved yourself a lot of pain by cooperating earlier,” he told her. “Now I’m afraid you will have to suffer.”
Kroll slid his blade through her belly. She lurched forward reflexively, blood leaking from her gasping lips, and he twisted the weapon to ensure that he left behind a slow but ultimately fatal wound. Once he was content with his work, he slid the blade free and dropped her body to the floor. 
He turned back towards the doorway and waited. He needed to get moving, but there was still one piece of unfinished business left before he did so. Stepping behind one of the overturned cabinets, he knelt down and waited for his bait to attract his next victim. 
Less than a minute later, a set of heavy footfalls bounded into the room, and Kroll heard an exasperated gasp following by the clattering of armor against the floor. 
“Maeleon have mercy,” a deep male voice breathed. “Hold still…just hold still.”
Smiling, Kroll leaned around the corner of the cabinet. The ongoing battle was easily loud enough to muffle his movements, and he extended his hand and reached out to the Aether once more. The paladin’s Aetheric tethers slowly became visible, and Kroll squeezed his mental fist about them…but then stopped. More than anything in the world, he desperately wanted to face the legendary Tevek Dracian in combat. He wanted to kill the other man blade to blade, man to man, until he cowered and begged for mercy. 
But Kroll knew he didn’t have time for such indulgences, not with a divine spark so close within his reach. There was far too much on the line to risk a real battle with this man here and now. He would just have to settle with a quick kill. 
“Run,” the witch croaked. 
Dracian shook his head in confusion. His hands glowed with blue light as they touched her body and tried to heal her wounds. “What?”
“It was a warning,” Kroll said, standing. “You should have listened.”
Dracian snapped his head up at the new voice, but he was too late. Kroll severed the Aetheric tethers linking the paladin to Maeleon, and then he watched in delight as the mighty Highlord of the Last Dawn collapsed to his knees in shock and pain. 
“For what it’s worth, I would have rather cut you down in broad daylight, old man,” Kroll whispered. “But I suppose killing you over the corpse of your elf whore will have to suffice.”
Thrusting out his hand, Kroll hurled another shockwave of force across the room. 
The paladin responded reflexively, lifting his arm—and the shield he no longer had the power to summon—in order to deflect the blast. Instead his elbow snapped and buckled backwards, and his armored body crashed through the wood wall and tumbled out into the darkness. He bounced twice off the cobblestone road before finally sliding to a halt and remaining motionless. 
Pivoting back around, Kroll leapt out the hole on the opposite wall and sprinted off across the city. He still had a divine spark to retrieve. 
And another paladin to break. 
 
***
 
 Kyle Adar clasped his fingers onto the overturned table and desperately tried to drag himself back to his feet. The unmistakable sounds of combat still rang clearly in the next room; swords clashed, bolts fired, and Tam tried to fend off the Crell with his magic. But even with a renegade sorcerer on their side—even with the Highlord of the Last Dawn fighting in the next room—they were still rapidly losing ground. And if he and the others met their ends here, the war that had consumed their homeland for over a decade would finally be over. Galvia would be lost. 
Adar chuckled bitterly between coughs. The situation couldn’t be more absurd. Fate had finally delivered them a weapon capable of turning this war on its head, and they might not even live to use it. Worse, Ethan was the one responsible for baiting the paladins into Lyebel in the first place, and now their very presence was preventing him from reinforcing the compound with demons. Even the Zarul wouldn’t have been able to contend with a swarm of the vicious Void-spawned creatures. The irony was thicker than the smoke slowly building up inside the compound. 
But Adar wasn’t about to give up. Not yet, not while he still drew breath. Eventually he managed to hoist himself to a half standing position, and the pain receded to the point where it was at least bearable. He had taken two hits just a few minutes earlier, and he would have been dead if not for his armor and Tevek’s swift ministrations. The paladin had used his healing magic to stabilize everyone he could before he’d dashed off to reinforce the southwestern side of the compound. Now it was up to Adar to hold the line until Tevek and Selvhara got back. 
Biting his lip against the pain, Adar reached out and swept up his crossbow from the floor. He took a moment to reload the bolt cartridge and then dragged himself back towards the adjacent room. He peeked around the door frame, being sure to stay low, and appraised the situation. 
The room’s eastern wall had been almost totally destroyed. The few remaining planks were immolated in flames, and smoke freely billowed out into the cool night air. The rebel defenders had all taken cover behind whatever they could find, from tipped-over shelves to thick wooden crates. Bolts stuck out of virtually everything, including the half dozen corpses strewn across the floor. The battle seemed to be at something of a standoff; the initial rush had been repelled, and now the attackers were firing periodically into the room at anyone who tried to leave cover. The rebel teams on the street should have had the attackers pinned in a crossfire by now, but they were likely under attack themselves—or possibly already dead. 
 Scowling, Adar tried to glance through the doorway’s smoke but couldn’t discern a damn thing outside. He waved a hand to try and get Tam’s attention, and the blond man eventually nodded in recognition and dove behind a nearby table. His face was covered in soot and ash, and a small ball of Aetheric flame simmered in his palm. 
“Can you get a light out there?” Adar asked. “I can’t see a bloody thing.”
“Trust me; I’ve tried,” Tam said back, wincing as another volley of bolts pelted his cover. “But their Imperators are countering half my spells.”
Adar swore under his breath. As if they needed any more evidence proving the absolute necessity of acquiring their own channelers. The Crell outside could freely coordinate their forces, while the rebels were stuck blind and deaf inside their own base Even if they did somehow manage to survive this siege, Tevek was going to see through their little charade as clear as day. He would understand that the rebels couldn’t have possibly held out this long against the Crell without some kind of assistance. 
 Distantly, Adar almost wished that Ethan would have sent in his demons for defense regardless of the risks. At least then they could hold off the Crell and try to reason with Tevek.
Adar flinched as the last wooden support column by the besieged doorway finally buckled and collapsed in a flaming heap. At this point, the smoke was growing so thick he probably wouldn’t have been able to see anything even in broad daylight. The Crell recognized that just as surely as he did, of course, and another volley of bolts splattered against his cover. A few seconds later, a swarm of dark, lightly-armored figures leapt through the hole in the wall. 
Grimacing, Adar picked the closest target and fired. His shot pierced through the man’s right shoulder and dropped him to the ground. The other rebels followed their commander’s lead and squeezed off their own shots. Two more attackers crumpled beneath the unexpected salvo, but the three Crell who survived immediately struck back: their hands flashed with magic, and a barrage of shimmering violet orbs streaked into the room and exploded. Adar winced at the choked-off screams of his people, and he pressed himself flat against the floor. 
The room became a surreal tempest of brilliant light and thundering explosions. Tam flipped out of his cover and retaliated with spells of his own, and between the smoke and the clashes of magic, Adar could barely even make out what was going on. Between the deafening blasts, he swore he heard another chorus of panicked screams, and out of the corner of his eye he saw a few of the Imperators leap back out into the street to avoid Tam’s flaming fury. 
But even an Unbound was no match for so many opponents. Even as the young man hurled death from his fingertips, a pair of wayward bolts whistled through the air and stabbed into his chest. He half-yelped, half-screamed, and the magic on his fingertips vanished as he collapsed to the floor in a limp heap. 
It was then, as Adar helplessly watched Tam crumple, that he knew it was over. His life, the Resistance…everything. It had been over for years now, in fact, ever since Ashenfel had fallen and King Whitestone had been slain. Ethan had sold them all on a lie—a lie that somehow, some way, they could win back their country from the Crell. 
But they couldn’t. A nation was only as strong as its Ascendant, and theirs was gone for good. Adar had known it all along, but he hadn’t been able to admit it to himself until just this moment. 
Hissing between his teeth, he leaned back against the closest wall and tossed his crossbow to the floor. The Crell channelers crept towards him, their hands still burning with magic, and Adar wondered distantly if being disintegrated would hurt as badly as the shots he had taken earlier…
And then suddenly a blood-chilling roar bellowed from somewhere in the darkness outside. Adar’s breath caught in his throat, and the Imperators whirled around in unison to confront this new threat. The billowing wall of smoke parted, and a hulking figure that looked like the malformed union of a demon and a tiger leapt inside. 
Terrified and flat-footed, the Imperators stood no chance against the raging chagari. Gor ripped them apart with his claws like a great cat pouncing into a herd of sickly gazelles. In the span of a few seconds, the battle was over. For now. 
“Your men on the street are dead,” Gor hissed over the flames, “and your western defenses are crumbling. I suggest you gather whatever soldiers you have left and make a final stand inside the armory.”
Adar coughed and leaned up. “What about Tevek and Selvhara?”
“I don’t know,” the chagari rasped as he leaned down over Tam. “He’s alive. Bring him with you to the armory—I will attempt to find Selvhara.”
“But what about—”
Gor was already gone. Unleashing another monstrous roar, the chagari leapt back out into the street and disappeared. Adar crawled forward until he reached Tam, and he slung the younger man over his shoulder. 
“Come on, kid,” he grunted. “This isn’t over yet.”
 
***
 
For the first time since he had abandoned his life as a mercenary and joined the Zarul, Garin Kroll felt a twinge of nervousness deep in his gut. He should have been just as excited as when he’d smashed into the rebel compound. He would soon have the opportunity to break another Bound, after all, and a Knight of the Last Dawn at that. But the battle had taken a turn for the worse during his trek across the docks, and nearly half his team had already been killed or incapacitated. The rebels had suffered even heavier casualties, but their deaths were irrelevant. They had never been a serious threat to the Zarul; all that mattered was retrieving the divine spark. 
The problem was that a new player had entered the game. One by one, his advanced scouts swarming around the safe house had begun to disappear. Three had already fallen silent, and the other four were starting to panic. As a rule, none of the rebels were skilled or fearless enough to brazenly hunt down a pack of Imperators…with one notable exception. 
The Asgardian is stalking us, he told the others. I will draw her out. Be prepared to move in on my signal, but not before—the paladin is likely inside with the cube.
They mentally confirmed his orders, and Kroll took another moment to scan the nearby rooftops for movement. He had perched himself atop one of the taller residences to get a better view of the safe house and to try and flush out the huntress, but so far she seemed content to ignore him. That would undoubtedly change the moment he actually approached the building, however, and one way or another it was time to end this. He was a soldier, not an infiltrator, and he was quite sick of playing the bait. 
Sheathing himself in a protective barrier, Kroll stood from his perch and leapt across the rooftop to the adjacent building. Between the street-side glowlamps and faint moonlight, she should have been able to see him moving, and he kept expecting an arrow to strike his barrier at any moment. But the huntress was surprisingly patient, especially for a brutish Asgardian, and Kroll closed within leaping distance of the safe house before he caught a flicker of motion out of the corner of his eye. He immediately flattened himself against the triangular rooftop to give himself cover, but when no shot was forthcoming he felt his breath catch in his throat—he hadn’t felt this exposed in years, and he was already sick of it. Once he finally caught up with this bitch, he would have to make certain she suffered for forcing him to play her ridiculous game.
Be ready, he told his squad. If she doesn’t make her move, we’re going in.
Only three confirmations came back this time, and Kroll bit down on his lip. Yes, she was definitely going to suffer for this…
A choked off yelp echoed across the street, and another of the Imperators vanished from Kroll’s mind. He leaned forward just in time to catch a tall figure vanish back into the shadows…and then suddenly a crossbow bolt streaked out of the darkness and pelted him in the chest. 
 Without his Aetheric barrier, he would have been dead. Without his barrier and his armor, he probably would have been dead. The impact of the shot still knocked the wind from his lungs, and Kroll released his grip on the rooftop and allowed himself to slide off. He caught his fingers on the railing for just a moment to slow his fall before dropping to the alley street. Once she noticed that he wasn’t dead, she would presumably try to finish this job…and that meant he had the distraction he needed. 
Get the spark, he ordered his men. Now!
Kroll channeled Aether through his body and prepared a spell for the instant the huntress finally revealed herself. He didn’t have to wait long—less than ten seconds later he caught another flicker of movement from an overhang of a building about eighty feet away. He had no idea how a normal woman could have moved so quickly, but it didn’t matter. Even as she lined up another shot, Kroll made his move. 
Reaching out with the Aether, he caught her body in a telekinetic grip and slammed it downwards. He couldn’t muster his full power from his range, but the force was still sufficient: the huntress tumbled from her perch, and Kroll found himself hoping that she didn’t break her neck in the fall—it would have been a shame to lose the opportunity to kill her face-to-face. But his fears were quickly proven unfounded when she hit the cobblestone in a smooth roll and hopped back up into a crouch. 
At forty feet, it was a trivial task for Kroll to telekinetically grab her crossbow and wrench it from her grip; at twenty, he was tempted to grip her around the waist and fling her down the street like a ragdoll. But to his surprise—and delight—she didn’t try to dive back into the shadows or even turn tail and run. Instead she drew a pair of axes from her belt and charged. 
Kroll couldn’t help but admire her tenacity. She had to know that she was beaten; no mere vorhang could hope to stand against a channeler when caught out in the open like this. He could crush her bones or turn her into a flaming cinder with a flick of his wrist, but she wasn’t afraid. Unlike the feeble Bound parasites that leached their power from a superior being, this woman fought with her own heart and body. She was a true warrior. And for that, Kroll decided he would grant her a warrior’s death. 
Her axes met his blade with a shower of sparks, and the force of the impact nearly bowled him over. But they both stood their ground, and the unmistakable clatter of steel colliding with steel echoed down the street. Her attacks were savage and unrelenting, but also surprisingly skilled; he had never seen such raw ferocity before, not even from other Asgardians. She seemed completely unconcerned with her own defense, which should have made her an easy kill…but the sheer relentlessness of her attacks never gave him the chance to retaliate. 
For a brief and bizarre instant, Kroll felt empathy for this woman. He suddenly wanted to learn more about her; he wanted to understand why she was willing to risk her life for a band of pitiful foreign rebels and an ancient relic she couldn’t possibly understand. But sadly, he knew he would never get those answers. He had already humored her enough, and now she was out of time. 
Even as he madly backpedaled to escape her latest furious assault, Kroll summoned the Aether into his free hand and then slammed a fist of telekinetic force into her torso. The huntress flew backwards as if she had been struck by a raging bull, and she smashed into a stone wall some twenty feet away. Her axes clattered to the ground, and she crumpled into a limp heap. 
Kroll took a moment to seal his minor wounds before stepping forward to inspect her more closely. She was alive but unconscious; and he actually found himself smiling grimly. He lifted her chin and brought his blade to her throat, but somehow that didn’t seem like an appropriate way to finish her off. No, he had promised her a warrior’s death, and that was exactly what he would deliver.  
“May the Void be gentle with your soul,” he said. “And may the fields of eternity be rife with game.”
Leaning backwards, Kroll lined up his sword with her heart—
And then a shimmering disc of blue energy smacked into his arm and sent his blade clattering across the cobblestone. Kroll turned, mouth agape…
Descending from the rooftop, shining blue-white feathery wings sprouting from her back, the second paladin raised her sword towards him. 
“You have one chance,” she told him. “Surrender or die.”
 
***
 
The Crell attack had come without warning. One minute Jason was pacing back and forth across the room, drawing irritated glances from both women sitting there with him, and the next he was frozen stiff as the screams of battle seeped in through the boarded-up windows. A volley of bolts bombarded the door, and the clashing swords soon accompanied them. 
Ria swore and dropped away from the window. “Get down!”
Jason crouched behind several crates and pulled free his crossbow. Elade had shifted slightly to the side of the window, but she didn’t drop prone. Instead she unsheathed her long, slender sabre, and a blue disc of energy materialized on her left arm. 
“Assist them,” Elade told Ria, gesturing to the street. “I’m getting Jason out of here.”
“What?” the other woman snapped. “You can’t just—”
“Head out the back door,” Elade ordered him, ignoring Ria. She glanced upwards at the ceiling. “The frontal assault is just a distraction. He doesn’t need doors.”
Jason shook his head “Who doesn’t need a door?”
“The Crell leader,” she said, her voice disturbingly calm. “Go. Now!”
He started to protest, but Elade was already gone. One instant she had been standing there in the darkness by the window, and in the next the space was simply empty. It was as if the shadows had swallowed her whole. 
“That cowardly bitch!” Ria snapped. “Where the hell did she go?’
“I would do what she said,” Jason suggested, scurrying over to the building’s rear entrance. It was locked and barred from the inside, and ostensibly they had two men on the street outside covering it…but who knew if they were still alive. 
Ria cursed again and smashed open the window. She started firing shots out into the darkness, but it was so dark Jason doubted she was actually hitting anything. Clenching his teeth, he took in a deep breath and yanked off the brace holding the door shut. He didn’t hear anything outside, but that didn’t mean much; Zarul agents could easily be standing out there waiting to stab or shoot him the minute he pushed it open. Hoping desperately Elade knew what she was doing, Jason leveled his crossbow and shoved the door open—
And was immediately greeted by a fresh corpse. Not one of the rebels, thankfully, but apparently one of the Crell. A bolt was lodged into the back of his skull, and a pool of blood had already spilled out across the cobblestone beneath him. Farther down the street to his left, Jason heard the distant ringing of blades. Mentally crossing his fingers, he spun around the corner. 
In the dim moonlight, he could only just make out the figures of two people locked in a frantic melee about a hundred feet away. He watched for a moment, unable to discern friend from foe, when suddenly one of the figures was hurled violently against the wall. Just before the body impacted, a very familiar grunt reached his ears. 
Sarina. 
Jason dashed out of the building, ignoring Ria’s cries of protest. He had barely left the doorway when Sarina’s attacker stooped down over her body, a glimmer of light reflecting off his sword. Jason froze in his tracks and lined up a shot. He couldn’t see well at all, but perhaps he could at least get the man’s attention—
Without warning, a shimmering blue disc of light flew down from the building above and smacked into the attacker. His sword clattered to the ground, and Elade descended into the alleyway, a luminous pair of feathery wings guiding her descent. 
“You have one chance,” she said. “Surrender or die.”
The man stood. He muttered something too softly for Jason to hear, but he raised his hands in surrender. Jason didn’t wait for Elade’s response; he bolted forward. The vaeyn was in the way of his shot now anyway, and he needed to check on Sarina. He made it about halfway to her body when Elade suddenly staggered backwards and the Crell deftly flipped away to retrieve his lost sword. 
The paladin looked weakened and surprised, and Jason couldn’t make out what she was saying with the evening wind whipping in his ears. But she lunged forward and pressed the attack, pulling the Crell soldier away far enough for Jason to kneel down over Sarina’s body. 
She still had a pulse, but she had split open the back of her head. He had several vials of healing salve on his belt, but they weren’t going to cut it with an injury like this. He needed a real channeler, preferably Selvhara. 
“Just hang in there,” he whispered, glancing back to the battle. The Crell was on the defensive, doing everything he could to create space, but Elade was not making it easy. Jason knew he would be able to get a clear shot, so instead he filtered the hilt of his sword. 
“Get her out of here!” Elade called out just before she lunged forward and continued her frantic duel. Jason desperately wanted to help, but he knew he would probably only get in the way. So instead he ground his teeth together and slung Sarina over his shoulder. 
He ran as quickly as he could while lugging along an Asgardian warrior wearing twenty plus pounds of gear, and it wasn’t until he’d almost returned to the safe house that he realized he probably should have taken off in the opposite direction. What if Ria and the others had already been overrun? What if the Zarul were just waiting for him inside?  
Grimacing, he pressed forward anyway. He wasn’t going to make it far lugging around a body, and if the Crell had—
His thought shattered when a fist of force pummeled him between the shoulder blades and knocked him forward. Sarina’s body flipped from his grip, and he smacked his chin hard enough against the cobblestone that he nearly bit off his own tongue. Reeling, he glanced back behind him just in time to see the Crell soldier charging towards him, his left palm facing outwards and glimmering with Aetheric energy. Elade was nowhere in sight, Sarina’s body was crumpled helplessly next to him, and Jason realized he had nowhere to go. He hopped to his feet and tried to dive behind a nearby pile of refuse—
He didn’t make it. The Crell hurled another blast of force into Jason’s flank, and he went soaring down the alley in a wild, reckless tumble. He skidded across the ground and bounced off a wall before eventually collapsing face-first onto the stone. Even as his consciousness threatened to slip away, Jason managed to tilt up his chin and watch as the Crell man charged towards him, blade twirling in his hand. A sadistic grin stretched across his face; he believed there was nothing Jason could do to stop him from taking the cube. 
But Jason knew he had one final hope  Reaching into the leather satchel still slung around his body, he pulled out the cube and pointed it at his attacker. The glyphs on its sides sparked with energy, and he tried to shield his eyes against the glow—
But instead of unleashing a blast of energy like in Taig, this time the cube opened. A brilliant light flared around Jason’s body, and his dizziness was suddenly replaced by a fierce burning, as if he had shoved his head straight into a fire. 
“Oh, shit,” he breathed. 
The light faded, and everything went black.   
 
***
 
The paladin was only twenty feet away from Kroll when she finally landed, and he knew that if he tried to lunge for his fallen sword, she would cut him down. Thankfully, the fact that he was disarmed would actually work to his advantage: she would assume he was defenseless, and if he just played along for a few seconds, he could buy himself enough time to strike. 
Kroll raised his hands in surrender. “I didn’t think paladins killed unarmed targets.” 
 “Channelers are never unarmed,” she replied, striding briskly towards him. She was taller and darker than the elf witch, but the racial resemblance was obvious. 
“So you’re just going to cut me down, then?” he asked as he slowly backpedaled.  As she drew closer, he could see the Aetheric tethers of her bond to the Last Dawn wafting behind her, and he focused his mind upon them and prepared to strike. “Somehow that doesn’t seem very knightly.”
“I will render you unconscious and take you to an Alliance prison. There you stand trial for crimes against Torsia.”
Kroll scoffed. “Such a pity. I’d always heard that the Knights of the Last Dawn were little more than lapdogs of the Solarians, but I never wanted to believe it.”
“On your knees,” she ordered. “Now.”
He smiled. “You first, bitch.”
With the Aether coursing through him, Kroll reached out and severed her bond. She reeled in shock, and he took the opportunity to flip away and retrieve his sword. When he spun back around, he expected her to have crumpled over in agony…but instead she was standing in place, her head shaking back and forth in confusion. She was stunned but not hurt…
And it was only then that Kroll realized the problem: somehow, some way, her Aetheric tethers remained in place. 
“What?” he breathed. “Impossible…”
 The vaeyn shook her head one last time before defiantly raising her sword, and her luminous blue eyes narrowed into thin slits. “Wrong choice.”
Unbound. 
The word echoed through Kroll’s mind even as she lunged towards him. He hefted up his sword and to meet her attack, but she was fast—far faster than anyone he had ever aced. Her sabre became a blur of silver motion, and she scored a quick hit across his right forearm and then another across the back of his left hand. Kroll tried to backpedal away and recover, but her attacks were relentless and precise. She might have lacked the Asgardian’s raw fury, but she more than made up for it with pure skill. Within the span of a few heartbeats, Kroll knew he was outmatched. What he couldn’t understand was why…or how.
He was a trained soldier and an expert swordsman. Before joining the Zarul and unlocking his channeling potential, he had been a fearsome duelist with a reputation all across western Torsia. He had defeated Talishite dervishes, Izarian swashbucklers, and even Solipean sword saints. He was bigger and stronger than any pathetic elf could ever dream of, especially a female….and yet compared to this woman, he was like a child haplessly swinging around a toy sword. 
Even as she effortlessly scythed through his defenses, Kroll couldn’t help but smile. This was exactly what he had been waiting for from the first moment he had learned that two Knights of the Last Dawn would be guarding the divine spark. Dracian had been a disappointment, but this mystery woman was a true test of his power. The very idea of a dark elf paladin—let alone an Unbound one—was almost a contradiction in terms. It would be truly glorious when he finally broke her…but right now, he needed to figure out a way to survive the next ten seconds. And a flicker of motion from behind the paladin’s shoulder presented him with precisely the opportunity he needed. 
A man dashed out from the shadows and over to the Asgardian’s fallen body, and once he stepped closer to one of the nearby glow-lamps Kroll recognized him as Jason Moore. Apparently he wouldn’t actually need to reach the safe house—the rebels had decided to bring the spark right to him. 
The cube is here, he told his team. Come to me.
Kroll relaxed his stance and allowed the paladin to score a quick slash across his breastplate before he hopped backwards and earned himself some much-needed space. He was bleeding from a half-dozen different wounds at this point, and his concentration was slowly but surely starting to fade. But if he could just hold out for a few more seconds…
“I didn’t think people like us were allowed to be paladins,” he sneered, dancing backwards as she tested his defenses with a quick slash.  
The dark elf swapped techniques when he retreated. She settled into a one-handed fencing stance designed for greater defense. At this rate, she probably knew if she just held him at bay for another minute or two, he would weaken enough from blood loss to either pass out or at least drop his guard. She was also canny enough to realize she needed to shield Moore. 
“Unbound, I mean,” Kroll continued. “Does the Dawn even know what you are? Do the Solarians?”
“Drop the sword,” she told him. “I have no wish to kill you.”
He chuckled derisively. “If only your Highlord shared our gift. It might have saved his life.”
She lunged forward, but not in anger like he had hoped. She remained calm and precise, and without the additional force of a two-handed grip, her strikes were even more surgical. Kroll was almost immediately forced to retreat further down the alley, which in turn carried him further away from his quarry. 
“Get her out of here!” the paladin called out over her shoulder. Moore hesitated only a moment before grabbing the Asgardian in his arms and running away. 
Growling under his breath, Kroll hacked down hard to his left even as his feet strafed to his right. As expected, she easily parried the blow and slashed the top of his leg in retaliation, but he had earned a more advantageous position. She was cunning enough not to offer him a completely unfettered path to Moore, but that was all right. If he could buy himself one last moment of respite, he might still have a chance to turn the tide…
“You’re defeated, Crell,” she told him. As far as he could tell, she wasn’t even sweating beneath her hood. “For the last time: put down your weapon and you can live.”
“At first you said you’d give me one chance to surrender,” Kroll huffed back, exaggerating his wounds. “That was number three. I thought your people were supposed to be blood thirsty monsters.”
He chopped down directly at her head, but she easily lifted her sword and caught his blow in mid-air. Their blades remained locked in place, and he looked deeply into her blue eyes. She wasn’t afraid in the slightest, and Kroll knew there was nothing he could do to change that. At least, not directly. 
“Very well,” he rasped, leaning away and tossing his sword to the side. “I surrender, paladin. You’ve won.”
Kroll didn’t expect her to actually fall for the ruse, but he knew it would buy him the half second he needed to channel the appropriate spell. Calling out to the Aether, he sheathed himself in protective energy and then lunged to the side as if he were going after Moore. Unfazed, the dark elf calmly stepped forward and slashed her sabre into his leg—
And the moment her sword touched his flesh, his newly-formed barrier jolted her with a powerful electric current. She staggered away, her muscles reflexively locking in place and Kroll finally made his move. He slapped her sabre from her grip, then used her own weapon to slice wildly across her chest. A spray of blood splashed across his face, and she twirled away and half-stumbled, half-leapt into a nearby pile of trash.
Kroll smiled as he twirled her weapon in his hand. It was light—so light it was hard to believe he hadn’t cleaved it in half with his much heftier broadsword—but Dawn-forged blades were legendary for their strength and enchantments. He stepped over her even as she whimpered in pain, and he slashed downward with all his strength. 
But she was no longer there. The shadows swirled about the refuse, and he glanced back and forth along the alley to try and track her down. He had never heard of such a channeling technique before, and it was hard to believe that a paladin of all people would know how to escape so easily. But if she wanted to run and hide like a little girl, then so be it. The divine spark was nearly within his reach. 
Turning on a heel, he caught a glimpse of Moore dashing back towards the safe house. The weight of the Asgardian was slowing him down, and Kroll’s smile widened as he hurled another wave of force down the alley. It pummeled Moore in the back and bowled him over, and soon he and his friend were lying in a helpless heap. 
Kroll jogged over to them, clenching at his wounds and channeling a quick healing spell into his flesh. He had lost a lot of blood, and unfortunately he wasn’t sure if he could summon enough power to simply crush Moore outright. But it didn’t matter. He lifted the paladin’s sword and charged instead 
Just when Kroll had closed within a few feet of the Asgardian’s body, Moore reached into his pouch and pulled free the cube. He held it outwards as if it were some type of shamanistic ward, and for a moment Kroll actually froze in place. He had seen what the cube had done to the Shadow in Taig, and he knew he couldn’t repel a burst of energy that powerful, especially not in his weakened state. The cube flared with energy…but it didn’t fire. Instead it opened up almost like a jewel case, and a brilliant light exploded from within its center, engulfing Moore’s entire body. An instant later it faded, and Moore collapsed onto the stone, lifeless. 
“You fool!” Kroll hissed. Somehow the other man had released the spark, and if it hadn’t consumed him already, it would soon. 
 Kill him, Sovereign Damir said into his mind. Kill him and we will extract the spark from his corpse.

“As you wish,” he said aloud. Lowering his sword, he reached into the Aether and summoned a flame to his palm instead. He extended a hand and unleashed a cone of flame—
And suddenly the paladin materialized in front of him, her shimmering Aetheric shield raised protectively over Moore. Kroll didn’t even have a chance to blink before the flames reflected off the shield and seared his flesh. As he shrieked in pain and surprise, her saber flipped free of his hand…and in a single deft motion she caught the blade in mid-air, twirled it around in her hand, and then drove it straight into his chest. 
The pain and light were so intense he couldn’t even breathe. He collapsed, and in the last fleeting moment before he lost consciousness, a vision of Sovereign Damir appeared in his head. 
I am sorry, Mistress. I have failed you. 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
“Pity and protect the scorned children of the world. Let not their reckless magic endanger themselves or another. Offer them shelter and guidance but be wary of their embrace, for it carries with it the inevitable darkness of their souls.”
—The Book of Maeleon
 
“The Highlord’s orders were quite clear,” Gabriel Alric said flatly. “We are here to reinforce the rebels’ position in Lyebel and eradicate the demonic infestation plaguing the city, and that is exactly what we are going to do.”
“He doesn’t even know how rampant the infestation is, or who is behind it,” Lady Savilen shot back. “Doesn’t it seem a bit foolhardy to send your knights into battle without more information?”
Alric smiled tightly. “Fortunately, my lady, my men are not accountable to you or this Council. I am here as a convenience to you, nothing more.”
“Everyone calm down,” the Voice soothed, making an open gesture with his palms. “We are simply evaluating the available information.”
General Darius Iouna leaned on his right arm and rubbed his forehead. To no one’s surprise, the Council had already reverted back to its default position of denial. Even with first-hand reports about demonic activity in Lyebel—even with an assassination attempt on the Highlord of the Last Dawn—they still weren’t willing to commit to action. It was as bewildering as it was infuriating. 
Still, the situation could have actually been worse, at least for him. The news of the attack on Lyebel had completely shifted the discussion away from the inconvenient fact that the Crell invasion force was much smaller than he had anticipated. He had expected to be the Council’s official whipping boy today, but instead they had mostly contented themselves with yelling at Sir Alric.  
“With all due respect, there isn’t much to evaluate,” General Salia Belyise replied, struggling to keep her voice calm. “There is a demonic infestation in Lyebel; we have proof of this. General Moore’s son has obtained what he believes to be a legitimate divine spark, and the Zarul tried and failed to wipe the rebels out to get a hold of it. We have a unique opportunity here to obtain a valuable tactical asset, and we should do everything in our power to recover it.”
“Including starting a war?” Lord Margrove asked pointedly. “Because that’s exactly what will happen if we send our forces anywhere near Lyebel.”
“War is coming whether you like it or not,” Darius told them. “It is in our best interests to have every advantage we can before that happens.”
Savilen let loose a pronounced sigh. “That is pure speculation, General. For months you have warned us of an ‘impending Crell invasion,’ yet none have been forthcoming. And on top of that, my sources report that their supposed build-up on all our fronts has stopped. They don’t have enough troops to threaten our outposts.”
Darius suppressed a grimace. He had almost started to believe that the Council hadn’t seen the new reports, but of course they were every bit as well-informed as he was. Savilen was also playing her trinity coin pretty early, though, which meant she probably didn’t have much else to fall back on. 
“That doesn’t change anything,” Belyise insisted. “Whether or not Crell have marshaled enough forces to strike now or later is not the issue. You can’t seriously sit there and tell me the Crell Imperium and its despotic Sovereigns are going to sit idly by and maintain the peace forever.”
Savilen favored the other woman with an icy glare. “I can tell you I’m not willing to risk war over supposition of intent without proof.”
“Forget the war,” Darius replied, abruptly standing from his seat. “Forget the Crell invasion force. Just consider this spark: are you telling me that you really want to let the Sovereigns have it? Or the Zarul?”
“Of course not,” Savilen said dismissively. “We should instruct Mr. Moore to bring it to us and provide him an escort the moment he hits our territory—but not before. If Sir Alric wishes to provide him an escort earlier, that is his prerogative.”
Alric glared at her in annoyance. Darius didn’t particularly care for the man, but he could empathize with that look completely. “You wish us to place our people in danger but are unwilling to do the same with yours?”
“Your paladins chase danger as if it were a pile of gold,” Margrove said with a sneer. “You make it sound like we’re forcing your hand.”
Belyise joined Darius in standing, and Wystan was right behind her. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this,” she murmured. 
“That’s enough,” the Voice said forcefully. “Nothing has been decided yet.”
“And that’s exactly the problem,” Lord Alistan blurted out, breaking his uncharacteristic silence. He seemed to have sunk even deeper in his chair than normal, and his wrinkles were a bit more pronounced. “I appreciate my colleague’s position: I’m in no mood to openly provoke a Crell response by throwing troops across the border into Lyebel. But this infestation is very real, and it is something we can’t ignore. At the very least, we should dispatch a covert team into Lyebel to assist the knights in hunting down and destroying these demons—in addition to sending the Crell government a diplomatic offer of support, of course.”
Darius sat down and gestured for his colleagues to do the same, but his eyes never left Alistan. Of all the people he thought would support him here, Jonathan Alistan was probably last on the list. Then again, he had been the one who had offered Darius the scouting reports on the infestation in the first place. Maybe his eyes had finally been opened to the true danger.  
The rest of the councilors seemed equally surprised, perhaps even a little shocked. Lord Tamas was the first to break out of the reverie. 
“I agree,” he said softly, “and if that team happens to assist in escorting the spark across the border, all the better. There hasn’t been confirmation of a lost spark in almost a century; we can’t afford to let this opportunity slip away.”
“We can easily assemble a team strong enough to provide support but small enough to avoid overt detection,” Darius pointed out. “It’s a start.”
“If that type of limited action provokes them into a full-scale assault, we’ll know they had war on their minds anyway,” Alistan agreed.
“That’s a big risk, Jonathan,” Savilen warned. “If the Crell take the bait, your lands will suffer the hardest blow.”
He smiled wearily. “I’m well aware of that. But General Iouna is right—we can’t afford to sit this one out, not with so much on the line. If we do nothing, we risk the Crell wiping out the rebels and getting the spark. Even if they really aren’t planning on invading now, with a weapon like that on their hands….”
She eyed him carefully for a moment as if she was trying to convince herself it really was her ancient political ally and not a doppelganger wearing his face. “Very well. A small team.”
A quick majority show of nods and a few less approving shakes of the head followed. The Council had spoken; now they turned to the Voice for the king’s approval. 
“His Majesty is in agreement,” Kaeldar said gravely. “He leaves the details to his loyal Generals.”
“I will deploy my knights before the end of the day,” Alric said. “If you can’t have your team assembled by then, you’ll have to rendezvous with us in Lyebel.”
“We’ll manage,” Belyise assured him.
“There is another potential problem,” Darius said. “What if Moore doesn’t want to bring us the spark?”
“With luck, Tevek and the others can convince him that this is the wisest course of action,” the Voice said.
Darius nodded. That wasn’t a real answer, of course, and it left the door open for all matter of potential responses. He suddenly wished he could be in Lyebel himself—he hadn’t seen his old war buddy in a long time, but he knew he could convince Jason to do the right thing. 
The meeting adjourned, and after a few words with the other generals, Darius moved into the corridors of the King’s Tower and approached Sir Alric. He was commiserating with two of the twenty knights he had brought with him. 
“General Iouna,” Alric said, nodding in greeting. “It’s unfortunate you didn’t get what you were hoping for.”
Darius shrugged. “It’s better than nothing. To be honest, I’m more worried about this ‘spark,’ as they call it. I didn’t even realize such a thing could be found in the natural world.”
“Dawn scholars believe there are still a few scattered across Obsidian,” Alric informed. “The last one I know of was discovered in southwestern Calhara roughly a century ago, and it resulted in a bloody civil between three Rivani princes. They all died…and the spark was never actually recovered.”
“It’s hard to imagine,” Darius breathed. “A living piece of a god in physical form…”
“One way or another, we cannot allow the Crell to recover it,” Alric said. “That must remain our primary goal.”
“Agreed.” Sir Alric was not the most personable man Darius had ever met, and the paladin had a tendency to talk down to him because of his age, but at least Alric was a man of action. He realized the tactical necessity here, and how that ultimately involved making some hard choices in order to save lives in the future. It wasn’t a trait many of his fellow knights shared. 
“I agree completely, but I am especially concerned with the Crell response,” Darius said. “The Sovereigns could have sent hundreds or even thousands of troops after the spark, yet instead they chose only a few dozen.”
Alric nodded fractionally. “Dame Devarath has raised similar concerns. She believes there are other mitigating factors we have yet to uncover, and I’m inclined to agree.” He glanced about the hall and ensured no one else was within earshot. “We also have no idea how a Crell Imperator was capable of severing the Highlord’s link to the Dawn. If others learn of this technique…”
“It could completely tip the balance of power,” Darius said gravely. “Potentially even more than the spark.”
“Yes,” Alric whispered, his eyes narrowing. “We desperately need more information. If this is a new channeling technique, there must be a defense against it.”
“Elade managed to defeat the Imperator—did she have any input on the matter?”
Alric’s cheek twitched. “No. She claims to have overwhelmed him quickly before he could incapacitate her.”
Darius cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t believe her? I thought paladins didn’t lie.”
“She was a shadow knight before she was one of us,” he muttered. A flicker of disgust crossed his face, but he quickly shrugged it away. “We need more information.”
“Yes, of course,” Darius replied. He knew that many of the other knights didn’t seem to care for Elade, but apparently that animosity ran especially deep with Alric. Still, Darius couldn’t imagine that she would actually lie about something so important. What did she even have to gain? “I need to start putting my team together. I will coordinate with your knights again before our people set out.”
“Very well, General,” Alric said with a tight smile. “Until then.”
 
***
 
The Celenest streets were bustling with their normal midday mania. Visitors and caravans crowded the cobblestone roads so densely it was almost dangerous to travel anywhere on foot. People went about their normal lives as if nothing was happening in the outside world. They had no fear of the Imperium buildup on the borders, or of the growing talk of imminent invasion that floated from ear to ear in the temple. The average citizen was willing to focus on frivolities like the forthcoming Snowfall Festival or more practical matters like stockpiling for winter.  
Ignorance really was bliss. 
Krystia cantered just off the main street in the town square to give herself a bit of breathing room. She had stabled Oren a few blocks away at one of the many such stalls for eagles, griffons, and other popular aerial mounts among the upper class. Her horse, a white Numenese thoroughbred named Yuar, had been waiting at the stable for her return this afternoon. He had been a gift from Tevek when she’d turned sixteen, and he had always been a loyal friend. 
Right now, though, her mind wasn’t focused on either of her animals or even on the people passing her. All she could think about was Sovan’s words and the memories he had awakened from the deep recesses of her mind. 
You are a murderer. For months Ethan had been hounding her about her capacity to fight and kill. She was not a soldier or assassin; she was a healer and spiritual guide. She barely knew how to hold a sword, let alone face down enemies in hand-to-hand combat on the battlefield. He doubted her ability to walk up to her king and kill him in cold blood—it was as simple as that. He didn’t think she was mentally prepared to do anything requiring sacrifice or pain. If only he knew. 
You are a murderer. Deep down, Krystia agreed with Ethan’s lingering doubts. She wasn’t involved in his little scheme to overthrow her government or take power. She wanted to defeat the Crell, yes, because it was the right thing to do—the moral thing to do. For centuries now the Imperium had been a blight on Torsia, a nation of power hungry despots, slavers, and conquerors. Inaction validated their ways. But none of that meant she wanted to kill Areekan or lead Solaria’s armies as some romanticized warrior queen and emancipator.  
You are a murderer. All she really wanted was to free the Unbound. On one hand, it was a simple matter of equality and social justice. These people had committed no crimes, yet they were forced to spend their lives in prison. But on the other, she knew, it was almost more about her than them. If she could manage to build a successful life for herself helping people, why couldn’t they? Was there something unique about her, or had she just been given a chance they had not? Was Sovan right? Had they all been corrupted by powers they couldn’t control? Were they doomed from birth to live in confinement for the protection of everyone around them?
You are a murderer!
“Excuse me, my lady.”
Krystia glanced up. Yuar was still casually sauntering towards the temple, but she hadn’t been paying attention to anything in front of her. Standing less than five feet away, saddled atop a beautiful brown Rivani draft, was a young Knight of the Last Dawn.
“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to disturb you,” he said, “but are you all right?” 
“Yes, I’m fine,” she replied with a smile. “Sorry, I just got a bit distracted.”
He smiled back. He had to be about her age, with a round face, pudgy nose, and bushy brown eyebrows. His accent placed him as Ikaran, the wealthy land of merchant lords on the southwestern coast of Torsia. 
“Are you…uh…heading to the temple?”
She nodded. “Yes, I’m a priestess there.”
“I thought so. The robes gave you away.”
She glanced down at herself. She had been so distracted that she hadn’t even realized she’d managed to change herself before setting out. She had ditched the black-haired wig she used at the Asylum and had already donned her white-gold robes. It wasn’t like her to be so distant. She took a deep breath and calmed herself.  
“My name is Krystia, Sir…?”
His face reddened slightly. “Oh, not Sir, not for a while probably. I’m just a squire…Squire Belek Talroy. You can tell by the symbol on the tabard.”
“Ah, well, Squire Belek Talroy, perhaps you would like to escort a lady back to the temple?”
“Uh…sure. Yes, sure. Absolutely.” He brought his mount in stride with hers and smiled awkwardly. “This way…I think.”
Krystia giggled and allowed him to lead her back to the temple. Even if she hadn’t been a telepath, she would have been able to sense his mild infatuation with her. She was tempted to toy with him further…but then Sovan’s voice popped back into her head. You enjoy allowing men to believe they’re in control even while you’re the one pulling the strings.
She winced and turned away. He had been right, of course. He had been right about everything…
“Have you heard from Tev—er, Highlord Dracian?” she asked, hoping to distract herself. “I was away all day yesterday and I’ve been waiting for news.”
“We have,” Talroy said. He pausing for a moment and eyed her robes as if he wasn’t quite convinced she was privy to this information. 
“The Highlord and I are old friends,” she soothed him. “He actually bought me Yuar here when I turned sixteen. He saved me at the Isen Siege during the last war. I was only eight, but we’ve been close ever since.”
Talroy smiled and seemed to relax a bit, probably having mentally confirmed who she was with others in his order. “He is a great man. He and Dame Devarath were ambushed twice yesterday. But they both survived.”
“Twice?”
“They were attacked by a demon,” he explained. “Then last night a group of Zarul agents stormed the rebel compound. He is alive, but wounded…and we cannot speak with him.”
Krystia frowned. “What do you mean?”
“His bond to Maeleon is broken. We don’t understand how, but one of the Crell Imperators was someone able to sever the link.”
Krystia’s mouth went dry. She had never heard of a channeling technique capable of severing an Ascendant bond; she didn’t even understand how such a thing was possible. But if the Crell had learned and mastered such a technique…
“He can restore the damage, right?” she asked. 
“I certainly hope so,” Talroy whispered. “He plans to return to the Dawn Citadel and undergo a new Binding Ritual. With Maeleon’s blessing, his connection to the Aether should be restored.”
“I certainly hope so. I can’t imagine…”
“Neither can I. If the ritual doesn’t work, Sir Alric will take over the Dawn.” The young man’s face twitched. “He is a good man, but…well, I believe the order needs its rightful Highlord.”
Krystia nodded. “So do I.”
Talroy drew in a deep breath and seemed to push the thought aside. “Sir Alric is dispatching a group of knights to Lyebel in a few hours.”
“Are you going with them?”
He shook his head. “No, he doesn’t believe I am ready for front-line duties just yet. He wants me to get to know this city and learn more about Solaria.”
“Ah,” she added noncommittally. “Do you know if General Iouna is in town?”
“Yes, he is. He and the other Legion Generals met with the Council this morning. He convinced them to send Solarian troops along with our knights.”
“Good,” Krystia said, smiling. At least something had gone right. She had only been gone a day, and she already felt woefully out of touch.  She needed to talk with Darius about a lot of things anyway, and now she knew he would be in a decent mood. Slowly but surely, the Council was starting to come around; Ethan’s demonic attack must have been the added inspiration they needed. Maybe they could swing the Council to vote for greater offensive action before winter. 
Which raised the important question in her mind—what was she going to do about it? If war did come, Ethan would wish to commence with his plan. He would want her to eliminate Areekan and take charge of the Alliance…but was that what she wanted? Could she actually bring herself to kill the man who had taken her in and protected her even if she believed it was the right thing to do?
 You are a murderer!
Krystia squeezed her fingers so tightly around the reins that her knuckles turned white. “Thank you for escorting me, Squire,” she whispered. “But I know the way from here.”
“Um…sure,” Talroy managed. The temple was still a few blocks away, but he clearly wasn’t willing to argue the point. “Good day, priestess.”
“Good day,” she replied, pressing forward. She closed her eyes and struggled to hold back the tide of old memories of her parents, but they soon flowed free regardless. 
The tears weren’t far behind. 
 
***
 
Belek Talroy leapt to his feet as Sir Patrick Lavonde entered the Last Dawn’s temporary command post inside Celenest. Lavonde was Sir Alric’s prodigal squire-turned-knight; he had spent the better part of five years training with the man. Talroy had been the next in line, and thus far he had found it impossible to fill Lavonde’s boots. Sir Alric loved to inundate Talroy with all the reasons why Lavonde would have done something faster and better. It was both annoying and frustrating, but Talroy imagined that was probably the point. 
“Ah, Patrick—good,” Alric said, glancing up from a set of reports General Iouna had given him. “I trust your men are prepared?”
“Yes, sir,” Lavonde replied. He was tall and lean, with dark hair and a thin moustache. He was in his mid-twenties, though sometimes he liked to pretend as if he were fifty.  
“Good. I’d rather be waiting on the Solarians than the reverse.” Alric stood from his desk and walked in front of his two subordinates. “With the situation changing in Lyebel, I’ve decided to make a few adjustments to our plans.”
Lavonde raised an eyebrow. “Such as?”
Alric sighed and his voice lowered. “There’s no guarantee the Highlord’s powers can be restored, and in the meantime we find ourselves quite vulnerable.”
“You don’t think Maeleon will accept him in another Binding Ritual?” Talroy asked.
The two men eyed him as if they had forgotten he was there. “I hope he will, Squire,” Alric replied, “but there is no guarantee. Such a thing has never happened before. And even if the ceremony is successful, Tevek won’t be able to coordinate us for at least a week, perhaps even longer. We can’t afford to have that type of lapse on a mission of this importance.”
Lavonde nodded. “I agree, sir. What has the Conclave recommended?”
“I’m taking command of the Dawn until the Highlord’s powers have been restored. If the ritual fails, we shall congregate and select a replacement, but until then we have agreed he should be considered incapacitated.”
“Congratulations, sir.”
“There’s nothing to congratulate me about,” Alric said pointedly. “This is an action born out of necessity, nothing more.”
“Of course, sir, I meant no offense,” Lavonde replied. “Does this change our current mission?”
Alric shook his head and paced to the window. The room didn’t have much of a view of the city, but it did overlook the arboretum in the center of the palace grounds. “The mission will go on as planned, but I do have special orders for you when you arrive.”
“Of course, sir.”
Alric remained silent for a long moment before glancing back. “I want you to order Dame Devarath to return to the Citadel.”
Talroy tried not to let his concern show on his face. Lord Alric didn’t care for Elade—that much was hardly a secret. But why would he want to replace her on the mission? As far as they had all been told, she had been the one who had ended up defeating the Crell leader and ultimately saving the lives of the people there. Knowing what he did about her, Talroy imagined she was already scouring the city for the demons on her own. He wouldn’t be surprised if she stamped out the entire infestation herself before reinforcements arrived.  
“I…yes, sir,” Lavonde said, clearly a bit surprised by the request. “If I may ask, is there a reason you haven’t informed her yourself?”
“It’s better for her to remain focused on the task at hand until you relieve her.” 
Talroy frowned. As explanations went, that one seemed pretty weak. “Can I ask your reasons for withdrawing her, sir?”
Alric turned and gave him a pointed look. “Remember your place, Squire.”
“With all due respect, sir, it was just a question,” Talroy said, trying not to sound defensive. “The Highlord has told me many times to ask questions freely.”
“I’m sure he has,” the older man said dryly. He spun around and faced his squire, his expression firm. “I’m concerned she may jeopardize our mission there or our relationship with the Solarians and the rebels—maybe even both. I can’t imagine they are reacting fondly to the presence of a vaeyn.”
“Highlord Dracian never suggested there were any problems,” Talroy pointed out. His voice sounded a bit meek to his ears, but he made the effort to hold himself rigid. 
Alric smiled thinly. “I’m afraid the Highlord’s judgment in regards to Dame Devarath is a bit…muddled at times. He may have accepted her for what she is, but others will not. Her presence is an instability we cannot afford, and certainly not in a situation this delicate. The land may very well face a devastating war in the next few weeks, and we are going to need allies wherever we can find them.”
Talroy glanced downward. He had never been particularly good at meeting his mentor’s “eyes of judgment” straight on even when he agreed with him. And here, he most certainly did not. 
“Do you have a problem with that, Squire?” Alric asked, stopping only a hair from the younger man’s chest. 
Talroy tried to hide a deep breath and then locked eyes with the man. “I do, sir. That seems like a tacit acceptance of Solarian racism. We should be challenging them, not placating their biases.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes, sir.” He tried not to swallow too obviously. “I also know Dame Devarath would never intentionally jeopardize a mission.”
“Because she is your sparring partner? Against my wishes, I might add.”
Talroy shook his head. “Because the Highlord would not have taken her with him if he did not have faith in her,” he said. “She is a Knight of the Last Dawn, recognized and supported by the Conclave. I have faith in my sister, sir.”
Alric maintained his glare for what seemed like hours before finally smiling wryly and turning away. “You will make a fine knight someday, Belek,” he said sagely, glancing to Lavonde. “But for now, you’re just going to have to trust me. I don’t doubt the Highlord’s intentions, but his emotional attachment has corrupted his judgment. Galvian rebels will not be willing to work with a vaeyn, not in the long term. Patrick will be far better suited to lead this mission.”
“Your loyalty to your comrade is commendable,” Lavonde told Talroy with an earnest smile, “but you have to be willing to see the bigger picture here. You can call the Solarians and the Galvians racist if you like, but the reality of the situation is that we’re going to need them as allies. Right now that is more important than one knight’s ego.”
Talroy remained silent. He didn’t buy their arguments, of course; they were glib rationalizations for bad behavior. But he had spoken his piece, and at this point there wasn’t anything else he could do. He was just a squire after all. 
“I’m not going to hide the fact I opposed her entry into the Dawn and her subsequent knighthood,” Alric said, weaving his way back to the desk. “But this is a practical decision. I’m also concerned about her willingness to disregard orders. Her disobedience at Serogar nearly cost two knights their lives.”
Lavonde grunted. “An act for which she was never disciplined.”
An act which saved the lives of two children, Talroy countered in his mind. He hadn’t been there at the time, but he had spoken to the knights she had “abandoned” during their mission. They both said she’d left them to save a pair of frightened and defenseless children from the hands of demonic cultists. Neither held any grudge for her actions once they learned her reasoning. But Sir Alric had never seen it that way, apparently. 
“Yes, well, as I said, the Highlord has an attachment to her,” Alric said with a sigh. He turned to Talroy. “A lesson for the future, Belek. Never let your infatuation with a pretty face blind you to the realities of the situation.”
Lavonde smiled for a moment, and shared a meaningful glance with Alric. After a moment, his expression sobered. “She may resist your orders, sir.”
“If she does…” Alric trailed off, tapping his fingers on the desk. “We’ll make a note of it. The Conclave will discipline her ourselves if we have to.”
“As you wish, sir,” Lavone said. “Is there anything else?”
“Not for the moment. Hopefully the Solarians arrive soon and you can set out.”
“We should be leaving within the hour.”
“Good luck, then, Patrick,” he said warmly. Lavonde nodded once in return, glanced briefly to Talroy, and then left the room. 
Talroy watched him go and tried to ignore the burning in his gut. He offered Maeleon a silent plea to return the Highlord’s powers. If he didn’t…well, Talroy feared for Elade’s future. He feared for the Dawn’s future, in fact. They depended upon Highlord Dracian’s wisdom and temperance. Without it…
Talroy sighed and shook his head. Gabriel Alric was many things, but he was not Tevek Dracian. The two men were old friends who had shared many battlefields together, but Alric had never been shy about hiding his annoyance with the Highlord’s methods. He believed the proper place for a Highlord—and for squires—was sitting comfortably behind a desk while younger men and women took to the field of battle. It seemed almost…cowardly. Especially for a paladin. 
“I need you to look over these reports with me, Belek,” Sir Alric said after a moment. “I would like your thoughts.”
“Of course, sir,” Talroy said, taking a seat. “I am here to serve.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty Four
 
“They say we can trust the Bound because they are controlled by the king…but what if we don’t trust the king?”
—Unknown
 
A soft kiss on the cheek woke Krystia from her unintentional afternoon nap. Her eyes darted open and she flinched in shock at the man looming above her.
“By Sol,” she stammered. “What time is it?”
“Nearly six,” Darius said, glancing over his shoulder to the clock on the far wall. “When did you get back?”
She sat up straight in the chair and stretched her back and leg muscles. “Just after noon. I don’t think I lasted long after that…”
“Squire Talroy said you’d gotten in and were looking for me.”
Krystia blinked a few times. Lack of sleep, it seemed, had finally caught up with her, and she was still tired. Much of that was mental fatigue, she knew, and hopefully Darius could help her sort some of it out. 
“We need to talk.”
He leaned down on the arm of the chair and began to massage her shoulders. “Just talk?”
As usual, the warmth of his hands felt amazing, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to relax until she got this off her chest. “Just talk,” she whispered. “There are some things I need to tell you.”
Darius frowned. “Like what?”
She gently brushed his hands away and rose to her feet. She paced about the room for a second to gather herself and grabbed a handful of almonds from her desk. “The last few months I’ve been doing some research on the Academy of Aether Studies—you know, the Unbound Asylum.”
A flicker of recognition crossed his face. “That’s something you haven’t brought up in a while.”
“I figured I would spare you the boring details. I know you aren’t that interested.”
“Of course I’m interested,” he protested. “I just…well, we had other things on the table at the time. And we still do right now.”
“I know, but this is important. Maybe even more important than the Crell.”
His face creased with concern. “What’s this about?”
Krystia crunched an almond and swallowed it. “I’ve visited the Asylum.”
“What? How?”
“I deceived the headmaster,” she murmured. “I convinced him that I was someone else.”
Darius stared in disbelief, then eventually shook his head in confusion. “How? Surely he knows who you are. I mean, you’re both priests…”
“The man hasn’t left that place in decades for anything other than a short family vacation. And just because we are all linked to the king doesn’t mean every priest is intimately familiar with one another. Besides, I went in disguise just in case.”
The shock returned to his face. It had probably never occurred to him she was capable of such a thing. “What did you do there?”
“I studied their records and talked to the headmaster. I learned some things from him, and then I met some of the students.”
Darius sat in silence for a moment before drawing a deep breath. “Krystia…I don’t know even know what to say. Do you know how dangerous this is?”
“Of course I do!”
“Are you sure? If you were caught—”
“If Areekan knew I went there, he would be worried. If he knew I lied to the headmaster about who I was and spoke to some of the students, he might stick me in there with them.” She eyed him coolly. “I’m well aware of the risks.”
“Then why would you do it? What did you hope to gain from it?”
Krystia folded her arms across her chest and paced back and forth in front of her desk. “I had to know more about them. I had to know who they were and what they had done.”
He studied her carefully for several seconds before his shock finally melted into sympathy. “I didn’t realize how much this meant to you. I’m sorry I didn’t take it more seriously before.”
“It’s all right,” she assured him. “This was something I needed to do on my own anyway. And I wasn’t caught, so there was no harm done.”
“Judging by your reaction, I’m going to assume things didn’t go the way you planned?”
“Not exactly. They’re a diverse group of people, Darius. Some are children, some have lived at the Asylum their entire lives. Some have amazing powers and others can barely read surface emotions.”
He sank further into her couch and propped his boots up on the nearby footstool. “I suppose that isn’t entirely surprising. They’re as diverse a group as any other random people you could pick off the street.”
“But they aren’t random,” Krystia said. “They’re Unbound. They’re just like me.”
He frowned. “So what happened? Something else is bothering you.”
She sighed and closed her eyes. “I suppose it all comes down to a basic question: how much power can one person be trusted with?”
“How do you mean?”
“Just think about it: our entire society is based on limiting the power of individuals.”
He shrugged fractionally. “In some ways, I suppose. The Council, the king, and the military all share power.”
“Right, but it’s more than that. Our society—almost every society—is founded on the Ascendants and their Bound. We can’t function without them.”
“All too true,” he lamented. 
“And why are beings entrusted with such power? Why are Areekan’s priests revered figures across the Alliance?”
 “Well, like you said, they hold society together. They’re responsible for so many parts of daily life it’s impossible to even function without them.”
Krystia shook her head and gestured at him meaningfully. “No, that’s what they do, not why they are revered. Almost every Unbound at that Asylum could do exactly the same thing, and probably better. But if we were in that position we would be feared, maybe even hated. And why is that?”
He mulled over it for a moment, eyeing her meaningfully. “They can’t be controlled.”
“Precisely. We trust the priests because they have accountability. If they violate the will of the king or the Council, His Majesty can snuff out their powers just like that.” She snapped her fingers. “But he can’t do that with Unbound—no one can. Society has to live with our mistakes; it has to trust us not to go astray.”
“That’s why the Academy was created in the first place,” Darius said. “Anyone who’s heard of it knows that. The question I know you’re asking is whether it’s right to lock away people whose greatest crime is being born different.”
Krystia nodded. “A week ago—by Sol, maybe even yesterday—I would have told you no. But now…”
“What? What happened?”
She folded her arms again and looked away from him. Sovan’s shadowy face popped into her head, but it wasn’t just him she was thinking about. She recalled all the cautionary tales the Headmaster had shared with her, the stories of children who had hurt their families, some without even knowing it. And others…
“Some of them have done horrible things, Darius,” she whispered. “They might not have been able to control it, but they did it anyway.”
“They lost control?”
“Some never had it. Some killed their loved ones without even realizing it.”
He shuffled in his seat, though she wasn’t looking at his face to read his expression. “So now you think maybe you were wrong.”
Krystia stared at the mirror on her dresser at the far side of her room. Somehow, the person looking back at her seemed older than one she had left only days before. Lack of sleep had darkened her eyes and tightened her cheeks, but the changes were more than just physical. For most of her thirteen years here at this temple, she had understood herself and her place in this kingdom. She was a revered priestess with many friends and the respect of the people. She had a brilliant lover and a future that seemed brighter by the day. 
What had changed?
Krystia’s first impulse was to blame Ethan. The man had quite literally emerged from the shadows whispering treason in her ear. With all the problems at the border and an insidious enemy at their doorstep, almost everything he had said made sense. He had played masterfully at her fears, from her moral outrage at the Unbound to her desire to see the Imperium destroyed. He had planted ideas in her from the very beginning, knowing they would eventually blossom. But in the end, of course, she was the one who had listened. She was the one who had actually made the choices.
“What if I am wrong?” she whispered. “What does that mean for me?”
“You don’t think you deserve to be here?”
“I’m no different from them. In many ways, I’m worse.” 
Krystia turned towards him and met his eyes. His face was expressionless. For a moment she wasn’t looking upon her lover—she was looking at General Iouna, a calm and calculating leader of men. 
“I killed them, you know,” she said quietly. “At Isen, back during the war.”
“The Crell? I know, you saved our lives.”
“My parents,” she corrected. “And another family along with them. My magic destroyed them. I destroyed them.” 
His eyes softened, and he was Darius once more. “I know.”
Krystia froze. “What?”
“I’ve known for a long time.”
“How…?”
He let loose a deep sigh. “After we were rescued and started rebuilding the fortress, Tevek and the others surveyed the battle damage. He said it was obvious the explosion had come from inside the tower.”
Her mouth was dry, and it felt as if someone had slipped a dagger into her gut. “Tevek told you this?”
“Not until years later,” Darius told her. “I’m not even sure anyone else knows outside from Tevek and the king. He told me it was one of the reasons he pushed so hard for Areekan to keep you out of the Asylum.”
“That makes no sense,” she whispered. “He should have locked me away the moment he realized how dangerous I was.”
“Tevek knew it was an accident. You were an eight year old girl in the middle of a warzone with powers she couldn’t fully control. He knew you had saved lives when you didn’t have to. He thought it was important for someone like you to have a real chance to prove herself—or maybe just to redeem herself.”
“I don’t understand.”
“If you became something wonderful, if you turned into the woman you are today, then it would prove to Areekan and the other doubters that the Unbound deserved a chance—even those nearly consumed by their own powers. The war made it very hard to identify young Unbound, especially in Galvian refugees. You went without training and guidance for far too long.” 
Darius paused and reached out for her hand. She placed it gently into his grip. “You know Tevek. You know how he thinks and what he stands for. He believes in giving people a chance—sometimes even a second chance.”
Krystia squeezed his hand and didn’t bother to hold back the tears welling in her eyes. A moment later she slid into his arms. He held her tightly. 
“The difference between you and those at the Asylum,” he murmured, “is you were given the chance they were not. And you’ve exceeded Tevek’s expectations in every way imaginable.”
“So you think they still deserve a chance?”
“They do,” he said. “And you know it.”
She held him closely for a long moment, curled up warmly in his embrace, before tilting her head up to face him. “I’m the only one who can give them one.”
“Areekan won’t budge,” he agreed. “We both know that. And not just with the Unbound, either. The Crell tried to kill Tevek and Elade and wipe out the resistance, and His Majesty was barely willing to even send a cover team into Lyebel to help them.”
“He’s a coward,” she said flatly. “What good is all this power if you aren’t willing to use it?”
“The moment is now, and the Council can’t see it. Areekan can’t see it.”
Krystia nodded. “Things have to change.”
“If they don’t,” he said gravely, “then sooner or later we’ll all pay the price for it.”
 
***
 
Less than six hours earlier, Admiral Onar Tenel had been sitting in the Sovereign’s chamber, witnessing the outcome of the battle in Lyebel as it unfolded on her crystalline mirrors. It wasn’t so different from commanding a fleet of ships on the Perilous. He would stand to the side and make tactical decisions while the Bound officers handled communication with the troops and projected a rough image of the battle in front of him. He always felt a bit awkward as the lone vorhang in a group of people who had so much power, but it wasn’t an insurmountable obstacle. Their adversaries in the Alliance military had relied upon “conventional” communications for centuries—their Bound weren’t allowed to serve in the highest officer ranks as a matter of law. While it was popular in the officer’s mess to lambast the Solarians for being foolish and old-fashioned, Tenel had always sympathized. There were still advantages to being detached from a situation. Commanders telepathically linked into the battles often treated the fights personally and lost their objective edge. Sovereign Damir had apparently agreed with that assessment, given how receptive she had been to his tactical recommendations thus far. 
With the way the battle in Lyebel had unfolded, however, he wondered if she might have changed her mind. 
The attack had gone horribly wrong in almost every way imaginable. Three quarters of their agents had been killed or captured in the assault. Even her new weapon, the Breaker named Kroll, had been defeated. Worst of all, Moore had used the cube and Ascended. The potential long-term tactical ramifications for the Imperium were obvious, but on a personal level it made Tenel bristle in fury. Moore’s Ascension was the ultimate insult—the son of his greatest enemy had now attained god-like power after a failed mission Tenel himself had overseen.  
“I hope you were able to get some rest, Admiral,” Sovereign Damir said as he approached from behind cautiously. Her throne was faced away from him, and the crystalline mirrors flashed with activity. 
“Some,” he murmured. The air in her chamber seemed especially cold today, and as he stood awaiting her final assessment, he couldn’t help but remember his first impression of this building and the hollowness of its aseptic walls. 
“It’s time to move forward with our other plans.” Her voice was surprisingly cool, and she slowly spun her throne around to face him. It certainly wasn’t the response he had been expecting. 
“In what way?”
“Lyebel was a setback, but nothing we can’t endure,” she explained. “Whether we obtain the spark or not, the invasion will still go forward soon.”
Tenel frowned. “You don’t wish to capture the spark?”
“Of course I do,” she assured him, “but we can afford to be patient. Its power will likely overwhelm Moore, at which point the rebels will descend into chaos as they fight for a successor. Given the losses they suffered, I imagine their desperation will flare out of control, especially since their strongest allies have been crippled.”
Tenel nodded. He had taken some solace in knowing that Ethan Moore’s witch had been spayed, but of course it wasn’t enough, not considering their other losses. “I don’t disagree, but they will have substantial Solarian and Last Dawn reinforcements soon. We also have to consider the presence of the vaeyn.”
“Yes,” Damir said, nodding, “we do indeed. I admit she intrigues me.”
“I had no idea the knights even trained Unbound paladins.”
“They don’t. Like the Solarians, they are blinded by the misguided notion that power is a curse rather than a gift. Instead of creating deadly weapons, they bury them.” Her face twisted faintly in a rare display of emotion. “It is a backwards belief unfortunately shared by some of my colleagues.”
“I wonder,” Tenel said thoughtfully, scratching at his chin, “what if the other paladins don’t know what she is?”
“That is hard to believe. The Unbound are obviously capable of telepathically linking with an Ascendant, but their bond is not the same. Surely the knights would have noticed this during her Binding Ritual with Maeleon.”
“Maybe some do, but not all,” Tenel mused. “Their god isn’t even alive, at least not like you or the other Sovereigns. They bind to his essence, not to his lingering consciousness…he wouldn’t be able to communicate her true nature to his followers.”
Damir cocked an eyebrow. “You believe this is a weakness we could exploit?”
“Assuming it’s true, yes. If we could drive a wedge within the ranks of the Dawn, we could keep them from interfering with our other efforts.”
“Indeed. We will definitely have to consider our options more carefully. Well done, Admiral. Once again I am impressed with your thoughtfulness.”
Tenel felt his cheeks warm. “Thank you, Your Eminence.”
Damir pivoted back to the mirrors along the wall. “For the moment, however, our focus needs to remain on Moore. If by some chance he manages to survive Ascension, he will likely still be incapacitated for several weeks. Unfortunately, it will take some time for us to gather enough reinforcements for another attack.”
“We could call upon the city watch,” Tenel suggested. 
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “As I said before, I do not wish to burden Sovereign Verrator with this matter. Besides, that is a very…military solution, and it brings me to my next point.”
Tenel frowned despite himself. The obvious tactical option was to use the watch to crush the rebels and any of their sympathizers in the docks, just as it had been months ago. He still couldn’t figure out why she was so insisted upon using only Zarul assets.
“Your talents are best spent on the open field of battle, Admiral,” she went on, “not assisting with urban warfare.”
“I…suppose that’s true.”
“There wasn’t anything you could have done to prevent our losses last night. Kroll underestimated the rebels, and no one could have foreseen the vaeyn’s Unbound heritage.”
Tenel nodded idly but said nothing. He wasn’t about to protest an exoneration, especially when it was accurate. 
“In any case, I want you doing what you’re best at,” she said flatly, leaning forward towards him. “I want you to plan the invasion of Solaria.”
He felt his mouth gape open. “Me? Now?”
“Yes to both.”
He licked at his lips and tried to find words, but none were forthcoming. 
“This is the reason I brought you here in the first place, Admiral,” Damir said with a bemused grin. “Your evaluations and insights have proven very useful, but you are a tactician at heart. You planned and led a counter-attack against an insurgency that threatened the entire Imperium.”
“I did, but…aren’t there others who are far more qualified?”
“I wouldn’t give you this task if I thought so.”
He shook his head. “I just don’t understand why the High Sovereign wouldn’t insist on another. General Adaulfo and Dietrich are the senior military officers. Even Fleet Admiral Kershein is better qualified—”
“The High Sovereign has given me broad authority over this invasion,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “To put it bluntly, His Supreme Eminence has lost faith in High Command, especially after their failures during the Talishite Offensive. He is also weary of the other Sovereigns following the Ishthare Rebellion. He trusts me to be loyal and efficient, and I trust you.”
“I see,” Tenel murmured. 
Her smile returned, though it was strained. “The High Sovereign ignored my warnings about dissent in his court before her rebellion. He ignored my assurances that the assassination of our Ambassador in Elashi was a setup designed to drive us to war against the Talishites. The Imperium is in a tenuous state because of those choices—he wisely decided not to ignore me a third time.”
“You’ll forgive me for saying this, Your Eminence, but it sounds like our politics are quite unstable at the moment,” Tenel said carefully. “I would think that would make His Supreme Eminence more reserved rather than more aggressive.”
“Victory is the best cure for faltering morale,” she replied with a shrug. “And this time, he knows we shall have it. The first snow will fall within five weeks at the latest, and possibly within as few as three. He expects us to have control over most of Solaria by the end of the coming spring.”
“That’s…ambitious. We’ve been over this before: there aren’t enough troops along the border to make that type of push. We would need at least fifty thousand soldiers to threaten Garos or any of their border garrisons, and it would take months to assemble an army that size.”
“And as I have also said before, without their Bound their defenses are irrelevant,” Damir said flatly. “If they miraculously manage to recover, it will be far too late to rebuild their shattered morale.” 
Tenel sighed softly. “All of that assumes the Solarians are crippled from an internal coup. If their king survives, our invasion forces will be slaughtered. I do not like the idea of relying upon our enemy to do our job for us.”
“We will be guiding the coup along, trust me. All the Alliance insurgents require is the distraction of a war—a war I want you to plan, Admiral, assuming you’re up to it.”
Tenel knew he wasn’t going to convince her to put the invasion on hold. After weeks of subtle inquiry, he had come to accept that another war was inevitable. But if he couldn’t stop the war, the least he could do was prevent as many casualties as possible. He could save thousands of lives simply by being in control rather than watching from a distance. Unlike many of his fellow officers, he respected the troops under his command and didn’t spend their lives needlessly. It really only left one option.  
“I’m honored for the opportunity, Your Eminence.”
“Excellent,” Damir said, smiling. “My aides will be able to provide you with any and all information you need about our forces.”
“How long do I have?”
“That depends on how certain factors play out, but I wouldn’t take more than a few days.”
Tenel nodded. He needed some space and time to think, and he wouldn’t find either here. “Very well. If there’s nothing else, then, I would like to get started.”
“Of course. I’ll be sure to keep you updated on the Lyebel situation as well. Dismissed.”
Tenel turned and left the room. He waited until he reached his office before releasing a deep breath. He hadn’t even been here two full weeks and already his perspective on nearly everything had inexorably changed. The Zarul, the Solarians, hell, even the Imperium—nothing seemed as simple as it was before he arrived. One way or another, war was going to come to Torsia—perhaps the bloodiest war in centuries—and he was going to be standing at the center of that maelstrom praying to the Gods he could control it. 
He wasn’t worried about his competence, of course. He had a firm grasp of military tactics on both sea and land. As Damir liked to remind him, he was the one who planned Vienshel Harbor, the final and only successful battle in the Ishthare Rebellion. While the rest of the navy was scrambling to recover after Ishthare’s string of brutal attacks on coastal cities, he had organized and implemented a counter offensive. The Perilous and fifteen other ships had ambushed her second fleet just before it could strike another target. Outnumbered nearly three to one, his armada had still carried the day with a combination of clever tactics and a healthy dose of luck. Vienshel had shattered the rebel’s momentum and stolen the morale of its troops, and he had received a dozen commendations for his efforts. He was proud of the accomplishment, naturally, but what really mattered to him was the High Sovereign’s report two weeks later that Ishthare herself had been slain. 
Still, it was only one victory, and he was merely a Vice Admiral in an immense military that spanned several former nations. There were dozens of people more qualified to plan this type of invasion. Surely Damir knew that. So then why had she really chosen him? More importantly, why had the High Sovereign chosen him?
As usual, Tenel found himself buried by a slew of questions with precious few answers. Beyond this assignment, the situation in Lyebel was still unsettling. Damir still hadn’t told him why the High Sovereign insisted on allowing the Galvian rebels to live, other than the fact they had someone on the inside. Sovereign Verrator had a reputation for ruthlessness, especially towards rebel sympathizers, and it didn’t seem right that he would just sit back and let the Resistance gain momentum in one of his most vital cities—not even with a direct order from his superior.
And that, in turn, lead to questions about this war in general. Tenel understood the plan—if it worked, he would even go so far as to welcome it. A conquered Solaria would mean a lasting Torsian peace. The Asgardians or Talishites might try to press their advantage during the chaos of war in the short term, but once the Alliance’s assets were fully under imperial control, neither of those nations would pose any threat. The Crell would rule over more than half the continent, and their empire would be the most powerful in all of Obsidian. With that degree of centralized leadership, peace and prosperity seemed a foregone conclusion. 
All of that, however, was contingent on a coup he knew nothing about. Damir was still playing it very closely to her chest; Tenel knew the Zarul had an agent on the Alliance Council, but he didn’t know the person’s identity. He also knew that Damir had at least one other contact who was working directly in this coup effort, but that was all. His lack of knowledge itself wasn’t a problem; he didn’t expect to know everything in such a short time. But what bothered him was how certain she seemed of her plan’s success. 
Yesterday, he had been certain they would have their hands on the divine spark in Lyebel, and that hadn’t gone as planned. It was one of the cardinal rules of war: strategies rarely survived the first minute of any battle. Any strategy was a gamble, of course, but with this one in particular, the risks were immense. If it failed, the worst case scenario involved the collapse of the Imperium. The more likely scenario was a long, drawn-out war that could last a decade and claim millions of lives. 
Tenel had lived through one of those wars already and had no interest in repeating it. He only wished that made a difference. He had to plan this attack as if Areekan were going to fall. Their forces had no chance otherwise. He might not agree with the war, but he wasn’t about to throw away the lives of loyal soldiers in some type of impotent protest. He was a soldier, and he was going to follow his orders—even if he didn’t particularly like them.  
Sighing to himself, Tenel took a seat and set to plotting the Third War. 
 
***
 
He does not believe in the war.
Alexandra Damir, eyes closed and hands folded in her lap, shook her head. He doesn’t have to believe. He simply has to do.
His list of concerns grows. They burden his mind.
Eventually they will consume him.
Her eyes opened, and she swiveled her throne in annoyance to face the three Shadows arrayed across the back of the room. Our choices are limited. None of us has the tactical skill to command a full-scale invasion.
There are others.
Many others. Others with more experience.
Others that cannot be trusted, she pointed out sharply. We are running out of time, and he is the best we have.
You place too much faith in one battle. What if we fail?
She snorted. I’m counting on you to make sure that doesn’t happen. Are you saying you aren’t up to the task?
They paused. Our brother will not fail us.
I’m glad you place such confidence in him, she said dryly. I still hope we won’t need him. According to the elder Moore, the girl is almost ready. Once the war starts, she will have her opportunity to seize power…and I have no doubt that she will take it.
The Shadows seemed to stir visibly. We still doubt Moore’s intentions. Surely he isn’t foolish enough to believe that will award him Galvia.
Of course he doesn’t. He believes Solaria will win the war even after we crush their border garrisons. With a queen supportive of his cause and his powers restored, he knows his Resistance can be a vital part of the war effort. Right now, he is certain helping us is still in his best interests: there is no other way to ensure a war and subsequently a ruler sympathetic to him.
Much of our plan rests on his shoulders.
We do not enjoy relying on our enemies.
Damir smiled at their echo of Tenel’s words. They seemed to hate him, yet they thought so very much alike. 
I rely on him to follow his own interests, she explained to them. Once he has what he wants, he’ll turn against us. But by then, it won’t matter.
The Alliance will be battered.
They will be broken, she echoed. And General Moore will learn that while he assisted in regicide, his own allies at home will have been wiped out.
But what of the spark?
It’s not going anywhere. I doubt Moore’s son will even survive, but if he does, the war will have begun before he can change anything. At that point we will no longer need to show restraint. We’ll destroy the entire city if we need to.
Again the Shadows collectively paused, as if gathering themselves. What of the vaeyn? Should we not try to capture her?
She would be a powerful ally.
Damir nodded. No doubt, but I’m not interested in another mindless servant, and we know that is what she would have to be. An indoctrinated paladin will not join our cause willingly.
What about the Unbound Galvian, Moore’s associate?
Tam Eldrin? she asked with a snort. No, he is too loyal to his companions. Besides, his mind is undisciplined. His growth is stunted; he will never realize his potential.
But you still have hopes for the Solarian Queen-to-be?
She may think she hates us, but once she realizes what we stand for, she’ll become more sympathetic. She may be a useful servant in the end.
What if she knows the technique?
What if she can maintain the king’s bonds?
Impossible, Damir assured them. Her growth has also been limited by her surroundings. Areekan would never allow her to develop beyond his limitations. When he dies, his Bound will break just like they should, and the Alliance will find itself helpless.
They remained silent, pacified for the moment. Damir allowed herself a satisfied smile as she thought of all that had led to this point. One way or another, war was coming to Torsia—a war that would shape the very future of the world.
And no one would be able to stop it.
 
 



Epilogue
 
Elade Devarath stared down at the man beneath her. His brown hair was thoroughly disheveled, and fresh stubble darkened his cheeks and chin….but otherwise he looked peaceful. She had tended to the scrapes and bruises on his body, but the tempest raging in his mind was well beyond her ability to understand or control. She could feel the power brimming inside him from a hundred feet away, and she knew it could overwhelm him at any moment. Perhaps it already had. He might never awaken from his slumber, and even if he did there was no way to know if the man inside was still Jason Moore.
Or maybe, just maybe, he would eventually awaken as a new Ascendant and a shining beacon of hope for the conquered people of Galvia.  
She gently ran her fingers through his hair and sighed. There was nothing more she could do for him or any of the others right now. Last night’s battle already seemed like a distant memory, but its wounds and consequences were quite real. Nearly a dozen rebels had lost their lives in the attack, and Adar himself wasn’t fully recovered from the injuries he had suffered. Two cots over, Selvhara remained unconscious, and Elade wasn’t sure if the other woman would survive. Her friends were only marginally better off. Tam had suffered severe burns and crossbow hits during the attack, and Sarina was lucky to be breathing at all. The Asgardian had suffered critical injuries to her spine and ribs, and Elade had barely been able to stabilize her. It might take the woman weeks to recover without the ministrations of a more experienced healer.  
And then, of course, there was Tevek. Her mentor was just as crippled as the rest of them. Four of his ribs were broken, and his body had been riddled with wooden splinters and metal shrapnel. Of all the evening’s surviving combatants, only the chagari and Elade herself had escaped with minimal injuries. Gor was now busy helping the rebels haul cargo to a new compound, and she had been stuck playing nursemaid all day. 
“I apologize for any doubt the others might have had,” Aidan Darond said as he placed a comforting arm around her shoulder. The wiry old man had once been a Bound priest of King Whitestone just like several of the others, and even though he could no longer channel the Aether, he was still an experienced herbalist and healer. Elade wished she could trade her powers with him for a few minutes; with his knowledge, he could probably have everyone up and about in no time. 
She smiled wearily. “I wish I could do more.”
“You saved all of our lives,” he said. “I don’t know what else you could possibly do.”
“If I had been there with Tevek and Selvhara, this wouldn’t have happened them him.”
“And then Jason might be dead and the Crell would have the spark,” Aidan reminded her. “I’m not sure that would be an improvement.”
Elade bit her lip and folded her arms. The constant exertion had made this room feel like an oven despite the cool late autumn breeze, and she had discarded her armor in favor of a sleeveless tunic. The glyphs twisting their way down her right arm seemed to glisten as much as the sweat covering her gray skin.
“I don’t understand how anyone could do this,” she whispered. “I didn’t think an Ascendant bond could ever be broken.”
Aidan shook his head. “I wish I knew. But if the Crell have trained other Imperators in the technique…”
“No army in the world could stand against them,” she murmured. “They could crush the defenses of any garrison and breach the walls of any city. No one would be safe.”
The old man sighed and sank into one of the nearby chairs. “As if demons weren’t enough. Now we have to worry about the bloody Crell again.”
Elade frowned. She had almost forgotten about their original purpose here. As distant as last night’s battle felt, their confrontation with the demon seemed like a lifetime ago. They still had no idea who—or what—was causing the infestation, and now they had come face-to-face with a new Crell weapon that could end the coming war before it even began. Their only glimmer of hope might have been the Unbound Zarul agent they had taken captive—she had managed to keep him alive, and with luck they could interrogate him and learn more about this new technique. 
“It’s possible that this spell is unique to Unbound,” she whispered, thinking aloud. “If so, we might at least have a chance to figure out a countermeasure before the Crell unleash it on anyone else.”
Aidan raised an eyebrow. “That man you captured is an Unbound?”
“Yes,” she confirmed without elaborating further. There was another risk here too, one that almost made her lament the fact she had needed to keep the Crell man alive. He knew the source of her power, and that meant he could tell others. Tevek had fiercely protected her true identity all these years, but if the rest of the Dawn Conclave were to find out…
Well, she would assuredly be exiled. They might even lock her away to be safe. And as for Tevek, the Code of Maeleon explicitly forbade teaching Last Dawn techniques to Unbound. He would be stripped of his mantle as Highlord, and they would probably not even be willing to restore his powers…
Elade closed her eyes and baled her hands into tight fists. She had known from the beginning that there would be more to this trip than just a simple rendezvous, but within the course of a day everything had changed. Tevek might never recover, she might be exiled from the Dawn, the others here might die without a more capable healer to watch over them…
And then there was Jason. If he survived, he could change everything. He could shift the balance of power in the upcoming war and give hope to these people. He could be a single beacon of light flickering against the encroaching darkness. 
“I wonder what he’s going through,” Aidan whispered. “I wonder what it feels like.”
Elade reached out and squeezed Jason’s hand. “So do I.”
 
***
 
A blinding white light seared into Jason’s eyes, and he blinked in vain to try and shield himself from the radiance. It felt like the sun was floating three feet from his face, and his head pounded as if someone had repeatedly whacked it with a mallet. He coughed once and immediately regretted it. His entire body was under assault, and he was completely helpless.  
After a few minutes of painful struggle, the light dimmed to a bearable level and his muscles once again responded to his call. His head still pounded, but at least he could sit up and figure out where he was. 
Or try, anyway. One quick look at his surroundings confirmed that he had absolutely no idea where he was. Surrounding him on all sides was some type of arboretum rife with a diverse array of strange flora, and he appeared to be sitting atop a long, wooden table for some reason. A heady mix of fragrances assaulted his nostrils, but at least the sun had returned to the sky where it belonged. As far as he could tell, he was sitting in the middle of an otherwise lovely spring garden. 
Two immediate problems leapt out at him. First, he had never seen this particular garden before; second, it was nearing the end of autumn. Either he had been unconscious for six months and dragged halfway across the world, or he was dreaming. The latter seemed the most likely, except for the fact he shouldn’t know he was dreaming. 
So what the bloody hell was going on?
“You must accept that you will not immediately understand everything,” a calm, collected female voice said from behind him. “It will take time.”
Jason turned. A woman approached down a pristine path of stones, hands clasped behind her back. She was maybe five and a half feet tall with pale skin and brown hair and eyes. Her dress was eccentric but familiar: a vibrant green silken blouse with gold trim and a matching gold sarong. She wore an eclectic assortment of jewelry, but it was her emerald earrings that triggered his memory.
“Hassian.” He didn’t really mean to speak the word, but it came out anyway. “Uh, I mean…where am I?”
The woman stopped and eyed him quizzically. “You are not anywhere.”
Jason frowned, but then another fresh surge of pain jolted through his skull. He rubbed at his temples, but it didn’t seem to help. He really needed to find Selvhara before his head exploded. Where was she, anyway? Had he been taken somewhere away from the others?
His memory abruptly clicked a second time. He had escaped to the rebel safe house, but the Crell had found it. Sarina and Elade had tried to battle off a Zarul Imperator, but the man had managed to fend them both off and come after Jason…
He had used the cube just like back in Taig, and he had hoped it would blast his assailant with a beam of Aetheric energy. But this time the cube had opened, and he had found himself blinded by a strange burst of light…
And then he was here, wherever “here” was. Perhaps his first guess had been right after all. 
“I’m dreaming,” he murmured. 
“Your mind is incapable of comprehension,” the woman told him. “I have attempted to take a form you would understand.”
“Hassian…the cube…” he rubbed his eyes, as if it would make everything clear. “You are Queen Malacross, aren’t you?”
“That was once my name. Now I am nothingness given physical form.”
Jason took a deep breath and tried to steady himself, but it didn’t work. His head continued to pound, and now his hands had started shaking. “So, what…you’re inside my head now?”
“Your mind is incapable of comprehension,” she repeated. 
He recalled Tevek’s words back at the compound. Absorbing a divine spark could be lethal to an unprepared mind, and even when it wasn’t, the Ascension process often took days or weeks. 
“You are an Immortal,” he said. “A goddess of the ancient world.” 
“Your people have many names for us.”
“That sounds like a ‘yes’ to me,” he muttered. “I thought the spark was supposed to contain your memories? I don’t feel like I know anything about you.”
“Your mind is incapable of comprehension.”
“Right, I got that the first two times.” 
Jason studied her more carefully for a moment and belatedly realized that she looked like he had imagined her—exactly like he had imagined her. It was some amalgamation of paintings, drawings, and descriptions he had accumulated over a decade of research and expectation. If this really was some aspect of her consciousness and memory, she must have appeared that way for a reason. 
“You’re trying to make this easier for me,” he reasoned. “I suppose I could ask why.”
Her expression shifted, though he couldn’t really place what it meant. “My people no longer exist.”
“No, they were wiped out thousands of years ago. Mostly, anyway. Some people believe a few of you are still around somewhere buried inside the fabric of the world. Anvira, Maeleon, Orias…”
“You claim to know much about our people, but you are wrong. You know little.”
“Trust me: I’d love to know everything about your kind. I’ve spent most of my life trying to learn more about the past.” He pursed his lips. “You’ve been insensate for thousands of years, but your species was able to pass its memories from one generation to another. That’s one way you could live forever even if you died. So if you can give me your memories now, in a way you’ll live forever again.”
Malacross stepped closer to him, her face still expressionless. “You do not understand us.”
 “Like I said, I want to,” he assured her. “Shouldn’t you be able to…I don’t know, project information straight into my head? Telepathically, I mean. I thought that was how this whole thing worked.”
“Your mind is incap—”
“Right, I’m still an idiot, I get it,” he said, sighing. Who knew that speaking with ancient deity trapped in your mind would be so annoying? “Well, let’s just talk then, if you want. Why did you take this form? I didn’t think the gods chose to walk as mortals until centuries after you had already died.”
 “I was neither the first, nor the last,” she explained mechanically. “Others had descended to join with your people, to experience their lives and perspectives.”
“Descended, eh? That’s an interesting way of putting it.”
“It is merely a word, and thus imprecise. We left our realm to join yours, with the promise of bringing knowledge to our people.”
“I’m not sure that’s any better,” he commented dryly. “This whole idea of ‘other realms’ isn’t exactly easy to grasp.”
“There is no word that will make you understand. You must accept your ignorance.”
“You sound like one of my old professors,” Jason muttered. “So you existed somewhere else, and some of you came here as what, scouts or something? All the writings we’ve ever recovered from ancient scrolls to stone tablets always suggested you didn’t arrive until about two thousand years ago. Most of the tribes refer to it as ‘the day the Gods fell from the sky’ or something equally colorful.”
“We felt your presence,” she said. “We knew you existed, and we wanted to learn about your ways.”
“Curiosity—now we’re speaking the same language. So once you learned about us, more of your people decided to visit?”
“We could not speak to you the way you spoke to us.”
“Spoke to you?” Jason asked. At first he didn’t understand, but then it hit him. “You mean people worshipped you. Almost every ancient tribe and civilization had some form of religion, some being or beings they believed watched over them from another realm they couldn’t see or taste or touch. Is that what you meant?”
“You asked for many things we could not provide.”
“I’m sure we did. Even now some people still pray to the Old Gods and ask for all types of things. Love, money…even just hope.”
“A few of us learned to answer. We descended and took your forms. We became interested in your affairs.”
Jason grunted. It seemed so…well, so magical he could barely accept it. He had never been a religious man, even as a child. His mother used to pray to the Old Gods, specifically one called Galivar, the supposed patron of Galvia long ago. Jason understood why she sought hope, but never why she’d tried to find it in the arms of an invisible figure. He felt the same way about Selvhara sometimes…though at least her goddess granted her real, tangible power. 
Still, the stories of the Old Gods were diverse and often colorful. Every civilization he had ever studied treated the Immortals as a type of other-worldly creature, capable of existing in ways they found impossible. To some, they manifested as winged creatures in the sky above, watching the world below them benevolently. To others, they were incorporeal beings of energy and light, omniscient and omnipresent. During the Godswar, the Immortals manifested in all those ways and more. 
“Selvhara once told me that her people believe the Godswar was a result of an internal conflict among your people,” Jason said. “One faction believed they should interfere in our affairs, while the other wished to leave us be.”
“There was division where there was once unity,” Malacross said, “but I am not familiar with the conflict in your mind.”
“You died long before the Godswar started. I suppose you wouldn’t know anything about it.”
“Events cannot have unfolded as you believe.” Her brow furrowed in concentration as she looked at him. “But the division of my people started as you said. There were those who wished to interfere in the destiny of mortal creatures, and those who did no.”
 “You were the ruler of the most powerful tribe in this region,” Jason said. “Wouldn’t you call that manipulating the destiny of mortal creatures?”
“I studied them, and for a time I guided them. Your people were scattered and ignorant. They did not understand their own species, let alone the world in which they lived.”
 “We still don’t,” he murmured “We like to think we do, but we really don’t. One of the first things any historian learns is how much he doesn’t know.”
“Guidance was the extent of my influence, but others desired more. They required your worship.”
“Your people enjoyed being worshipped?”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “You must accept that we are not the same as you.”
Jason shrugged. “I understand that, but we do seem to have some things in common. Curiosity, for one. Perhaps ego isn’t far behind.”
“You misunderstand. You are organic creatures, and you have organic needs. We are not the same.”
“We’re flesh and blood, okay.” He reached out delicately and brushed against the skin on her arm. “You feel flesh and blood to me, but I’m guessing this isn’t what you really look like.”
“This is a form designed for your limited senses,” she explained. “We are creatures of thought and idea, not of flesh. Our needs are not the same.”
He snapped his fingers in comprehension. “The more we paid attention to you, the more powerful your people became,” he reasoned. “Somehow you fed off our people’s worship, didn’t you?”
“You comprehend.”
“I’m not sure I’d go that far,” he muttered. “Saying the words is one thing, but that doesn’t mean I understand the process. It’s all very…abstract.”
Jason stood from the table and gingerly tested his legs. They worked fine, and the pounding in his hand had dulled to a persistent ache. He paced around the table for a moment, dragging his fingers across its smooth surface and trying to wrap his mind around her words. This was more than just him talking with himself. Malacross’s spirit was attempting to merge her knowledge with his, and not just through this mental conversation. He could feel something else going on inside his head, like an uncontrolled river of knowledge raging through his mind. Every once in a while the water would strike a rock and slow, and he would have a moment to breathe, but for the most part it was simply carrying him along for the ride. 
“So I’ll take a guess here,” Jason said. “Once your people learned they could feed off our worship, I bet more and more suddenly wanted to come here and ‘study’’ us.”
Malacross nodded. “There was a great debate. The longer we lingered within your realm, the more our magic grew.”
“Magic? What do you mean?”
“It is your term,” she explained, “to describe abilities we possess that you lack. To us, they are not magic, they simply…are. Consider how you pick up a tool and hold it in your hands. To a beast of burden, this would be magic.”
“In your case, I assume you are talking about telepathy?”
“That is one ability we possess you do not. There are many others. Your people now command some of them.”
“I’ve seen channelers accomplish feats I could never dream of,” Jason murmured. “Read minds, heal wounds, torch buildings. This is what you speak of?”
“Somewhat. As more and more of your people began to worship us, our powers grew. It was…intoxicating.”
He nodded soberly. “I can imagine. ‘Power corrupts’ is an old saying among my people.”
“Such a concept had never existed among us before,” she said, glancing away from him towards the surrounding garden. “None of us possessed abilities that others lacked. We were all equal and united, part of a greater whole.”
“In other words, we ruined paradise,” Jason whispered. It was an interesting twist on a story he had read so many times before. Many cultures, especially ancient ones, believed the gods tempted mortals in various ways, typically with power but also with wealth, lust, or similar things. Those who fell to temptation became vilified and ultimately corrupted from the process. There was a certain irony to the idea of mortals tempting the gods. 
“My consciousness ended before the debate was resolved, though from what I see in your mind, perhaps it never was.”
“Apparently not. The war lasted for centuries and nearly destroyed this world. Now your people are gone, swept away into memory. “
“Not gone, at least not entirely,” Malacross said. “Your mind tells me echoes remain.”
“If you mean the Ascendants, then yes. It is believed they each possess the ancient spirit of one of your people—”
“No,” she interrupted. “You call them demons.”
“Ah,” Jason murmured. He had expected that response, but suddenly it made perfect sense. “Yes, they exist, but only when summoned from the Void by a mortal creature. They often demand some form of sacrifice…and I bet this has something to do with your people’s hunger for worship.”
“They are echoes,” she repeated. “They are manifestations of our corruption. They feed on strong thoughts and emotions of other beings. Few existed in my lifetime, but I see many more do now.”
“There are many myths about the nature of demons. Some believe an Immortal named Krosis gathered demons to his banner near the end of the Godswar and destroyed most of Calhara. The Knights of the Last Dawn built their Citadel there to watch over the remains and make sure no more of those creatures remained. Not far from there, the vaeyn wage war against demons rampaging beneath the surface.”
“Such is our legacy,” Malacross whispered. 
Jason pursed his lips. “There’s also the Triumvirate, like I mentioned earlier: Anvira, Maeleon, and Orias. Allegedly, they survived the Godswar. The elysians believe that Anvira bound herself to the world somehow in order to continue granting them power. The Last Dawn believes Maeleon did something similar with a massive crystal hidden inside their fortress. And then there’s Orias…I’ve never been able to learn anything about him, and he doesn’t seem to have any worshippers.” 
“You also believe your ‘Ascendants’ carry the spirits of my people inside them.”
“Yes.”
“It is not possible.”
Jason frowned. “What?”
Malacross walked closer to him and brought a hand to his face. It was an odd sensation to feel the warmth of a being that only existed in your mind. Her face drooped mournfully, and he found himself lost in her gaze. 
“Much that you believe you know is wrong. Our memories are gone and our spirits are broken, but you are surrounded by our lost life energy.”
“The Aether,” he whispered.
“Yes. Our blood is the herald of your salvation and the harbinger of our demise. Our legacy is an echo distorted by time. You do not understand us. You do not understand yourselves.”
“I want to,” Jason told her. “Please, tell me. Tell me everything.”
Malacross brought a hand to his cheek. “I will.”
 
To Be Continued
 
 



Book Two
 
Awakening
 
 



Prologue
 
“History is not about understanding the past; it’s about controlling the future.”
—The Book of Crell’Tarik
 
It was another pleasant springtime day in the imaginary depths of Jason Moore’s mind, and his eyes burned from the blinding rays of the afternoon sun. Squinting, he leaned up and shielded his brow before glancing around to study his surroundings. He was no longer trapped inside the same small arboretum as before; this time, he appeared to be standing in the center of an endless field of grassy plains. Far off to the south, the peaks of a majestic mountain range pierced the blue sky, and he vaguely recalled the shapes of the slopes from his childhood. 
“The Spineshear Mountains,” he whispered. “We’re somewhere outside Dreen not far from the Crell border.”
He closed his eyes and tried to blink away the sun’s afterimage as a cool breeze tussled his brown hair. For all intents and purposes, he felt like he was actually sitting outside on a vibrant thatch of grass…but of course this was all just an elaborate hallucination. His actual body was probably still in Lyebel somewhere, but his mind was trapped inside itself as it desperately tried to process the flood of information from the divine spark. 
Jason swallowed and licked at his lips. He had no idea how long he had been unconscious, but it felt like it could have been weeks or even months. Slowly but surely, he had been unraveling the mystery of Ascendancy, and with luck he could figure it all out and wake up before his body was killed by the Crell or even the Galvian rebels…
“This place is from my memory, not yours,” a female voice said from beside him. “My people spread throughout this area to harvest the fields and mine the mountains.”
Jason turned. Standing next to him was his only “real” companion in this mental journey. To the ancient Hassians, she had been known as Queen Malacross the Dreamwalker, but now he knew better. She was actually an Immortal, an ancient race of deific beings who had walked Obsidian before the Godswar had wiped them all out. It was her divine spark—a collection of all her thoughts and memories and powers—that had trigged this hallucination in the first place. Jason had unwittingly opened the spark’s long-lost reliquary, and now he was here. If his mind could eventually learn to cope with this power, he would ostensibly awaken as a true Ascendant. If not…well, it was probably best not to think about that right now. 
“Why have you brought me here?” he asked quietly. 
“There is much more to learn,” she said. Her avatar walked barefoot through the thick grass and seemed almost puzzled by the sensations. “I become more confused as I study your memories.”
“For some reason, I doubt that’s a compliment,” Jason muttered.
Malacross didn’t reply, but a moment later a flicker of motion in the distance caught his eye. He turned to see a vaguely human-shaped figure descending from the clouds, a set of glowing, feathery wings sprouting from his back. He was tall and statuesque, and he appeared unarmed and unarmored aside from a simple green sarong. 
“One of yours?” he asked. 
“The way you imagine us,” she clarified. “You have never looked upon one of us, yet this image is still clear in your mind.”
“That’s how the Immortals are almost always depicted in art works across cultures: tall, broad, and half-naked, usually with wings.” 
Malacross started walking towards the distant Immortal, and Jason shrugged and followed. The man didn’t acknowledge their presence, and just before Jason called out to him the unmistakable rumble of encroaching cavalry shook the ground.  
 “I have seen your notions of what happened during the age you call the ‘Godswar,’” she said. “Many details seem…unlikely.”
“Given what else you’ve told me, I’m not surprised. It’s not like there’s anyone still alive who actually lived through it. Even the elysians and the vaeyn are a dozen generations removed at this point.”
“Earlier, I told you that this war began with my people. Once they learned that they could accumulate power through the worship of your kind, our society underwent a rapid transformation. Dissent replaced order, and division replaced unity. We became…unbalanced.”
Jason pursed his lips. Most cultures were rife with tales of mortals being tempted with power and gifts from demons or other evil spirits; it was something of a historical irony that apparently mortals were the ones who introduced sin to the gods. 
“I’m sure it wasn’t difficult to impress a bunch of tribal people,” he murmured, “or to convert them into outright worshippers.” 
“It was not,” Malacross agreed. “I promised my tribe a lifetime of pleasant dreams, and for that alone they loved me. Eventually, they even came to worship me.”
“I suspect that not all of your people were willing to employ such…subtle…methods to gain worshippers. 
“No,” she whispered. “They did not.”
As she spoke, the thundering cavalry finally materialized over a nearby hill. Everything about the riders seemed ragged, from their wearied mounts to their tattered armor, but they angrily charged towards the Immortal with spears and axes at the ready. Jason watched in silent awe as the winged man turned towards them…and then suddenly he flicked his hand, and the riders were violently hurled away in a dozen different directions like leaves scattered by a stiff gale. 
“Some of your people worshipped us out of affection,” Malacross said quietly, “but others worshipped us out of fear. A single destructive demonstration was often all that was required to secure the fealty of hundreds or even thousands of your kind.”
“I’m sure it was,” Jason murmured, turning away from the carnage. He had once read an account of one of the last truly tribal groups in Calhara, the Kor, who attempted to lay siege to a Taurosian settlement. Allegedly, two Bound channelers had wiped out the entire tribe…and this had been nearly fifteen years ago when magic was still in its relative infancy. He didn’t even want to imagine the destruction a true Immortal could inflict. 
“There is a more pressing question before us,” Malacross said after a moment. “We must discover how your people learned to emulate us.”
“Emulate you? You mean channel?”
Her face creased as if she was struggling to describe it. “You possess senses you once did not. You control your environment in ways beyond other creatures in your world.”
“Channelers can, yes, both Bound and Unbound.”
“And you believe that we taught you this power.”
“The Immortals raised armies to battle one other, and eventually each commanded legions of their own followers,” Jason recited nearly verbatim from the ancient classic The War of Eternity he used to read as a child. “Eventually they realized they could gift a fraction of their divinity unto the most loyal subjects. These men and women became agents of their god’s will—and the first true priests were born.”
Malacross’s brow furrowed. “I have explained to you that this is impossible.”
“You mentioned that, but you didn’t elaborate. You said that your blood—the Aether—is the herald of our salvation and the harbinger of your demise.”
“It is everywhere now,” she whispered, making a wide gesture with her arms. “Our memories, our very essence, is scattered across your world…yet just like the wind that sustains you, most of your kind cannot perceive it.”
Jason nodded. He suddenly wanted to sit down, but there weren’t any stone slabs to perch on out here. Instead he decided to pace and ponder her words. Some religions believed that the Aether was gifted to mortals following the Godswar, while others believed it was their “blood” spilled across the world as they destroyed each other. He had never personally considered the question all that important, mostly because it seemed unknowable. And it had been…until now. 
“Now that I think about it,” he whispered, “that’s an interesting distinction. If the Aether really is the lingering essence of your people after you are killed…then why would you have granted us the ability to see it, let alone shape it? I mean, how would your people have even known what we could do with it?”
“We didn’t,” Malacross said. “Remember that we had never killed one another before. The consequences were unknown to us.” 
Behind them, another wave of cavalry appeared on the horizon and charged the Immortal’s position. They were dispensed just as trivially as the first batch; with a literal flick of his wrist, the Immortal sent them hurling away. They were nothing to him. No matter how many they sent, he would crush them all.
 “There was no way we could have possibly stood against you,” Jason said. “But according to history, mortals eventually learned to kill the gods and then Ascended after absorbing your memories and power. I’ve always assumed those stories were just religious nonsense…and they are, aren’t they? You didn’t know that your deaths would create the Aether; you didn’t know that we could learn to wield it.”
“Your knowledge is flawed.”
“I’ll say,” he muttered. “But what does it mean, then? If you couldn’t grant us power, then what hap—”
Jason stopped himself as he reasoned it through. He wasn’t sure if it was his own powers of deduction or the influence of her spirit working within him, but suddenly everything started to fall into place. There was really only one explanation, and he immediately found himself struggling with its implications. If true, it would undermine the foundation of every religion and topple the legitimacy of every government in the world. Perhaps worst of all, it might expose a conspiracy of global proportions that had remained buried for two thousand years. 
He started to speak, but another cavalry charge shifted his attention. This time, however, a single mounted man came to a halt before the Immortal. He raised a hand, and his palm crackled with brilliant strands of violet-colored energy. With obvious effort, he shaped the disparate strands into a single shimmering bolt of power and hurled it at the Immortal…and destroyed him. The winged man vanished in a swirl of light and dust, and a cold gust of wind blew across the battlefield. 
“Unbound,” Jason whispered. 
Malacross nodded. “Not long after our war began, small numbers of mortals began to duplicate our powers. The rest of your kind feared them, and in time, so did we. We did not understand how or why it had happened, but some of us became convinced it was a portent of our inevitable doom…a doom we had unleashed upon ourselves.”
“The first channelers were Unbound,” Jason repeated, still nearly breathless. It made so much sense, yet he had trouble forming it into words. “You never empowered your servants with magic, and the only reason your armies were fighting one another was to kill off rival followers. The fewer followers one of the gods possessed, the weaker he or she became. Eventually some grew so weak—and others so powerful—that you began to actually kill each other.” 
He bit down on his lip and paced away. “But then everything suddenly changed. With your people dying off, the Aether bled into the world…and not long after, the first Unbound arose. They realized for the first time that they didn’t just have to kill the followers of another god—they could kill the gods directly.” 
Jason turned towards her. “That’s how you were wounded, isn’t it? Someone in your tribe was Unbound…and they turned their powers against you.”
“He was a soldier,” she replied mournfully. “One of my best. His powers made him a heretic amongst the tribe, but he believed he could rule it. It…changed him. His hopes, his desires…they all transformed so suddenly. I was not aware of how easily he could threaten me.”
“I bet that started happening all over the world. You were busy fighting one another, and suddenly you had to worry about battling off your own followers.”
“Yes,” she whispered. 
Jason nodded and forced himself to swallow. He didn’t understand how his imaginary throat could be so dry, but it was anyway. “What I still don’t understand is Ascendancy. You said before that our leaders do not carry the spirits of your people.”
“It is a myth that binds your people together.”
“So it’s even worse than I thought,” he said. The first Unbound weren’t just channelers—some of them must have Ascended. They were the ones who learned how to empower armies of Bound followers. They were the ones who nearly consumed the world in war and wiped your people away.” He swore under his breath. “And then they were the ones who somehow covered that up and spread a lie that would define the world for thousands of years to come…”
“I cannot know any of this for certain,” Malacross admitted. “I was not conscious at the end of the war, and I never saw these armies you speak of.”
“But it fits the facts,” Jason said. “It all fits the facts…”
He took a deep breath and let everything wash over him. The Godswar was the defining moment in history, the transition of sentient species from loose bands of superstitious, primitive nomads to vast empires of reasoned individuals. And the truth of the matter was that no one in Obsidian knew what had actually happened. 
“There is irony in our annihilation,” Malacross said, her voice little more than a whisper. “Even those who opposed intervention in your world had no choice but to participate. In order to fight the dissidents, they had to gain worshippers of their own. And as they fought and died to preserve your world, their blood made you even stronger. Our war to save your world only accelerated our people’s destruction.”
“It’s difficult to believe,” Jason murmured. “Almost every nation is founded on the ideals of a supposed Immortal, and many share its name. The Solarians believe in Sol; the Crell, Crell’tarik; the Galvians, Galivar—the list goes on. And it’s all a lie. If those men existed at all, they weren’t gods—they were probably Unbound humans. Who knows if they were murderers or saints? All that mattered is that they were powerful enough to Ascend on their own, without the assistance of any Immortal, and they must have also learned to pass on this knowledge to their successors. This ability trickles down from generation to generation, creating rulers who have no other powers, but who still bind nations together beneath them.”
Jason’s thoughts turned to King Whitestone, a man he had known well in his youth. Galvians were proud of their monarchy and its long tradition, and the Whitestone lineage may have been the oldest in the world, ostensibly descending from Galivar’s first mortal disciple. He had always wondered how many of the old myths were true…but in the end it didn’t really matter, not compared to the magnitude of this discovery.
“Control and immortality,” he breathed. “That’s what it’s all about. The original Unbound must have believed they could cheat death by passing some small fragment of their mind and power from generation to generation, and then later they created an elaborate myth about their transcendence. They spread the belief that their lineage was divine, and over time people were much less likely to question official dogma. A few generations later, no one knows any differently, and you have the perfect illusion of an unbroken legacy.”
“The Unbound in your world do not realize they have this power. They don’t realize they could all be ‘Ascendants,’ as you call it.” 
“No, and I’m sure that was intentional. The original Unbound didn’t want contenders to the throne, otherwise their lingering power in the world would be threatened. Instead they turned against their own kind; they created a terrifying mythos about the Unbound and demonized them so thoroughly that they were driven to the fringes of society.”
Jason shook his head. None of the living Ascendants in Obsidian were carrying the essence of a god inside them—they were carrying the essence of a supremely powerful but mortal Unbound of the last age. He wondered how many of them knew the truth, if any. Had King Whitestone? Did King Areekan? How about the Crell Sovereigns?
“Do you think any other Unbound throughout history learned their true potential?” he asked. “Do you think any of them have Ascended on their own?”
“That is something you may never know.”
“If this gets out, people will fear them even more,” he said soberly. “I can’t even imagine the reaction…assuming anyone even believes it in the first place.”
Malacross nodded but remained silent. Jason wondered if she could even understand the implications for mortal societies. Regardless, he did have one last concern that didn’t seem to fit anywhere.
“If the Ascendants aren’t truly carrying about the lingering soul of an Immortal, then what about the spark I found?” he asked. “Your people didn’t leave them behind when they died; they didn’t pass their knowledge and memories as we’ve been taught to believe. But you did—how is that possible?”
“I am weakened, not dead,” Malacross said. “My attacker was unable to destroy me, but I was no longer able to manifest in physical form.”
“So you’ve been alive all this time?”
She looked at him curiously. “Time does not affect us the way it affects you, but I have not been…conscious, as you would put it, in a very long time. What remains of me is only given form through you.”
Jason pursed his lips. “So then what does this make me? I’m not Unbound, and I’m not really an Ascendant.”
“You are me, and I am you. In this union, my species will survive, and yours may find salvation.”
He shook his head. “I don’t understand.”
“You will eventually,” Malacross assured him. “But it will take time, and the process will not always be pleasant.”
“At some point I have to leave this place,” Jason told her. “My body won’t survive in the mortal realm forever. Eventually someone will probably try to kill me in order to steal my power.”
“Your mind will adapt, and you will awaken,” she said. “Or you will die. I cannot say for certain.”
“Fantastic,” he muttered, rubbing a hand across his face. “I really should have left that damn cube right where I found it…”
“Your fears are irrational. If you had not found me, another would have. Would you have preferred that outcome?”
“No,” Jason conceded. “Not really.”
“In time, my senses and power shall be yours,” Malacross said. “Together we can restore the past and secure the future.”
He closed his eyes and took another deep breath. It felt as if a dam had burst inside his mind, and now he was struggling to hold his ground against the flood of information… 
Malacross reached out and squeezed his hand. “There is much you need to learn, Jason Moore. I will teach you as best I can.”
 
 



Chapter One
 
“The war is over. We lost. How many more people have to die before you can accept reality? You lost your powers, you lost your king, you lost your wife—do you want to lose me too? How about Sel? It’s not worth it, dad. You have to let this go.”
—Jason Moore, speaking to his father for the last time
 
Ethan Moore tossed an apple core onto his desk and shook his head in disgust. The moment he’d learned that Jason had gotten his hands on a divine spark, he should have taken action. He should have ordered his followers to steal the cube, or perhaps he should have come out of hiding immediately and begged for it himself. 
Instead the spark’s power was trapped inside his son. It could kill him at any moment; in Galvia’s own two thousand-year history, the transition of power from one monarch to another had claimed the lives of a dozen prospective heirs, and these were individuals who had spent months or even years preparing for the experience. Jason had nothing to protect him but his own wits. He had never felt the warmth of the Aether coursing through his veins. He had no concept of what it was like to touch the mind of another being or to remove the pain and suffering from a withering body. He had never been able to perceive anything beyond his own limited human senses, and now he was being assaulted with lifetimes of memories from a god-like creature whose power was almost impossible to fathom. 
If he did die, the spark would re-form and the battle for its power would start again. The Crell—or more specifically, the Zarul—wouldn’t give up the chase after one failed attempt, but right now Ethan was actually more worried about his people’s reaction. After last night, they were more desperate than ever—some of them would invariably make a move on it. The Resistance might very well destroy itself without the Zarul’s help. 
And of course, his only child would be dead. 
The thought bothered him, just as he knew it should. Even when he remembered the times when he and Jason had argued for hours about the war, the Resistance, or even his mother, it didn’t quell the ache in his heart. Jason was still his son. As much as Ethan had tried to ignore that fact over the years, as much as he had tried to bury away all memories of his family behind layers and layers of rage, it had never worked. He could forget them for a day or maybe even a week, but eventually their faces would haunt him again, and he would think back to the days when they had all been together. 
Before his homeland had been conquered. Before his king had been slain. Before he had traded his body and soul for a chance to vindicate his people. 
Before Elissa had left him. 
He closed his eyes and clenched his fist around his silver goblet. Elissa’s last moments seared into his mind: her body half-crushed in the rubble at Ashenfel, her soft, tear-streaked face begging Ethan to keep Jason safe. And next to her, Selvhara telling him she was too far gone to save. Worst of all, he remembered the relief he had felt despite the pain. Elissa’s death had been his liberation. He’d no longer been forced to expend effort and worry about protecting a helpless family; he could throw himself fully into battle because he no longer had anything to lose. A week later he had suited Jason up and sent him into real combat for the first time. Father and son, fighting together in a lost cause against an unstoppable enemy…and alongside them both, the outsider who understood them better than their wife and mother.
Ethan slammed his fist into the table hard enough to send its contents crashing to the floor. He turned to face the woman half-sitting in the window frame as she eyed him with a combination of concern and confusion. 
“It could be a lot worse,” Ria Magran soothed. “Selvhara seems convinced that Jason will survive. She just expects that it will take him a few days. We can hide until then.”
Ethan sighed and leaned back, once more sealing away the past into the deep recesses of his mind. “Jason will manage.”
“Then this is a victory, if a costly one. The Last Dawn and Solarian reinforcements should be here in three days, and with the vaeyn on full-time healing duty, you should be able to use your minions to protect us.”
“Once the reinforcements are here, we won’t need demons anymore,” Ethan told her. “Our battle is now their battle.”
Ria nodded. “Right. So then what are you concerned about?”
He couldn’t tell her everything, of course. Subordinates didn’t need to be sandbagged with unnecessary information, especially not her. Fifteen years ago, Ria Magran had served as a sharpshooter in the king’s army, but she had never been a Hand of Whitestone like Ethan and Aidan. They had never touched the Aether or felt the power of an Ascendant bond. She and the rest of the rebels were useful soldiers and loyal Galvians, and he respected their sacrifice…but they could never truly understand what they were fighting for. Thankfully, they didn’t have to in order to win this war. 
“It’s possible that Jason won’t be willing to help us,” Ethan said after a moment. “He has never completely understood why I chose to continue fighting.”
“Yes,” she murmured. “I don’t mean to offend you, sir, but if Jason really wanted to help us, he would have been here these last few years.”
“If he had been with us, then he probably would have died at Tibel along with almost everyone else,” he replied bitterly. He grunted and waved a hand. “But you’re right, of course. He used the spark to save his friends, not to save us.”
Ria nodded. “Still, it was an honorable enough act. He could have easily run and didn’t.”
“Jason has always been loyal to his friends, and he does what he believes is right,” Ethan said. “We just tend to disagree on the latter.”
“So if he doesn’t wish to help us…what do we do about it?”
“We have to rely on our original plan either way. There’s no reason to change anything.”
“You still think you can convince this priestess to assassinate her own king?”
Ethan smiled tightly. “Krystia is Galvian by blood, even if she doesn’t acknowledge it. She has as much reason to hate the Crell as anyone else; it destroyed her life and family not so long ago. She’s also starting to realize how much of an outcast she really is inside Solaria—and how unwilling Areekan is to do anything about it. Soon enough that bitterness will fester, and she’ll realize that destroying him is the only way out.”
“There’s a pretty thick line between resenting someone and murdering them,” Ria reminded him. “And to be honest, I have no idea how you plan to get demons inside the capital, let alone reach the king in a time of war.”
“I have a few ideas,” Ethan said noncommittally. “Her position at the temple will go a long way. She also has her legs wrapped around one of the Legion Generals—I’m not worried about our options.”
Ria studied him impassively for a long moment. “Even if everything works the way you plan, you do realize you won’t have any reliable way to control her?”
 “I neither want nor need to; the war will do that for us. By the time it’s over, there will be a very thick, very bloody scar across Torsia. Much will change.”
“And that doesn’t bother you?”
“The alternative bothers me more,” Ethan rasped. “We’re living in it.” 
Ria lifted herself from the windowsill and leaned against the wall instead, arms folded. “Are you sure you don’t want to wait on Jason? If you’re wrong about him…”
“I want to,” he murmured, “but we can’t. No matter what happens with Jason, the bottom line is we can’t win this war without the Alliance military—and the Alliance military can’t win this war with a dying old man on the throne.”
She sighed and turned her head for a while, but eventually she nodded with grudging acceptance. “All right. So what are you going to do with your minions?”
Ethan gave the woman a once-over. Like him, Ria was a pragmatist through and through. She didn’t question his minions or their motives, and she didn’t care if he possessed every Crell soldier in the city and had them eat each other alive. What mattered to her was victory—everything else was secondary. Her family had been entirely wiped out during the war, and she was probably too old and too hardened to carry another child. At this point, she had nothing left to live for besides revenge. The two of them were a generation removed but very similar regardless. If not for Jason still being alive, they might have been identical.
But despite that, Kyle Adar was still his preferred confidant. He was a patriot, a loyal citizen of a proud nation. He fought for his people and their way of life, not for blind revenge. He barely accepted the sacrifices Ethan had made, and some day that acceptance might stop altogether. But until then, Ethan recognized the value of a man driven by ideals. It separated them from the soulless tyrants they sought to destroy. Troops followed idealistic men driven by principle, not bitter ones consumed by rage. 
 “I’m going to release the demons here,” Ethan said. “Without direct control, they’ll run amuck in the heart of the city and force the watch to deal with them directly. I’ll summon more when I reach Solaria.”
“I see,” Ria replied. She didn’t speak the words, but her concern was obvious. Each summon damaged his body more and more, and replacing the arsenal he had here was going to take a serious toll on his already waning body. 
“I’ll be fine,” he assured her. “Now get back to base and keep everyone moving. We need the compound completely evacuated by nightfall.”
“Yes, sir.”
Ria did a half salute and then left the room. Ethan took a deep breath and sighed. The faces of his family once again rose to the surface of his thoughts, but this time he allowed himself to remember what he had lost. Revenge might have ultimately been a hollow, soul-consuming pursuit, but it did warm the blood and focus the mind. 
And right now, that was more than enough. 
 
***
 
Sarina Zharrs experimentally stretched her shoulder and tried her best not to wince. The pain was a fraction of what it was even an hour ago, and their resident vaeyn nursemaid assured her it would be gone by the end of the day. The pain in her head, sadly, wasn’t going anywhere, at least not for a while. Her assailant had apparently fractured her skull when he had hurled her into the wall. Sarina was lucky to be alive, let alone conscious, and the lingering soreness seemed a small price to pay. Still, she silently wished Selvhara and her more pronounced healing abilities weren’t lying unconscious on a cot.  
“Are you well yet?” Gor asked from behind her. “Or are you planning on lounging around for a few more hours?”
Sarina turned. The chagari had been helping load supplies onto carts outside in preparation for their move to a new compound. Normally he groused every time they assigned him to handle all the physical labor, but right now there wasn’t any other choice; he was one of precious few people who hadn’t suffered any crippling injuries during the attack. 
“Your concern is touching, but I’m fine,” she told him, not bothering to hide her sarcasm. “I’d ask you the same, but your fur doesn’t even seem ruffled.”
“Crell are easy prey,” he replied with a shrug. His lower fangs peeked out from his lips in the chagari equivalent of a smile. 
“I’m glad you think so. I doubt anyone else here would agree.”
Sarina glanced back into the infirmary where Elade was still busily flitting from patient to patient. Ten rebels had died in total—the biggest loss in months—and another two dozen had suffered severe injuries, including Selvhara and Highlord Dracian. Worse, the two Bound had even been stripped of their power by one of the Crell Imperators, and Sarina had no idea if anyone in the world could possibly treat that wound. 
The most frustrating part of all, however, might have been the fact that almost no one here appreciated the importance of the sacrifice they had just made. In their eyes, friends and family had just died in defense of a man who had deserted them years ago and who might not even wish to help them now. And Sarina, of course, was the one who’d brought Jason back here to Lyebel in the first place. She could already feel the resentment flowing off the others. 
“I’ve been meaning to ask you,” she said after a moment. “What happened to the guards Adar sent to follow you around the city?”
“They’re dead,” Gor replied flatly. 
“I know, but how?” she pressed. During the evening’s skirmish, she had managed to stalk and kill several of the Crell assassins, and in the process she had stumbled across Gor inside one of the taverns. He had vanished off into the night, leaving his bodyguards behind…and she had yet to learn why. “You never elaborated on the details.”
“They were ambushed by Zarul agents, what do you think?”
“They were ambushed in the back room of a tavern bustling with people? Then why did the Zarul let you walk out of there when they knew you were working with us?”
His orange eyes narrowed into dangerous slits. “They probably knew better than to antagonize a chagari.”
“The Zarul aren’t scared of anyone,” Sarina reminded him. “I want to know how you managed to walk out the front door of that place without the Crell following you. There’s no way they just let you go.”
“Apparently they did. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have cargo to haul—unless you would finally like to get up off your ass and help.”
He started to step past her, but Sarina placed herself in his way. He was far stronger, of course, especially in her current state, but she doubted he would toss her aside. If he did…well, that would answer her question just the same. 
 “They had one man tracking you, but he wasn’t taking any great pains to stay close. When he found me, I had to kill him.” She folded her arms across her chest. “How much did they pay you?”
Gor bared his fangs dangerously for a moment before his lips twisted into a smile. “Jason likes to think he’s very clever, but I’ve always said he underestimates you.”
“Most people do,” she said tartly. “Now answer the question.”
His smile faded. “Several bricks. Not much compared to our last haul, I admit, but it was still flattering of them.”
“So they did pay you off,” she hissed.
“Like you said, they weren’t just going to allow me to leave that tavern without making a deal. If I had fought back, the Crell would have just killed me along with Adar’s goons.”
“Instead you sold them out and tried to make a clean getaway?”
“It was them or me,” Gor replied matter-of-factly. “I gave them the compound’s location, then took the money and left. Frankly I’m surprised they held up their end of the bargain.”
Sarina felt her jaw clench, and her hand instinctively dropped to the axes on her belt. “So you sold us out, too.”
“No, I made the best of an unwinnable situation,” he corrected. “If I resisted, the Crell had the resources to get what they needed, even if it meant torturing Adar’s people or ripping the location from their thoughts directly. You could say I gave them a quick death instead of a brutal one.”
“How noble of you.”
He grunted. “Please. I’d expect that useless banter from one of the others, but not you. You’re a survivor just like me, Asgardian, and you would have made exactly the same choice in my place.”
Sarina stepped in close enough that she could feel his breath. “I don’t betray my friends. That’s always been the difference between our people.”
“No, you probably would have lost your temper and entered a fight you couldn’t win,” Gor chided. “Then again, that’s what you ended up doing anyway, isn’t it? One of these days you’ll have to learn to pick and choose your battles.”
“I could kill you right here and no one would stop me.”
He shrugged. “Perhaps, but you’re more likely to end up a permanent stain on this road. Not that it matters—as angry as you want to be, you know I came back and saved dozens of lives at the compound. Without me, this pitiful ‘resistance’ would probably be dead.”
“That wasn’t your plan,” Sarina growled. “I’m guessing you felt guilty and changed your mind, or maybe you realized that without us, you were likely to end up as part of the nearest slave gang before you left the city.”
“There’s no way for you to know what I did or didn’t decide, ka’chek,” he hissed, using the old chagari racial slur for her people. “And all this bluster is irrelevant. You know what happened, and you believe that knowledge gives you leverage over me. You believe you can manipulate me later, and that’s why you aren’t going to attack me now. So why don’t you stop pretending and get out of my way?”
Sarina stood her ground for a long moment, her eyes boring into his, before finally stepping aside. As tempting as it was to hurl her axe into his back, it wouldn’t serve any purpose. He was right: she had leverage on him now, and she wasn’t about to forget it. In any case, as much as she wanted to blame him for everything, in reality she knew this wasn’t all his fault. And at the end of the day, he wasn’t the one who had brought this whirlwind of death to the Resistance in the first place.  
Sighing, she turned back to the infirmary. Virtually every person she cared about in the world was in that room. Adar was walking around now, if cautiously. His armor had saved his life several times over, but the crossbow wounds had still nearly finished him. Tam sat up in his bed speaking to the old loremaster, Aidan. Tam had suffered some nasty burns to his chest as well as several piercing wounds from crossbows and debris. Aidan, for his part, had been safely away from the battle, but his experience as a healer—even without his former channeling ability—made him a useful nurse. 
Two beds to the right, Jason lay prone and unconscious, lost in some mental struggle induced by the spark he had taken into himself. Sarina couldn’t even begin to imagine what it must have felt like; she barely understood Dracian’s description of the process when he had gone over it yesterday. Jason’s very identity was grappling with the memories and personality of a god...
Distantly, she wondered if that ultimately might have been the easier of the two battles looming before him. Assuming he did wake up, he would have to acknowledge that his two best friends had nearly died due to his decision to come to Lyebel, and one of them—a woman as close to family as he had left in this world—had lost her ability to channel, possibly forever. 
Then, of course, there was Sarina herself, the one whose wounded body had inspired Jason to open the damn cube in the first place. She wasn’t even sure where the two of them stood anymore. They had always been more than friends, and even though it felt like ages since they had been together, she couldn’t deny that some trace of their connection remained. Whether she wanted to admit it at the time or not, that was the reason she had tracked him across Taig, and the reason she had brought him here. It might not have been love, exactly, but it was real, whatever it was.  
Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Elade walking over towards her. Since the end of the evening’s battle, the paladin had been carrying bodies to the infirmary and using her powers to heal them. At first, no one had trusted her—Torsia was rife with rumors of vaeyn viciousness and depravity, after all—but at this point half the rebels in the compound probably owed her their lives, including Sarina herself. 
“You saved a lot of lives last night,” Elade said, smiling tightly. 
Sarina scoffed. “I should have been out there earlier. Maybe I could have gotten to the guy before he did this.”
“That might not have changed things for the better.” Elade tilted her gaze to the wounded. “He might have caught and killed you alone.”
“I doubt that,” Sarina replied quickly, though even to her ears it sounded more like stubborn pride than anything else. She had taken out four of the Zarul infiltrators on her own before running into their leader. Unfortunately, she’d proven no match for him. The silent admission annoyed her, but she decided there was no point in lying to herself about it. He had taken her down, and in some crazed display of chivalry, Jason had apparently tried to use the cube to destroy him. Now he was in a coma facing imminent death. 
“Regardless, what is done is done,” Elade said after a moment before sagging wearily to the ground.
Sarina said nothing for a long moment, her mind drifting and her eyes losing focus. She tried to picture the rest of the night’s battle in her head based on what Elade had told her earlier. 
“Would the Imperator have killed me if Jason hadn’t intervened?” she asked quietly, crouching down next to the other woman. 
“Maybe.”
“But you’re not certain.”
The vaeyn’s blue eyes flashed. “He caught me by surprise. I was wounded and had to fall back to recover. He used that time to threaten the two of you.”
“Did the cube even delay him at all?”
“A little.”
Sarina grinned wryly. “It’s okay to admit Jason made a bad choice. It wouldn’t exactly surprise me.”
Elade returned the smile, strained thought it was. “I’m not going to judge him for it. He did what he felt was right to save someone he cares about.”
In other words, yes, Sarina thought to herself. She closed her eyes and shook her head. At this point, she was mostly just annoyed with herself. Asgardians were fierce and brutal warriors, but pride was their most vital organ. A huntress of her age was supposed to be self-sufficient and cunning—and most of the time, she was. But she had gotten overconfident with the Crell leader. In the clarity of retrospect, his setup had been far too obvious. He had left himself in a vulnerable position despite the fact he knew his people were being picked off one by one. She should have been patient and waited or done something else he wouldn’t have expected. 
“I shouldn’t have put you in that position—either of you,” Sarina said after a moment. “It’s not a mistake I’ll repeat.”
Elade raised an eyebrow. “There’s nothing to regret. You took out most of his squad all by yourself. Without your help, they would have killed—”
“I’m not interested in platitudes,” Sarina snapped back. She shook her head in annoyance again and brought herself to her feet. She had dwelt on this too long already; it was time to move on. “You saved my life. I won’t forget it.”
Elade eyed her curiously. “While you’re busy remembering that, you should also remember that he tried to save it, too.”
Sarina followed her gaze to Jason. She had been taught to value those who fought from the heart. Battles only held glory when they stirred passions, after all, and Jason was a passionate man in his own way. He might not have had an over-arching cause in the world, but he did fight for the people he cared about. As flattering as it was to think he had done this solely for her, he probably would have done it for any of the others, too. It was what made him the man that he was, and one of the reasons she had fallen in love with him the first time.  
“I will,” Sarina murmured, then turned and went outside to help Gor finish preparing the rest of the supplies. 
 
***
 
Tevek Dracian, Highlord of the Last Dawn, looked down at the mighty broadsword resting on the table in front of him. He had wielded this weapon for over thirty years now; the Aether-infused steel had survived hundreds of battles and several major wars. Its impossibly sharp edge had cleaved the limbs from wicked men, and its glimmering tip had pierced the hearts of foul demons. This blade, aptly named Temperance, bore a powerful legacy of service, sacrifice, and restraint. 
And yet as Tevek’s fingers slowly curled about the grip, it was as if he were lifting its weight for the first time. He couldn’t feel it’s movements as if it were an extension of his body; he couldn’t see the aura of Aetheric energy sharpening and strengthening the metal. All he could see was a heavy piece of steel held by a scared, broken man who had never felt so alone in all his life. 
“How is the head?”
Sighing, he glanced over his shoulder to Elade. Her smile was warm, but her aura was cold. He could no longer see the Aether flowing off and through her, nor could he feel its currents binding them together. 
“Better,” Tevek managed. “I owe you my life. So does everyone else here.”
Her smile faded. Dozens of people had probably told her the same thing already, and she was obviously long past sick of hearing it. Still, it was the truth: without her, the cube would almost assuredly be in the Zarul’s hands, and Jason and many others would be dead. Tevek had been proud of her from the first moment he had taken her to the Citadel, and she had proven herself many times over at places like Serogar. 
But today was different. Today she might have saved an entire continent. And if not for his selfish decision to send her to protect Jason, this entire catastrophe might have been avoided altogether. He had known that the Crell would attack the compound first, and he wanted to be there to defend it himself. But if Elade had been here instead of him the battle would have been over almost before it began. She would have defeated the Crell Imperator right away, and Tevek and Selvhara would likely still have their powers. 
“Any word yet from Gabriel?” he whispered, turning away and biting down on his lip in disgust. He had never been one to dwell on regrets, and now seemed like a poor time to start. 
“The knights and the Solarian troops are set to leave within the hour,” Elade said. “Adar believes we’ll have everyone moved into a new safe-house by the time they arrive in the city.”
“Good. Hopefully the Crell won’t be able to mount another attack by then.”
“If they do, I’ll be ready for them,” she promised, her voice surprisingly cold. 
Tevek glanced back to study her. Her face was hard and her glowing eyes were narrowed dangerously. She clearly blamed herself for what had happened to him, as foolish as that was. 
“This wasn’t your fault, Elade,” he told her. “You saved—”
“I should have been there for you,” she cut him off with a wave of her hand. “I could have stopped him before he did…this.”
“We had no way of knowing the Crell possessed this kind of power,” Tevek reminded her. “And it was my decision to send you away.”
Elade didn’t reply, but she didn’t need to. Ever since she had been knighted at Serogar—and ever since age had begun to take a more vicious toll upon him—she had considered herself the Highlord’s personal protector. She accompanied him virtually everywhere he went, and even though she would never actually say it, she worried about his health and safety. A different man might have felt patronized or emasculated, but Tevek never had. He didn’t allow his pride to blind him to the reality that his own skills were waning even as hers were waxing. 
She had come a long way since he had rescued her battered body from that warehouse in Tauros. And not just physically—even back then she had already been one of the most powerful warriors he had ever met. But emotionally, she had healed from her unspeakable trauma in a way that few others could. She had adopted the ideals of the Dawn and blended them with the pragmatism of the vaeyn. The result was the woman he saw before him, bloodied and haunted but never defeated. A true Knight of the Last Dawn…even if the others couldn’t always see it.
“If you’re ready, I think we should start moving the patients who can walk,” Elade said into his reverie. “Adar wants us to take different paths and travel in separate groups even though we’ll mostly be walking underground— better safe than sorry, I suppose.”
“It’s for the best,” Tevek replied. “We drove them off, but the Coats will be back for Jason soon enough.”
She frowned and lowered her voice. “Maybe, but now that you’re up there are some things I wished to ask you. I still haven’t been able to figure out why the city watch hasn’t pounced on this opportunity. And how in the hell have these people survived here so long? They weren’t prepared for an attack by even a handful of Bound.”
“The Crell want them here,” he reasoned. “Even the Zarul could have been more destructive if they’d wished. This was a surgical strike designed to get what they wanted and flush out a few important targets, not to wipe out the Resistance wholesale.”
“Which makes no sense. They wanted the cube, sure, but why would they pass up an opportunity to wipe out the rebels while they’re at it?”
Tevek nodded. “That’s the real question here. What do the Crell have to gain by allowing an active rebellion inside one of Galvia’s largest cities?”
Elade sighed. “It weakens their standing image with the populace and even threatens to destabilize the rest of the country. People across the Imperium will hear of the insurrection here and start to get ideas of their own.”
“And if the Alliance starts to believe that the Galvians have a chance, it gives them an excuse to start funneling supplies across the border.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Maybe that’s it. Maybe the Crell want to use the rebels as bait to get the Alliance to commit forces despite the peace treaty.”
“That seems like an overly elaborate ruse to start a war,” Tevek murmured. “Nothing is stopping the Crell from invading right now. They already have forces in position.”
“Baiting the Solarians would be better politics. The Sovereigns must know that if they just up and invade, they risk a possible counterattack from the Asgardians.”
“And potentially the Talishites, who are undoubtedly still riled up about the Crell incursion last year.”
Elade brushed a few loose strands of white hair from her eyes. “I just don’t see how delaying an invasion is going to change any of those calculations. Opportunists are going to pounce regardless.” 
“There’s something else going on, and I suspect Adar might know what it is,” Tevek told her. “Others might too; I can’t imagine many being so deluded to believe they’re defeating a superior opponent.”
“Desperate people want to believe in anything, but you’re probably right. There have to be others. We just need to find out who they are.”
“Sadly, spying and interrogation are somewhat beyond our realm of expertise.”
“Yours, maybe,” Elade said with a wry grin. “Not all of us were born paladins.”
“I knew you were holding out on me,” Tevek muttered.
She shrugged. “I should be able to snoop around the city at night without being detected. I would ask Sarina to help, but I’m not certain we can trust her loyalties.”
He pursed his lips. “I admit I never expected her to join up with the rebels. But if push comes to shove, I know she would side with her friends. According to Sel, she and Jason are…close.”
“Mm,” Elade murmured, glancing back over her shoulder to the unconscious man. “I wish I could do more for him. I can feel the turbulence in his mind, but I’m afraid I’ve never been much of a telepath.”
“Even if you were, I’m not sure it would matter. His mind will have to work this out on its own.”
“It will. He’s stronger than he looks.”
“I hope so,” Tevek said gravely. “If he dies…”
“Then everything will fall apart,” Elade whispered. “The rebels will turn on each other in a heartbeat.”
“Yes.” He glanced over to Selvhara’s cot. “Frankly, I’m a little surprised it hasn’t descended into chaos yet. Even back when Ethan was alive and the Resistance was strong, I think Sel was the one who actually held everything together. She might have been an outsider, but everyone respected her.”
Elade placed a hand on his shoulder. “You love her, don’t you?”
He sighed. “Yes, and she loves Jason. He’s the son she never had.”
“Hopefully she can return home to Calhara with you and restore her bond. I’m sure it will take a while to get all the way back to Sorthaal, but I’m sure there’s a portal—”
“She can’t go back,” Tevek said, wincing. “She’s an exile.”
Elade frowned. “Then why was she allowed to keep her Ascendant bond?”
“The faeyn don’t strip powers from their Bound lightly. Remember, they don’t have a centralized Ascendant; they receive their powers from the lingering spirit of Anvira.” He raised an eyebrow. “I assumed you would know more about your cousins.”
“Do you know the details of every human civilization?” she countered with a shrug. “Vaeyn are taught very little about others, unfortunately.”
Tevek sighed. “I feel like a shell of the man I was just a few days ago, but Sel has been bonded for over two-hundred years. I can’t imagine what it will be like for her when she finally awakens…”
“She’ll manage,” Elade said, squeezing his arm. “She must be a strong woman or you’d never have fallen in love with her.”
“The strongest,” he agreed. “I’m a lucky man to be surrounded by all these strong and beautiful women.”
Elade snorted but leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “We should get moving. And you need to figure out how you’re going to get back to Celenest.”
“I should stay here until the reinforcements arrive. Just in case.”
“Just in case what? You’re not going to fight anyone off in your condition.”
“At the very least, I’m staying until Sel is awake.”
“All right,” Elade said. “But until then, we need to get you moved and back in bed, old man.”
He snorted. “I take back all the nice things I just said about you.”
She wrapped her hand around his waist to help him walk. “Come on, this way.”
 
 



Chapter Two
 
“If you cannot defeat your enemies, make your enemies defeat themselves.”
—Shol T’son, Yamatan General, 1439 AG
 
Krystia Tharule blinked wearily and stretched her arms before a familiar annoying hum from her nightstand caught her attention. She sat up too quickly and immediately regretted it when her head started spinning. It took several moments for her to remember what was going on. 
Her plush couch was empty; Darius must have left before dawn or maybe even slipped out last night. It wasn’t all that unusual for him, given the demands on his schedule, but they had both gotten impressively drunk. He had taken her roughly over the edge of the desk and then again upon the clothes-strewn floor, but afterwards they had both passed out on her bed. She glanced to the tall-case clock and noted it was just after six—why would Ethan be trying to contact her so early?
Yawning and lumbering tiredly over to her nightstand, Krystia reached out to the Aether and channeled its purifying energies into her body. By the time she opened the lock and retrieved the calling crystal, her head had cleared and she felt more refreshed than she had in days. She took a quick moment to fix her hair before setting the crystal on the desk and energizing it with her power. Ethan’s image soon materialized inside it. 
“I hope I’m not interrupting anything important,” he said, his voice as cold as ever. 
“Not really. I was actually planning on contacting you later today.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Well, you won’t be able to, not for several days.”
“Going somewhere?”
“Yes, in fact,” he said. “I’m coming to see you again.”
Krystia frowned. “Considering what just happened, this seems like a particularly bad time for you to leave. Aren’t you worried about holding your position in Lyebel?”
“We’ll be fine. I presume the Highlord’s minions informed you about the details of what happened?”
“Yes,” she replied gravely. Half the reason she’d gotten so drunk last night was to try and forget about it. “I can’t believe Tevek lost his ability to channel…”
“So has Selvhara,” Ethan whispered, an uncharacteristic twinge of concern in his voice. “They’re both fortunate to even be alive.”
Krystia nodded distantly. Her mind flickered back to the siege at Fort Isen all those years ago. The elysian druid had fought to protect the refugees from the Crell, and she had sealed them inside the mountain pass to wait for reinforcements. Tevek had always been fond of her…and now they were both broken, both physically and mentally. 
“Severing an Ascendant bond,” Krystia whispered. “It seems impossible.”
“Yes,” Ethan murmured. “If the Crell have a new channeling technique at their disposal, then it becomes all the more imperative for us to accelerate our plans. My hope is that only a few of their Imperators possess the knowledge. We captured the one responsible, and an interrogation might tell us more.”
 She scoffed. “I’m surprised you don’t want to stay there to conduct it yourself.”
“I would if I could, believe me.” He pressed his lips into a tight line. “The vaeyn was the one who ultimately defeated the Crell, and thankfully she still has her powers. Unfortunately, her presence means that my minions are now officially a liability. Adar and the others will have to defend Jason on their own.”
Jason…
The name was yet another echo from Krystia’s past. He was the first person she had seen after she’d killed her parents in that Isen tower, and for a long time afterwards he had been her personal hero, the one who had snatched her from the inevitable jaws of death. But she hadn’t seen him in many years, not since she was taken away for training in the Celenest temple. As time went on, Tevek had taken Jason’s place as her own private white knight, but she had never forgotten the young man’s face or what he had done to protect her those years ago. 
She could scarcely believe the cold, ruthless image in front of her was that man’s father. 
“I dispatched the rest of my minions here to assault the Crell garrison and keep them occupied while my people regroup,” Ethan went on. “That should contain the situation until I can reach Celenest and the Alliance reinforcements arrive.”
Krystia nodded and dragged her thoughts back into the present. “At least the Council was willing to send reinforcements. Darius was shocked when they agreed to it.”
“The councilors responded just as we thought they would. They cannot ignore demons—or the new threat posed by this Crell channeling technique.”
“They tried to, believe me,” she said. “Most of the councilors were still hesitant to commit. We’re fortunate Lord Alistan came around; he’s been the de facto leader of the opposition for as long as I can remember.” Her upper lip curled in disgust. “They’re still terrified to start a war, even with an invasion army staring them in the face.”
“We got what we wanted,” Ethan said. “For now that will have to be enough.”
Krystia eyed him warily. “You really seem determined to get out of Lyebel. Did the Crell finally spook you, or are you just that scared of the paladins?”
“You’re the one who sent them into the city in the first place,” he reminded her tartly. “But you’re just going to have to accept that you don’t have all the facts about the situation here. Tevek may be wounded, but he’s no fool—and neither is the vaeyn. Sooner or later, they’re going to realize the Resistance could never have survived this long on their own. When they do, they’re going to start asking questions…and it will be best for everyone if I’m not around to answer them.”
“Hiding here might not be any easier for you,” Krystia said. “Sir Alric and several other knights stayed behind in the city. And the closer you are to me, the more you jeopardize my safety.”
“Perish the thought,” he sneered, then sighed. “Listen, Krystia: things are in motion now that we no longer control. The Crell are going to invade soon, far sooner than even your general thinks. When that time comes, I need to be in Celenest to assist you.”
She frowned. “How do you know this?”
 “As I said, you don’t have all the facts. But it doesn’t matter—the point is that an invasion is coming, just like Iouna has been warning the Council for months.”
Krystia pursed her lips and thought back to her earlier conversation with Darius about the Council. “Darius told me that the Crell’s so-called ‘invasion force’ is far too limited to pose a threat to any of our border garrisons. The Council knows this too, and they’re reading it as defensive posturing.”
“That’s the general idea.” Ethan paused for a moment and seemed to steel his expression. “I leaked our plans to them.”
Her face fell flat. “You what?”
“Not the specifics, of course, just the general plan. They know a coup is coming—they know someone is going to try and eliminate Areekan.” He leaned back in his chair. “The Sovereigns are counting on it.”
Krystia tried to respond, but her throat had gone so dry she couldn’t speak. If he had been standing here in front of her, she would have been tempted to crush every bone in his body with Aether. Why would he have done this? Ethan despised the Crell more than anyone she had ever known; he had spent the last decade sacrificing his friends and even his soul to destroy them. How could he possibly do this to her? To them?
“If you let your anger subside and think it through, you will see this is the only solution to our problem,” he told her calmly. 
She nearly melted the crystal into slag with her glare. “You’re very lucky you aren’t here right now.”
Ethan grunted contemptuously. “I know how irrational you can be; I wouldn’t presume to deliver this news in person.”
Normally she was quite adept at ignoring or countering his barbs, but this time…this time all she could think about was burning that arrogant little smile off his face. 
“Then you better not come here at all,” she warned. 
“Krystia, listen to me. We don’t have much time. When winter comes, Areekan will risk a Rite of Ascension, and our opportunity to seize power will be lost. Whoever he chooses to succeed him will be just as weak and just as single-minded. He won’t free the Unbound from the Asylum, and he won’t be willing to risk war with the Crell. He’ll sit there comfortably on his throne while the Imperium wipes out the Resistance and then rebuilds its forces to crush the Alliance.”
“If we kill Areekan during an invasion, we’ll be handing the Alliance over to them!”
“Don’t be foolish. The Crell don’t want a prolonged war right now, either. They’re weak and they know it. They may be self-important despots, but even they realize the value in a quick war. They believe a coup is the perfect opportunity for them to end an inevitable conflict before it ever really begins.”
“Of course it is,” she hissed. “Without a king, our armies will be helpless.”
“Which you’ve known all along,” he reminded her. 
“Yes, but if the Crell know in advance, they’ll be ready for easy victories and push much harder. We won’t be able to recover in time.”
Ethan shook his head. “What did you think was going to happen? We both knew from the beginning this plan involved a war. Areekan has to be occupied coordinating his Bound if this is going to work.”
“I expected a war, not a slaughter,” Krystia snapped. “We want to be the ones on the offensive by persuading the Council to launch a preemptive strike. It will fail, but that’s far less devastating than letting the Crell crush our border defenses and walk halfway across the country before we’re ready for them!”
He remained expressionless for a long moment before a thin smile crept across his face. “I admit, you surprise me.”
“Because I’m not a fool?” She shook her head and laughed caustically. “I’ve told you before you don’t know anything about me.”
“Maybe not,” he conceded, “but in this case you’re going to have to trust me. The Alliance is not going to start a war no matter how much we prod the Council. That means our only choice was to provoke the Crell.” He paused meaningfully, his image shifting as he leaned towards his own crystal. “I’ve found the only solution here, and we have to work with it.” 
“Your ‘solution’ will cost thousands of lives, probably tens of thousands,” she pointed out. “If the Crell push through Garos, they might even be able to threaten the capital by first snowfall.”
“Possible, but unlikely,” he mused. “At most they’ll take a few outposts before the winter snow locks them in, and in the meantime you will be able to rebuild your forces and add in the strength of the Unbound. That is what you’ve wanted all along, isn’t it?”
Krystia winced. “I never wanted to be queen. I never wanted to rule. I just want my people to be free.”
“We all have to make sacrifices to get what we want. Just be thankful that yours involves transforming into a god.”
She shot him another glare. “There are times I wish we’d never met.”
Ethan shrugged. “With a strong Ascendant in control of the Alliance and a strengthened Resistance in Lyebel, we’ll be able to split their northern forces. There’s also an excellent chance that you can ask the Asgardians and even the Talishites for aid.”
“That’s a lot of implied ‘ifs,’” she murmured. 
“It’s the only way to get what we both want, Krystia,” Ethan told her. “Sooner or later you’ll have to learn to accept that.”
She unfolded her arms and placed her hands on the nightstand. As her rage slowly faded, she realized he was right, at least partially. They had maybe a month and a half before the roads became impassable. Tevek himself said that’s all the king was waiting for to transfer power. She and Ethan could use that time to rebuild…and perhaps she could even convince the Unbound to fight at their new savior’s side. 
“You should have told me about this,” she murmured. 
Ethan grunted. “You weren’t ready to hear it earlier, but I know you are now. You’ve seen how the king treats your kind, and you’ve seen how the Council would rather play politics than do what is necessary.”
She slowly shook her head. It was all moving so fast. Her time at the Asylum, her conversation with Sovan—and her realization of the importance of her role in all of this. The destinies of millions rode on her decisions…
“I need time to think,” she whispered. 
“I will be in Celenest in three days,” he told her. “We can speak again when I arrive, but we’ll need to start the plan in motion. If we wait too long, the opportunity will pass.”
Krystia nodded fractionally. “Fine. Just make sure Elade doesn’t catch you on the way out. It would be a pity if she was forced to run you through.”
“I’ll be at my safe house three mornings from now,” he went on, ignoring the jibe. “Then we shall make our final arrangements.”
“Very well,” she replied, and deactivated the calling crystal.  
Krystia wasn’t sure if she could ever make sense of all of this or truly appreciate the importance of what was happening. Speaking with Darius last night, she had finally started to achieve some certainty in her life. He was right about her powers; they were a gift, not a curse, and Solaria would be a much stronger nation if it understood that. Beyond that, it could be a shining example to the rest of the world about the virtues of the Unbound. 
But the cost was so high. No matter what happened, the blood of thousands would be on her hands. The Imperium would score many victories before the Alliance recovered, if in fact it ever did. How many villages would fall as the Crell marched across the border? How many homes would be burned? How many lives would be ruined? How many would she sacrifice for the future of a few hundred students?
Pressing her eyes shut, Krystia sank to her knees and cried. 
 
***
 
“It would seem she is smarter than you thought, master.”
Ethan turned his head and glared at the demon in annoyance. Unlike Trz’yel, his previous demonic supplicant, this new servant was human size and rippling with muscle. His name was Mak’vel, and he was a draeloth, a savage and destructive demonic breed empowered with superior strength and agility. 
In other words, just the type of creature Ethan required to spearhead an assault upon the Crell garrison. 
“I’ve never doubted her intellect or her power,” Ethan replied evenly. “But she is also naïve and impressionable, and that makes her easy to manipulate.”
The demon’s face—if the swirling mass of muscle and teeth at the center of its torso could really be called a face—writhed with anticipation. “You should allow me to take her, master. I could make her even stronger.”
Ethan grunted. “She would kill you before you got close. Besides, I don’t need to control her directly. Her passion will be of great use to us in the war.”
“You really believe she will murder her own king?”
“Yes, she will. It’s the only way to get what she wants. She’s finally realizing that.”
The demon paused for a moment. “You play a dangerous game, master.”
Ethan shrugged. “Not really. Everyone is driven by their own personal interests. The key is to identify them and then figure out a way to align them with your own. On that note…”
Ethan reached into his desk and pulled out another calling crystal. It was more elaborate than Krystia’s version, but it served the same purpose. The main difference was security—the Aetheric enchantment keyed the crystal to a specific individual, so even if it was stolen the thief would find it useless. 
The Zarul had their moments of true ingenuity. Even he couldn’t deny them that. 
He tapped the stone. A few seconds later the face of a middle-aged woman with black hair and green eyes materialized on its surface. She offered him a faint nod. 
“It’s good to hear from you again, General,” Sovereign Alexandra Damir said in a heavy Crell accent. “I trust you bring good news.”
“Events are proceeding as I predicted,” he told her. “I will be out of contact for a few days while I travel to Solaria and make final preparations.”
She smiled. “Exactly what I wanted to hear. I will be sending you an agent to assist you as required.”
“That won’t be necessary,” Ethan assured her, making certain to put a trace of serious concern in his voice. “I am quite capable of handling the situation on my own.”
“I’m sure you are, but unfortunately I must insist. There’s too much at stake for me here to risk an error in the final moments. Once I deploy our troops, there is no going back.”
“As you wish, Your Eminence,” he replied with forced exasperation. “How will I make contact with this agent?”
“Don’t worry about that, General. He’ll find you shortly after you arrive.”
“I would recommend he not expose himself to anyone else in the city. My other contacts would not understand his presence.”
“He’s not in the habit of leaving footprints for others to find,” she said. “You have nothing to worry about. I’m sure his skills will come in quite handy to you.”
“No doubt,” Ethan replied stiffly. “I’ll contact you again when I’m settled inside the capital.”
“I look forward to it.”
The image faded, and Ethan relaxed his face. He reached behind his head and tried to massage out some annoying kinks in his neck. 
Mak’vel made a type of gurgling sound. “She seemed convinced by your concern.”
“The Zarul are used to everyone being terrified of them,” he said. “Breaking expectations only serves to raise suspicion.”
“I’m surprised you haven’t tried to hide your true identity from her.”
Ethan shrugged and stood from his chair. “There’s no point in lying; she would find out eventually anyway. Besides, in this case my reputation is actually an advantage. She knows I loathe the Alliance, and she knows how desperately I wish to channel the Aether again. She believes I’ll sacrifice anyone and anything to get what I want.”
“Will you?”
Ethan grunted. “We shall see.”
The demon stirred, the spiked, arm-like appendages stretching out from its back twitching. “Are you certain you don’t wish me to accompany you, master? I could be very useful.”
“I’m sure you could, but there are plenty of others where you came from,” Ethan told him. “No, you’re going to attack the garrison and die in the process.”
Its mouth twisted. “You could resummon me when you reach Solaria.”
“I might. It all depends on how well you perform in this task.” Ethan smiled darkly and clenched the warm crimson jewel around his neck. If only he had this much control over his human subjects, history would have turned out much differently. 
“The Crell shall bleed rivers in your name, master.”
Ethan grunted and stood. He had some packing to do before leaving and wanted to get on the road as soon as possible. With any luck, he could have preparations finalized within a few days of his arrival, and then Damir could send in her forces. All told, it wouldn’t be more than a week until the fighting began, and then he and Krystia could finish what they’d started. 
And once she had restored his powers, the real war could begin. 
 
***
 
“You really have at thing for heights, don’t you?”
Sarina didn’t bother to turn. “It’s peaceful when other people can’t reach you.”
Tam grunted. “Aidan said you’d probably be up here. I’m half surprised you’re not lurking around the city.”
“I was earlier.” 
He slid up next to her and plopped down just a few feet away. “It’s not quite the majestic view it used to be, but it’s better than just after the war when the only things left were burned out buildings and flaming piles of rubble.”
Sarina nodded idly as she swept her eyes across the dozens of ships desperately trying to squeeze into this section of the harbor. She sat perched upon Lyebel’s great clock tower, a lasting monument whose survival might have been the most unlikely miracle of the war’s final battle. It loomed over every other building in the city, and from here she could see virtually the entire docks and a hefty portion of the governing district at the center of the city. All things considered, this probably wasn’t the safest place to sit with one’s legs dangling over the edge, but that was probably also one major reason she loved it so much. When she had first come here to join the Resistance, she had spent several hours a day sitting up here memorizing the roads and studying the people. 
“Jace will make it,” Tam murmured after a few minutes of silence. 
She felt her cheek twitch. “Probably.”
“You really shouldn’t blame yourself, you know.”
“For what?”
“For him using that damn cube. I knew he was going to do it sooner or later.”
“He was going to take it to Solaria.”
Tam frowned. “What makes you say that?”
“Because it was the right thing to do,” Sarina muttered. “It would benefit the most people.”
“Maybe,” Tam replied neutrally. “I know that’s not what you wanted to do with it.”
“It belongs here with us,” she told him. “We’re the ones still fighting this war. The Alliance hasn’t done a damn thing to deserve something so powerful.”
He remained silent, though she could almost see the wagon wheels spinning inside his head. Tam was many things, but complicated wasn’t one of them. He spoke his mind and did as he pleased, and even though she enjoyed chiding him from time to time, the truth of the matter was that she had always found his earnestness refreshing. He was also doggedly loyal to Jason and Sel and even Gor. He had been suspicious of her at first, if for no other reason than to protect his best friend, but eventually she had managed to earn her way into his private circle. She wondered distantly if her exodus to Izara a few years ago had since removed her from it. 
“Maybe you should be happy that he used it, then,” Tam suggested after a moment. “Now that power is here in the city.”
Sarina sighed and closed her eyes. “Assuming he lives. If so…then maybe it was worth the cost.”
“Ten people dead, dozens more injured, and Tevek and Selvhara stripped of their powers…I’m not sure anything is worth that.”
“Not even ousting the Crell?” she asked. “You’re Galvian—these are your people we’re talking about.”
“My ‘people’ haven’t done a damn thing for me,” Tam reminded her. “I’ve been an outcast since I was twelve.”
“Maybe, but you can’t tell me you want to see the Imperium in charge of your homeland for the rest of your life.”
“Of course not; I’m just being realistic.” He turned away and twisted his lip. “Two of my best friends nearly died yesterday, and one may never channel again. No offense, but I’d rather have them safe and unharmed even if it meant this little revolution of yours fell apart.”
“That’s very short-sighted,” she muttered. “You almost sound like Jason.”
“I sound like you two years ago,” Tam corrected. “You said that same thing back then before you left. You told him to let this go, but he wouldn’t.”
Sarina clenched her jaw. “That was different.”
He snorted. “Uh-huh. Look, I have nothing against these people. I get that they lost a lot in the war: family, friends, and sometimes everything else. I completely understand why they want revenge. But it’s not my fight—it’s not our fight. The war is over and Galvia lost. It’s time to move on.”
“Move on,” she sneered. “People can’t just ‘move on’ from having their lives destroyed. All they have left is revenge.”
“You’ll forgive me if the lives and safety of my friends aren’t worth sating the vengeance of people I don’t know.”
“Now you’re just being a coward.”
“No, I’m being reasonable,” Tam countered. “I know you Asgardians live to prove yourselves in combat and all that, but you can pick a better fight that this.”
“There is no other fight!” Sarina snapped, bringing herself to her feet. “You don’t get it, do you? Look at what the Crell do. Look at how the Sovereigns abuse power and make their people live in fear. They murder, they steal, they enslave entire groups of people, and what does anyone do about it? Not a damn thing, that’s what. They roll over, one country after another, and soon there won’t be anyone left.”
She pulled free one of her axes and hurled it into the wooden wall. She glared at it for a moment, letting the rage course through her body. It was euphoric the way it heated her muscles and sharpened her reflexes. She had learned to mold her rage into a weapon when she wanted, but right now the will simply wasn’t there. Tam wasn’t her real enemy no matter how much she might have wished he were. Violence almost always made her feel better. 
 “The Alliance loves to talk about its ideals, about how their people run the country, not their Council or King,” Sarina murmured through clenched teeth. “But those ideas never extend past their border. They claim to abhor the Sovereigns and everything they stand for, but when the steel hits the grindstone they aren’t willing to push back. The Cell wipe out entire peoples, erase entire cultures, and what have the Solarians done about it?”
“Fought two wars,” Tam muttered. 
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “They fight wars through others. They send weapons and supplies across the border, but they don’t risk their own troops until it is too late. It happened with the Izarians, and then it happened again right here. By the time they get involved, the damage is done. The people who stood up and fought are already dead.” 
“That fellow you met down south must have been one hell of a man,” Tam whispered. “Getting you to believe in something—that’s quite a trick. Even Jason could never pull that off.”
Sarina whipped her head about. “Ghaile was a good man,” she breathed. “And the Crell killed him.”
The memories stirred in the back of her mind. The Zarul had raided the warehouse where Quilor Ghaile had been secretly funneling weapons across the Ikaran border into Talisham in order to help them fight back against the Crell. The Green Coats had killed everyone inside, and then they had strung Ghaile’s body up on the mast of his ship. Sarina had returned from a mission to find everyone she had worked with dead.
She had fled south to get away from Jason and the Crell and the constant politics of war in the north. Ikara was supposed to be a land of traders and merchant lords and mercenaries, and she’d figured an Asgardian could make a name for herself fighting off pirates and smugglers and other similar dregs of humanity. But no matter how far she ran, the war always seemed to follow in her wake. She had fallen in with Ghaile and his people only to realize months later that he hated the Crell as much as anyone. She had learned that organized resistance against the Crell had many faces beyond those in Galvia, but they all shared a common purpose…a purpose that eventually she had claimed as her own. 
“Is that why you’re so upset?” Tam asked after a moment. “Because you came back here and realize that Jace isn’t Ghaile?”
Sarina snorted. “Of course he’s not. Jason’s a coward just like the rest of you.”
“Cowardly men don’t sacrifice themselves to try and save people they care about.” 
Her eyes narrowed. “A minute ago you said Jason was going to use the cube regardless.”
“Maybe,” Tam said, shrugging, “but the bottom line is he did use it to try and save your life. And it’s bothering the hell out of you.”
“Why would that bother me?”
“Because you want to be mad at him. You want to hate him.”
“You’re an idiot, do you know that?”
“Sometimes,” Tam admitted with a shrug, “but not right now. You know I’m right. You left because you got sick of wandering aimlessly from place to place without a cause. As much as you like to think you’re a loner, you like being a part of something larger than yourself—it’s not a crime, everyone does it with one thing or another.”
“You seem to manage just fine. And so does Jason.”
Tam glanced down and smiled faintly. “We are part of something—we’re a team. We may not try to save the world every day, but we have a pretty good time and keep each other safe. Sometimes we even get paid for it. I can think of worse ways to make a living.”
Sarina turned away and glared at the axe embedded in the wall. She remained silent. 
“You fell in love with someone who taught you to believe in something,” he continued, his voice still cool and collected. “When he died, I think you came back here expecting everyone else to have changed with you. Here was Jason, this man you used to love, given this great opportunity to fight for ‘The Cause,’ and it looked like he was going to pass it up. Then the worst part is just when you are letting yourself resent him for it, he goes and nearly kills himself to protect you. Now you feel guilty.”
Sarina wrenched her axe free and stomped over to the edge of the tower overhang once more. Despite her best efforts, her rage was slowly seeping away, and now that was annoying her, too. “He’s a fool.”
“No, he’s Jason. It’s almost the same thing, but not quite.”
She snorted in disgust, mostly with herself. The image of Jason’s comatose body flashed in her thoughts, and she couldn’t bring herself to hate him no matter how much she wanted to. Deep down, she had actually expected him to chase her all the way to Ikara, but he hadn’t. He had been willing to let her go…and that might have been the most infuriating thing of all. 
Ghaile had been very similar in a lot of ways. He had been witty and charming, and his smile had been as infectious as any she’d ever seen. He also had the strength to put up a fight from time to time. Most importantly, though, Ghaile had a purpose. He might have just been a merchant, but he understood the true nature of the Imperium, and he knew it would take the actions of normal men and women to ultimately stop them. He smuggled medical supplies and weapons to revolutionaries all across Torsia, no matter how bleak their cause seemed. He risked his business and sometimes his life dealing with these people, and in the end it cost him both. 
When Sarina had found Jason in Taig, he’d been the same man she remembered…and that made it very easy to hate him. Here was a person whose father was a national hero; his name alone could command the loyalty of hundreds, possibly even thousands of his fellow Galvians. Yet Jason had turned his back on all of it. He was an easy target; he was the man standing amidst great evil who did nothing about it. He was more interested in finding ancient books no one cared about than fighting on behalf of the people who were counting on him.  
At first, she had welcomed the old resentment. It diluted the feelings she still had for him and made it easier to distance herself from his concerns. But it hadn’t lasted, of course, especially not when he had agreed to return home to Lyebel. A different man—a lesser man—would have immediately tried to unleash the power of the cube the moment he’d learned its true nature. But not Jason. Given time, he would have chosen whatever path benefited the most people whether or not that choice happened to benefit himself. 
And that was because he hadn’t actually walked away from the Resistance because he was a coward—he had walked away because of what he had seen “The Cause” do to those he cared about most. The war had consumed his father, killed his mother, and driven Selvhara into exile from her own kind. Jason hadn’t wanted it to destroy anyone else. 
“He missed you, you know,” Tam said quietly. “He didn’t talk about it, but he didn’t have to. I know him as well as anyone.”
Sarina closed her eyes but remained silent. 
“I admit, it took me a long time to figure out why he loved you at all,” Tam went on. “No offense, but you aren’t exactly the most charming woman in Torsia. Even you are….”
She turned and cocked an eyebrow. “I’m what?”
He sighed. “You’re…you know. Not so bad to look at. Even if you do scare the piss out of me sometimes.”
“Good,” she told him, smiling despite herself. 
“Well, I eventually figured out why he liked you, and I actually missed you too. It was nice having someone around who could occupy Gor’s attention.”
Sarina let the thought linger for a few seconds, then finally sighed. “Maybe you’re not a total idiot after all. Did you come up here to tell me something specific?”
“Not really. I just wanted to see how you were doing.”
“I assume Sel hasn’t moved yet?”
“Nope,” Tam murmured. “Highlord Dracian has been watching over her, and Elade checks up on both of them.”
Sarina cocked an eyebrow. “You’re on a first name basis with her?”
“She’s gradually coming around to my charms,” he said, putting his hands behind his head. “I have a thing for exotic foreign women who save my life.”
“I’ve saved your life plenty of times.”
“Yeah, but you’re terrifying. I don’t trust a woman who can beat me up.”
She snorted. “I guarantee Elade could cut you to ribbons if she wanted to.”
“Meh,” he grunted, waving a hand dismissively. “You’re no fun at all.”
“I’m going to head out on a patrol if anyone asks,” Sarina said, smiling. “I might as well try and find out whether or not the Zarul have found our new cubbyhole.”
“Good idea. I’ll see you back at the base in a bit, then.”
“All right. And Tam?”
“Hmm?”
“Thanks.”
 
 



Chapter Three
 
“They fear us. They hate us. They refuse to understand us. But we are their salvation nonetheless. Only through our will can the world be set free.”
—Sevel Thorean, Unbound freedom fighter, 1689 AG
 
“It’s definitely not the most humane contraption I’ve ever seen,” Kyle Adar commented as he eyed the glimmering metallic bracelet, “but it’s very effective. If the Zarul are good at anything, it’s designing torture devices.”
“If there were another way to ensure his obedience, I would pounce on it,” Elade said. “But an unrestrained channeler can cause a great deal of damage in a small amount of time.”
“You don’t have to convince me,” he said, handing her the ring. “He deserves worse.”
Elade twirled the device in her fingers. Virtually every government in Obsidian had developed some type of implement designed to suppress an individual’s ability to channel the Aether, if for no other reason than to try and contain renegade Unbound or interrogate enemy Bound. This particular ring was apparently of Zarul origin, and the design was befitting of such a shadowy, ruthless organization. It was little more than a band of cold steel laced with blue crystals on the outside and tiny needles on the inside. When clasped around a channeler’s wrist, it dug lightly into his or her skin. The crystals were the same type of dampening stones used to “suck” the Aether out of a particularly sensitive area, such as a vault filled with treasure or even the home of an important noble. They were expensive to mine and even more expensive to maintain, but if properly arrayed they could reduce a channeler to a mere echo of his or her full power. 
This particular bracelet allowed an interrogator to rotate the crystals to a variety of suppressive settings from “weak” to “strong.” Considering the power of their current prisoner, the Crell Imperator responsible for severing Tevek’s bond, Elade decided that the “strong” setting was probably the best solution for everyone involved. 
She glanced behind her. For the past thirty odd hours, she had been keeping this man alive but insensate with an old technique the Last Dawn used on prisoners. It was much more effective—and decidedly less cruel—than bludgeoning them unconscious every few hours. The rebels, unsurprisingly, had wanted to cut the man’s throat the moment she had dragged him back to the base, but he was more valuable to them alive…at least assuming Elade could glean any information from him. 
Tevek had also seen fit to remind her that the Dawn didn’t kill their prisoners except as a last resort. The plan was to turn this man over to the Solarians once reinforcements arrived. Of course, he hadn’t told Adar that little detail yet, and Elade had a feeling the rebels weren’t going to be happy about it…
“I want to speak to him myself at some point,” Adar reminded her as she fiddled with the device. They were underneath the new Resistance compound in the old sewer tunnels, and Elade suspected he probably had trouble seeing much of anything with his weak human eyes. Still, at least they were safe, and the twenty-foot wide chamber was deep enough below the surface to afford them a measure of privacy. 
“You’ll get your chance,” Elade promised him. “But right now I think it’s best for me to speak with him alone. The less random elements involved in an interrogation, the better.”
He cocked an eyebrow. “You know this from experience? I didn’t think paladins tortured their prisoners.”
“They don’t, and I’m not planning on starting now,” she said pointedly. She left out the part where the vaeyn did torture their prisoners…usually under the supervision of a shadow knight. “There are other methods of extracting information.”
“I guess I’ll have to take your word for it,” Adar murmured. 
She could feel his eyes upon her as she slid the bracelet around the prisoner’s left wrist. In general, the rebels had taken a much fonder view of her since the attack. With Selvhara and Tevek stripped of their powers, she had been the only reliable healer in their group aside from a modest supply of stolen healing salves, and in her personal experience, there was no faster way to earn a new friend than by staunching his or her bleeding. 
Adar, however, was different. He remained visibly anxious in her presence, and for about the hundredth time since arriving in Lyebel, Elade wished she were a stronger telepath. Sadly, she had never demonstrated much aptitude in that area—or in energy manipulation or telekinesis or much of anything else. She might have been Unbound, but she had never been a particularly strong channeler. She excelled at certain defensive techniques like protective barriers and Aetheric shields, and she was decent at body and strength augmentation. More advanced skills, however, had never come as naturally to her, not even compared to most Bound. 
“Just remember that we’ll be nearby if you need us,” Adar told her. “Not that I suspect he can harm you with that thing attached to him.”
“We’ll see soon enough,” she said, smiling. “Thank you again for your assistance.”
“I should be the one thanking you. We all should.”
He made his way back up the stairs, and Elade let out a deep breath and turned back to the prisoner. There weren’t any actual cells down here in the sewer, obviously, but they had shackled the Crell man’s arms and legs to the ground. He was strong and well-trained, but even he wouldn’t be able to break himself free—not with the bracelet keeping his powers in check. She flicked on one of the nearby glowlamps, but pushed it far enough away that a human would still have trouble making out her features. Then, with a final deep breath, she touched the man’s arm and channeled a healing spell into his flesh. 
Considering the severity of his internal wounds—and considering that she had been forcibly keeping him unconscious for some time now—she expected it to take several minutes for him to wake. But after ten seconds his eyes cracked open, and shorty after that he groaned and coughed. Notably, he didn’t panic; he took in his surroundings as calmly and subtly as he could before testing the strength of his restraints. 
“Good afternoon.”
His eyes flicked towards her, squinting in a vain effort to discern her features. After a moment he snorted and shook his head. “You should never start an interrogation by letting the victim know the time of day.”
“This isn’t an interrogation,” Elade told him. “I just want to ask you a few questions.”
He grunted. “I’m sure you do. I should have known that a paladin would be too cowardly to kill me outright.”
“Actually, I would have been more than happy to let you die. But you’re more useful to me alive…for now.”
“That’s not a very paladin-like thing to say,” he sneered. 
“I’m not like most paladins.”
His expression twisted and he glanced up to her again. “No. If you were, you’d be dead right now.”
“Perhaps,” she replied neutrally. “What is your name?”
He scoffed. “Do you actually believe I will tell you anything?”
“Not at first, but you will once you realize it’s in your best interests to cooperate. And frankly, it would be useful to know what to call you.”
“You can call me whatever you like, elf cunt. Your words mean nothing to me.”
Elade wasn’t an expert on the Crell language, but she recognized a derogatory slur for a female body part just fine. “As you wish,” she replied evenly. “Then I suppose I’ll just call you Garin Kroll.”
She had the satisfaction of seeing his lip twitch. His name was one of the only useful details they had gleaned from the other Crell survivors, but her hope was that he would assume she was a potent telepath. It might facilitate a bit more cooperation. 
“Like I said,” Kroll murmured, “you can call me anything you like.”
“Good, then we can move on to my first question: how are you able to sever an Ascendant bond?”
He looked up at her and smiled. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“You can make this easier on yourself, Garin,” Elade told him. “Tell me what I want to know, and you’ll be transferred into Solarian custody as a prisoner of war.”
“And if I don’t, you’ll do what, exactly? Hurt me? Kill me? I think not.”
“You might be surprised at what I’m willing to do to get what I want.”
Kroll laughed. It was a bitter and disgusting sound befitting his scarred face. She doubted he was even thirty, and already his green eyes were haunted by death and despair. She couldn’t imagine the horrors he had already seen in his short life, and she didn’t want to imagine those he had inflicted himself. He wore a tormented expression she knew all too well. There was a time when it had looked back at her in the mirror. 
“You’re not going to intimidate me, cunt,” he muttered, smiling thinly. “You might not be human, but you’re still a paladin. That means you have rules.”
“I told you,” Elade said, stepping forward just enough to allow him to see her silhouette. “I’m not like most paladins.”
His sardonic smile widened. “No, you’re not. You could become more powerful than any of them if you wanted, but instead you hold yourself back. You are weak.”
“I was strong enough to defeat you. Rather easily, I might add.”
Kroll grunted, but his smile faded. “I didn’t think there were any Unbound paladins. I thought your Code preached about the ‘wickedness’ of untamed power.”
“Power is neither good nor evil.”
“But that’s the whole point, isn’t it? They can control how you choose to wield your power, and it terrifies them. The Solarians think the same way.”
“So do your Sovereigns,” Elade pointed out. “They wipe the memories of their agents and transform them into thoughtless weapons of destruction.”
“Only those who are otherwise deemed unworthy,” Kroll said. “The Mistress does not fear power—she embraces it.”
“So instead of thoughtless weapons, they condition sadists. I would hardly call that an improvement.”
He shook his head and turned away. Something about him was unsettling, even beyond the basic cruelty she read in his eyes. He was a “True Believer,” not merely a victim telepathically manipulated into subservience. In many ways, that made him far more dangerous.
“You really don’t understand,” Kroll murmured. “The Mistress has a plan, and it will change everything for people like us. You don’t have to be a part of this rabble—you don’t have to limit yourself for fear it will expose you and turn you into a slave or a prisoner.”
Elade folded her arms across her chest. “I nearly killed you, and now you want to convert me?”
“It doesn’t matter what you are or whom you serve now. The Mistress doesn’t care about race or nationality, or any petty minutiae. All that matters is that you are one of us.” 
“In other words, Unbound.”
“Yes,” he breathed. “This world is run by frauds—by fools who don’t deserve the powers they wield.”
“As opposed to those arbitrarily born with it?” she countered.
“Whether by accident or design, we are the children of the gods,” Kroll insisted. “We are the rightful heirs to their legacy and their power.”
Elade frowned, though she made sure to lean back just enough that he wouldn’t be able to see it. “So your Sovereign is waging a personal war against Bound, is that it? She wants to strip them all of their powers?”
“They do not deserve such a glorious blessing. Consider that elf witch of yours, a being of ‘great power’ and experience. I broke her in mere seconds.” He snorted. “They are weak and dependent. They are parasites living off the charity of others.”
“Other Unbound have tried this before, you know,” she told him. “They’ve waged wars against the Bound, both here and in Calhara. That is one reason we are so feared.”
“We should be,” Kroll said. “Now more than ever.”
Elade paced out of the light for a moment. “Your Sovereign sent her own Bound servants against us during the attack. She relies upon them just like any other Ascendant.”
“They serve their purpose, and they understand their place. Eventually, however, we will have no more use for leeches in our glorious empire.”
“I have a feeling the other Sovereigns may not agree.”
Kroll smiled up at her but remained silent. He was clearly insane, but he believed every word he said. There was obviously something far more sinister going on here than a small demonic infestation in Galvia. The Zarul had long been considered something of a shadow government, but ostensibly all the true power within the Imperium rested in the hands of High Sovereign Thelonius. Was he aware of what was going on? If not, it could explain why the Alliance had never been confronted by this new channeling technique. Perhaps only the Zarul knew of its existence. 
Elade wasn’t sure if that made her feel better or worse. 
“Tell me more about this new technique of yours,” she whispered. “Can you cut off any Bound from the Aether?”
“I can break them,” Kroll said. “They all the same.”
“Isn’t your Sovereign concerned that her troops might turn upon one another? What if they started ‘breaking’ other?”
“Bound cannot break other Bound,” he scoffed. An instant later his smile vanished and his lip curled in irritation. “But I think I’ve told you enough.”
Elade resisted the urge to smile. That was a vital piece of information—if all Crell Imperators suddenly learned this new technique, it would have easily been the largest shift in military power in centuries…perhaps ever. If the technique was limited to Unbound, however, it was a much more surgical weapon. Even the Crell couldn’t possibly be harboring that many Unbound. 
The larger question, of course, was whether there was any defense against it. But even if Kroll knew the answer, she didn’t expect him to tell her. 
“You’ve been very helpful, thank you,” Elade said. 
“The Mistress would embrace you,” he whispered. “She could show you powers you’ve never dreamt of.”
“I doubt that.”
Kroll’s eyes glimmered dangerously. “You have no idea what you’re missing. You’re denying yourself glory beyond imagining. “You could be a queen amongst servants. You could be a goddess amongst mortals. But instead you’re just a weak, pathetic cunt. You sicken me.”
“Good,” Elade said. “I’d hate to think you were comfortable.”
She turned and flicked off the glowlamp, then strode over towards the steps. Kroll shuffled in his chains behind her. 
“I will break you, paladin,” he told her. “Not just your mind, but your body. I will fuck you until you scream and whimper for a quick death.
Elade glanced back over her shoulder. “I have spent a lifetime surrounded by far more powerful and disgusting creatures than you can even imagine, human. I have looked into the face of demons that would freeze your blood—I have stared down channelers with enough power to burn you to cinders with a glance. If you seriously believe that a man like you could intimidate a shadow knight, then you’re even more delusional than your Sovereigns.”
Kroll screamed something in Crell as she ascended the staircase, but the words faded into hollow echoes behind her. 
 
***
 
“Everything still seems quiet,” Ria reported. “We’ve checked in on every contact across the city, and none of our people have been harassed. It looks like the city watch had no intention of pulling cleanup duty, either. They’re pretending the battle never happened.”
“How kind of them,” Adar said, slumping into his chair a bit. 
Ria cocked an eyebrow and perched herself in the windowsill as she liked to do. “So what’s bothering you? Aside from the obvious.”
“Too many things,” he whispered. He rubbed at his temples, but it didn’t seem to relieve any of the pressure swelling inside his skull.  
“This building is a lot more defensible than the last. If the ‘Coats can manage to sniff us out before the reinforcements get here—which I doubt—we’ll still be in a good position to hold them off.”
“I’m not worried about the Zarul. They lost their chance and they know it; the next move is ours.”
Ria folded her arms and shook her head. “The General had that same face yesterday.”
Adar frowned. “What face?”
“The one that says ‘nothing can make me happy’ right now,” she said. “His I understand—he’s terrified that his son isn’t going to wake up. Or that if he does, he’ll try and run away from us again.”
“He won’t,” Adar replied dismissively. “I’m not worried about Jason.”
“So then what the hell is wrong with you?”
“Everything else,” he told her flatly. “For one, the paladins know there’s something else going on here, and we won’t be able to hide it forever.”
Ria grunted. “We’ve spent a lifetime learning to live with our secrets, Kyle. I can’t believe this one is weighing on you so heavily.” 
Adar bit his lip and pivoted his chair to the side. He had gone over everything himself thousands of times by now, and there was no way to communicate it all to her. What actually annoyed him the most was how all of this should have been bothering her too, but it wasn’t. Years ago a superior officer had warned him about people who acted with certainty—they were the most likely to be wrong. The hallmark of a smart man was recognizing what he didn’t know and learning to live with that insecurity. Very few people could ever pull that off. Adar himself certainly couldn’t. 
“Ethan is about to stage a coup that will cost thousands of lives,” he muttered. “We didn’t stop him. I didn’t stop him.”
“Of course you didn’t, why would you?” she asked, her face wrinkled with some combination of confusion and annoyance. “It’s going to win us the war.”
“Or it might damn the Solarians to suffer with us,” he pointed out sharply. “Could you live with that?”
Ria snorted gruffly. “Fuck the Solarians. If you ask me, they deserve whatever they get.” Her eyes hardened and she frowned. “This never used to bother you.”
“Of course it fucking bothered me!” he snapped, tilting back towards her. “I hope to Galivar it bothers you too, even if you don’t admit it.”
She uncrossed her arms and locked eyes with him for what seemed like forever, then finally shook her head and waved a hand. “You’re tired. You’re not thinking clearly.”
He sighed. “I am tired, but that doesn’t change anything.”
“Then maybe you need to be reminded of what’s important here. This is about liberating our people, Kyle. It’s not an easy thing to do, but it is right.”
Adar shook his head. “No, it isn’t. That’s the problem. We’re petty, vengeful monsters. At times we’re even worse than the Crell.”
For a brief moment he thought Ria might strangle him, or perhaps just pull out her crossbow and put him out of his misery. But her glare actually softened. “War is a dirty business. Tevek and his cronies like to think there are rules, but both of us know that isn’t true. When push comes to shove, you do what you have to do to survive. Everyone does.”
I just wish we weren’t so good at it, he thought to himself. Ethan had jammed those exact same words down everyone’s throats countless times by now. Each time he did, of course, they became less and less convincing. There was a line here somewhere, one they couldn’t afford to cross without becoming every bit as wicked as those they were fighting against. Adar wasn’t sure where it was, exactly, but he knew they were precariously close. He had convinced himself over and over that the demons were only a temporary evil, a pact of convenience they could get rid of once they were able. But would Ethan actually give them up if his powers as a channeler were restored? Even if he did, he was still going to participate in the murder of thousands of people. 
And that, Adar knew, wasn’t just stepping across the line—it was more like vomiting all over it. 
“You’re just tired, Kyle,” she repeated, her voice uncharacteristically soft. “We all are. I’m sure your wound isn’t helping matters.”
“It’s fine, actually. Whatever Elade did the last time removed what was left of the pain.”
She nodded idly. “Speaking of, where is our precious little savior?”
“Interrogating the prisoner, as far as I know.”
A sardonic smile crept across her face. “I’m sure he’s quaking in his boots at the sight of a paladin.”
Adar shrugged. “I would be, in his position.”
“He knows she won’t hurt him. I’m surprised you let her talk to him alone.”
“She’s earned that much at the very least. We’ll have our chance once she’s done, I’m just…”
“Worried that one of us might kill him?” Ria finished. “He deserves a lot worse.”
“Maybe, but he’s still valuable. We can’t afford to waste an opportunity like this.”
She shook her head, still smirking. “And you really think she’s the one to get that information out of him?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted, turning to face the door as soft footfalls approached. A moment later, as if on cue, Elade stepped into view. She was back in her armor now, the silver-blue cape of the Last Dawn flowing elegantly behind her. As far as Adar knew, she hadn’t slept at all since the attack, which had to be a strain even for a vaeyn. But she looked far sharper and more in control than she had all of yesterday while she’d been playing nursemaid for the sick and wounded. 
“So, how was your interrogation?” Ria asked, switching back to the Ikaran tongue for the other woman’s benefit. 
 “Interesting,” Elade replied neutrally. “There’s something important going on inside the Zarul. It also might explain why they were operating independently.”
“You mean why they haven’t been coordinating with the watch?” Adar asked. “I think everyone just assumed they wanted the spark for themselves. No one’s ever accused the ‘Coats of being generous.”
“They do, I’m sure, but there’s something else. Kroll—the name he gave me—is obsessed with Bound channelers. I think whatever the Zarul is planning centers on destroying as many of them as possible.”
“That makes no sense,” Ria said. “The Crell have hundreds of Bound just in Lyebel alone.”
“I’m aware, but I get the impression that the Zarul might be making an overt power-play for control over the Imperium government—or will be soon. If that’s true, it probably means they have no interest in you outside of the spark, which would at least partially explain why you’ve managed to survive this long.”
“That is interesting,” Adar said. He was so tempted to tell her everything, to explain that she was just jumping to conclusions. The demons were the reason the watch was back on their heels; it had nothing to do with the Green Coats. Or if it did, well, then they had just been getting lucky this whole time on top of everything else. Either way, he kept silent. 
“I’m going to let him simmer for a while then see if I can learn more about this ability he has to sever Bound. I did get him to reveal that only Unbound can do it, though, which is significant.”
“That’s more than I thought you’d get out of him,” Ria said. “No offense, but I don’t think you’re the one who should be asking him questions. He won’t be threatened by a paladin, and the Crell as a whole find you and your cousins very…soft.”
Elade shrugged. “He isn’t the type of man who will respond to pain.”
“A lot of people believe that, but in the end they all spill their guts.”
“Whatever training the Crell have put him through is as bad as anything you could come up with,” Elade said. “He’s the type who will shut down or perhaps even feed off it.”
Ria cocked a surprised eyebrow. “You seem to know a lot about torture for a paladin.”
The vaeyn’s glowing eyes almost seemed to flicker. “I will talk to him again later. Let me know if you need anything. Otherwise I’m going to return to the infirmary.”
“Of course,” Adar said. “Thank you again.”
Elade nodded and left, and Ria turned to face him. “She’s not what I expected. Not from a paladin…and definitely not from an elf.”
“Is that good or bad?”
“I haven’t decided yet,” Ria admitted. “But I have a feeling we’ll know soon enough.”
 
***
 
Tevek Dracian squinted down at Jason’s face as if doing so would suddenly make him understand what the young man was going through. His cheeks would periodically twitch, but otherwise he looked disturbingly like a corpse. Tevek wasn’t sure what that meant, exactly, but his hope was that Jason’s mind had figured out a way to cope with the flood of knowledge. The leading alternative theory was that his mind had already shut down and his body would soon follow. Tevek chose to believe the former, and he wondered idly if the young man would be the same person when he woke up. 
Taking a deep breath, the Highlord experimentally rotated his shoulder and stretched out his arm. His aging body had taken a beating in the last few days, and his muscles still ached if he didn’t stretch them regularly. Part of the pain might have been in his head, though; it was just a manifestation of the helplessness crushing his spirit. A few days ago, the Aether had made him a powerful and resilient warrior; now he was just a battered old man with a fancy sword and nice armor. 
Behind him, he heard a soft groan and turned. Two empty beds away, Selvhara’s eyes fluttered open. Tevek leapt across the room and was at her side within seconds. 
“Sel,” he whispered, placing a hand on her face, “can you hear me?”
Her violet orbs fixed upon him, and her lips curled into a warm smile. “Elu Shala.”
“Hello to you,” he replied, squeezing her arm. “How do you feel?”
“Weak,” she breathed as she leaned upwards and winced in pain. 
“Just stay put. Elade did what she could, but she said it would take a few days before you were mobile.”
“I see. I didn’t deserve your personal touch?”
Tevek’s smile faded. “I’m afraid my bond was severed as well.”
“Oh, goddess,” Selvhara breathed, her expression melting as if she had just remembered what happened to her. “How…?”
“I have no idea how the Imperator managed it, but he didn’t even give me a chance to fight him,” he explained. “He went after Jason, but—”
“Jason!” Selvhara tried to jolt upright again, but Tevek held her firmly in place.  
“Jason is fine. Elade stopped the man who did this to us.”
Selvhara closed her eyes and whispered what he imagined was a soft prayer to her goddess. Her entire body seemed to relax, and he suddenly wished he didn’t have to tell her the rest.
“He used the cube, Sel,” Tevek murmured. “Elade said he was trying to save Sarina, but instead the box opened and…well, the spark merged with him.”
Her eyes remained closed, but he could feel her muscles tense. “Do you think he’ll survive?”
“He should. It’s been almost two days now and he’s still all right. He must have found a way to cope somehow, but he might be unconscious for a while.”
“He’ll need water,” Selvhara said, once again flinching upward. Tevek continued to hold her in place even after she shot him a withering glare.”
“Elade can take care of him until you’re well,” Tevek soothed. “Just relax. When he wakes up, I’m sure you’ll be the first person he’ll want to talk to.” He smiled down at her. “I can’t think of anyone better than you to help him with what he’s about to go through.”
She glanced away. “I can’t help anyone right now. I can’t feel anything….”
He clasped his hand in hers. “I know, but he’s going to need someone, and I guarantee he’ll want it to be you.”
Selvhara swallowed heavily as her eyes flicked about the room. “Everything is so…hollow. I feel like I’m looking at a painting rather than the real thing.”
Tevek nodded solemnly. He had already fought this battle with himself over the last two days, but for her it was just beginning…and it wasn’t going to be pleasant. Elade had healed most of the physical damage from Selvhara’s actual sword wound, and in a few more days there probably wouldn’t even be a scar on her belly. But the mental wound would be far more severe. Stripped from heightened senses it had enjoyed for centuries, her body might have simply been shutting down. He felt like a man who had suddenly gone deaf—she would probably feel deaf and blind.  
More than anything, he wished he had the power to help her, but while he could theoretically return to the Dawn Citadel and reforge his bond with Maeleon, Selvhara had been banished from her homeland. Even if she could return to Sorthaal, there was no guarantee that the other druids would allow her to commune with their goddess, Anvira. 
He leaned down and kissed her gently. Aether no longer coursed through either of them, but he could still feel a tingle of energy between their bodies when their skin touched.  
“We’ll get through this,” Tevek told her. “I promise.”
 
***
 
Garin Kroll flexed his muscles against his restraints. His eyes had adjusted to the darkness well enough that he could discern the shadowy outline of the metal shackles on his feet and arms. He could even make out the bracelet encircling his wrist and biting into his skin. He had used devices like it many times, mostly during training exercises at the Vortex Chamber. Aetheric suppression devices had existed for decades in one form or another, and Sovereign Damir insisted on teaching her servants how to deal with them. As far as he knew, no Bound had ever been able to successfully channel more than a small flicker of energy or brief telepathic message with one clasped to them. 
An Unbound, however, might not be so limited. 
Kroll focused on his restraints. The metal was small and thin; it would take only a relatively small burst of force to shatter them and free himself. Each time he tried, however, the cuff bit into his skin and the combination of the dampening crystals and raw pain thwarted his efforts. He had attempted to channel a dozen times over now, and his wrist was already coated in a layer of dried blood. But that was all right. If he had to try long enough that the bracelet severed his hand, then so be it. One way or another, he was going to get free. 
Closing his eyes, he summoned the Aether into his body once again. He forced himself to stay calm and measured, and he glared down at the metal band. The instant he felt the first tickle of his power, he tried to conjure a blast of energy—and then he shrieked as the cuff bit deeper into his skin.  
Kroll clenched his teeth. More than anything, he wanted to see that smug dark elf cunt shackled to the floor in front of him. The mere thought of her disgusting gray face and glowing blue eyes made him sick. To have so much power and willingly toss it aside…it almost made her worse than these pathetic vorhang she called allies. Kroll leaned back and tried to relax by imagining what he would do to her if she were here. He couldn’t break her with his powers, but he was more than willing to try other methods. He wondered how much pain it would take to make her come around, or if he would just have to fuck her until she understood his dominance. Both had their benefits.   
In the end, he would probably just have to kill her, but Sovereign Damir would want him to at least try to turn her to their side. They were going to need more allies before all of this was over, and Kroll knew there was something special about this elf. He had seen the truth in her eyes during their duel and again when she had spoken to him. She was a warrior touched by darkness…and even the pitiful platitudes of the Last Dawn couldn’t cleanse her completely. 
Smiling to himself, Kroll decided to alter his strategy. Perhaps a subtle push would be more effective than brute force. He drew the Aether back into him, but instead of conjuring a burst of energy he concentrated instead upon the faint tether of the mistress’s consciousness. The bracelet bit into him, but he clenched his jaw and ignored the pain. He only needed to press a few seconds more…
Mistress!
Kroll cried out again as his concentration shattered, but he knew it had been enough. Sovereign Damir knew he was alive. Since the paladin refused to kill him, it meant he could live long enough to be rescued. 
And then he could watch as the Zarul burned this insignificant rebellion to ashes. 
 
 



Chapter Four
 
“Whoever said that torture ultimately damages the torturer as much as the victim has clearly never had his eye gouged out with a hot poker.”
—Unknown
 
Vice Admiral Onar Tenel set down his pen and stretched out his sore muscles. A glance at his pocket watch revealed it was only mid-afternoon, but his back and eyes felt like it was well past midnight. He had been staring at field reports and drawing up invasion plans since before dawn, and his brain was just about ready to shut down. If not for the dozens of questions gnawing away at him, it probably would have already. 
The work itself wasn’t really bothering him; he was relieved to finally be doing something he was familiar with, albeit under extenuating circumstances. The problem was that he’d eventually realized that his plans served no real purpose. Everything revolved around Sovereign Damir’s coup. If her plan failed, their invasion forces would be slaughtered no matter how brilliant his strategy—ten thousand troops and a light aerial support unit wouldn’t scratch the surface on any Alliance border garrison, let alone the northern bastion of Garos. If her plan succeeded, on the other hand, then it still didn’t really matter what tactics they employed. The Solarians would be virtually defenseless without their Bound priests, and the Crell invasion force could probably push into Celenest before the first serious snowfall. 
Tenel had never been responsible for such a large force in his entire military career…and yet at the same time, he wasn’t sure he had ever felt this helpless. Sighing, he stood and groaned as his back muscles protested the quick movement. His coffee was cold and his lunch plate was empty, but there was a bottle of whiskey in the far cabinet with his name on it. He popped the cork and took a swig without even reaching for a glass. Drinking always made him yearn to look out a window or pace around or do something else suitably pensive, but being trapped inside a windowless, underground room severely limited his options. Instead he settled for glaring down at the pile of reports on the edge of his desk. 
In the last several days since the failed attack at Lyebel, he had been digging through some older Zarul records and trying to figure out more about his current superior. Asking questions about an Ascendant was always dangerous, of course, and doubly so when she happened to be the Sovereign of the most powerful covert agency in the world. Tenel was also working inside a building filled with dozens of telepaths, and presumably they could peek into his mind whenever they wanted and see his doubts for themselves. But if that were the case, then his desire to sift around through some old files surely wouldn’t surprise them, and in the long term it might even quell his doubts and help him become more productive. 
Unfortunately, that hadn’t happened. If anything, the more he read, the deeper his doubts became. At first, Tenel had tried to find information on High Sovereign Thelonius’s alleged directive about attacking Solaria before winter, but he hadn’t uncovered a single trace of any such order. Next, he had tried to learn about the buildup of Crell forces along the Solarian border—where they had come from, who had given the orders, and so on—but again he hadn’t found anything. Finally, he had tried to figure out other reasons why Damir might have chosen him for this job, and once more he had come up empty.  
Tenel took a deep swig from the bottle and winced as it burned his throat. There were reasonable, if incomplete, explanations for all of these things. While the Sovereigns weren’t telepathically bound to one another, rumor had it the High Sovereign could communicate with any of his subordinates at his leisure. If true, it cemented a fairly logical and organized hierarchy throughout the demesne: the High Sovereign communicated with the provincial lords, who then communicated with their troops and agents. That type of structure would also explain periodic gaps in communication as well as the lack of a tangible paper trail. 
As for the military buildup, the invasion regiments were small enough that it was at least possible he hadn’t heard about them while aboard the Perilous, especially if they had been drawn from local garrisons. Aside from numbers, though, the details he had been provided about their specific troop makeups remained sketchy. Damir had assured him they would have a direct line of communication to the field commanders during the battles, but he didn’t know which Sovereign controlled which Imperators within each battalion. If they had been taken piecemeal from other armies scattered throughout the Imperium, it would explain how it might have gone unnoticed, but it would also mean the troops would have split loyalties in the battle. 
He shook his head and paced behind his desk. His last question remained the most important and elusive: why was he, Onar Tenel, the one sitting here in the first place? The only answer he’d been able to come up with was the fact he didn’t have any strong personal connections to any of the other Sovereigns. Virtually everyone else in High Command was either directly Bound to one of the other Sovereigns or had served under them for many years. He, on the other hand, had flitted beneath different commanders his entire life.
Tenel set the bottle down on his desk and rubbed at his sweaty forehead. The central theme in all of his theories was that the Sovereigns weren’t nearly as coordinated as he’d been led to believe. His mind couldn’t help but flash back to all the mess hall scuttlebutt he’d picked up over the years. Many within the military were terrified of the Zarul, and a number of his friends had liked to concoct elaborate conspiracy theories about how the Green Coats were secretly running the country. But what if they were right? What if Damir really was trying to take control of the Imperium? What if the other Sovereigns had no idea what she was doing? What if she had assembled these invasion forces herself as a plot to conquer Solaria on her own?
Thankfully, that particular theory had plenty of its own problems. No matter how detached they might have been from the day-to-day activities in their realm, the Sovereigns wouldn’t just miss three separate armies of ten thousand soldiers spread out along the Solarian border. And even if Damir did throw the Imperium into war, it wasn’t as if the High Sovereign would let her get away with it. Eventually he would figure out what was going on, and even the Zarul couldn’t stand against the combined forces of four separate Ascendants. 
No, it didn’t make sense. The theory fit some facts but completely ignored others. Clearly there was something else going on here…the only real question was whether or not he would figure it out before he started what might be the bloodiest war in Torsia’s long history. 
A soft knock rapped at the door, and Tenel turned as a nondescript man in a drab green coat peered inside. “I have the information you requested, Admiral.”
“Good,” Tenel replied, walking over and retrieving the satchel. He assumed it contained more reports from the southern forces. “Thank you.”
“Of course, sir,” the man said, nodding curtly and then closing the door.
Tenel allowed himself a tight smile. For all the questions he had about what was going on here, another part of him couldn’t help but think he needed to just stop fretting and enjoy what he’d been given. This office was all business here: there was no socializing, no bureaucracy, and no real politics. He had to explain his decisions to exactly one person, and she was all that mattered. It was such a refreshing change of pace he wondered if perhaps he was just looking a gift horse in the mouth. Maybe if he just shut his mind up and kept focusing on his work, everything would work itself out. They could usher in an era of peace and order Torsia had never seen. And then, perhaps, he could finally return home. 
Tenel took a deep breath, then swept up his whisky bottle and downed the remnants in a single, throat-burning chug. 
 
***
 
The day after Selvhara awakened, Tevek began preparing for his trip back to the Dawn Citadel. It wasn’t an easy decision for him to make, and Elade could tell it was weighing heavily on his mind. He wanted to stay here while his old friends recovered, and he especially wanted to stay and help monitor Jason. But he also knew that with his bond severed, he couldn’t function as the Highlord. Restoring his link to the others had to remain his top priority.
“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he whispered, probably just as much to himself as to her. “Once the reinforcements arrive—”
“I know,” Elade soothed, placing her hand on his arm and smiling. “We’ve been over this a dozen times by now.”
Tevek grunted and turned away. “It’s not that I don’t trust you to handle it—I wouldn’t want anyone else here in my place. It’s just…”
“You prefer being on the front lines. I know. But if Alric gets his way, you’ll be spending a lot more time sitting behind your desk. Perhaps you should start getting used to it now.”
His cheek flinched. Elade had meant it as a joke, but she should have known better than to prod him when he was in a sour mood. Everyone had been on edge these last few days, even the normally unflappable Highlord of the Last Dawn. 
“Sorry,” she murmured. “You know I wouldn’t let him do that to you.”
Tevek smiled faintly. “I’ll be back before you know it.”
Elade nodded. The two of them were waiting in the basement of the new compound for Adar’s promised escort. From here, Tevek could slip into the old sewers and safely leave the city. He was friends with a griffon breeder in a small village just up the river, and he planned to borrow a mount and fly across the border into Solaria. If he cut straight south along the mountains, he should have been able to reach the portal at Brackengarde in just a few days, and assuming the Conclave didn’t give him trouble and the Binding Ritual went as planned, he could be back here within a week. None of that was a sure thing, of course, and it was entirely feasible that he’d be gone for weeks or months. 
Just like it was possible that his bond could never be restored. 
This time, it was Elade’s turn to flinch. “I worry about leaving Kroll alone with the rebels,” she whispered. “Some of them are getting…antsy.” 
“Right now they’re still in shock from the attack,” Tevek said. “I don’t think you have much to worry about.”
“For the moment, but I’m not sure how long that will last.” She pursed her lips. “And when the Solarians arrive, things could get worse for a different reason. Kroll could tell the Solarians that I’m Unbound, and if that happens every paladin in the Dawn will hear about it.”
 Tevek nodded solemnly. He prided himself at being a man of his word, but they had managed to keep her true nature secret for nearly four years now. She knew he didn’t regret his decision, but at the time he understood the consequences if it were ever revealed to the others. The Code was quite clear on the matter: Unbound were forbidden to serve in the Dawn. Even the Highlord couldn’t do anything to stand in the way of one of Maeleon’s edicts, not without unanimous approval from the other members of the Conclave. 
His lie had given her a new chance at life, and Elade knew she could never fully repay his kindness. The Dawn had given her power a purpose, and Tevek’s compassion had given her pain a reprieve. She didn’t even want to imagine where she would be without them. 
“I know we still might learn something useful from him,’ Elade whispered, “and I know the Code explicitly forbids the execution of prisoners except for extreme circumstances. But I would be lying if I said there wasn’t a part of me that regrets keeping him alive.”
“You did the right thing,” Tevek told her. “Besides, even if he does speak to the Solarians, they’ll have no reason to believe anything he says. And no one in the Dawn will be able to prove your true identity—you’re still linked with the rest of us.”
Elade nodded. The situation wasn’t that simple, of course, and he knew it. Once the mere prospect of her Unbound heritage was raised, her life in the Citadel would inexorably change. Suspicion already followed her wake; Alric and several of the other Conclave members already didn’t trust her. She had no doubt that they would pounce on any excuse to banish her, and if Tevek’s role in the deception were ever revealed, he would assuredly be stripped of his mantle as Highlord. He might even be banished right alongside her. The Conclave’s fear of Unbound was palpable, and it could cost her closest friend his career. 
The thought made her clench her jaw in annoyance, and it stirred up memories from her own past. Unlike most societies, the vaeyn did not fear Unbound children. They believed they were a gift, a weapon of unequalled power to be used against the demonic hordes of the Void. The Matriarch Queen of Maz’Belar was an Unbound Ascendant, in fact, and her closest advisors were made up of the most powerful male Unbound in the kingdom. 
As for the rest of the vaeyn, children were identified at a young age and given special training and treatment. Once their potential and loyalty were proven, the females were given a ten-year “exemption” period where they were taken off the front lines and allowed to breed with other unbound. Once they gave birth—ideally to at least five or six children—their offspring were taken away and raised by the older or chronically wounded members of the community. In this way, vaeyn society could exploit a female’s highest period of fertility while still allowing her to serve on the front lines for many decades. 
Human cultures would consider the practice barbaric, of course, and at this point in her life Elade conceded that it wasn’t an experience she would wish to repeat. She could still remember the names and faces of each of the men she had coupled with…and the queen’s inevitable disappointment when she hadn’t been able to produce even a single child. She had been sent back to the front after just seven years, and the stigma of infertility had clung to her like a wet cloak. 
Sighing, Elade buried the memories back where they belonged. Regardless of their other flaws, at least her people didn’t fear her for what she was. In many ways their cold pragmatism made them more tolerant than any other society in Obsidian, at least as far as Unbound were concerned.  
“I wonder if the Solarians will be able to learn anything else from him,” Elade whispered, switching the topic back to Kroll. “Regardless, I did some more exploring yesterday, and the Crell’s response continues to be as bizarre as ever.”
Tevek raised an eyebrow. “Since when did you become a scout?”
She grunted. “I’m not saying I stalked around the streets for hours; I mostly just wanted some fresh air away from this place. I actually caught Sarina following me once.”
“If you saw her, that meant she wanted to be seen. Asgardian hunters can give elysian rangers a run for their gold.”
“I know,” Elade said. “She was probably wondering what the hell I was doing out there alone, or maybe she was just protecting her territory. Either way, it’s not her I’m worried about. I started thinking about this entire demon infestation and what we know about it so far.”
 “Not much.” 
“Right, it’s all so very…vague. The rebels like to throw around talk about possessions amongst the watch officers, but we haven’t gotten details or particulars. We also know the demons have managed to run interference for these people pretty effectively.”
Tevek cocked an eyebrow at her. “What exactly are you suggesting?”
Elade paused a moment, knowing he wouldn’t like the accusation. “What if the rebels are behind it?”
He frowned and turned his head away for a moment. It wasn’t the reaction she was expecting; had he been thinking the same thing? “I’ve considered that, but I’m not sure it makes sense.”
“We didn’t sense anything at the compounds or the safe house on 29th, and you’d think we would have if they were involved,” she conceded. “My little scouting foray last night didn’t turn up anything, either. So that would mean if they do have warlocks working for them, they’re somewhere else in the city.”
“That’s one problem,” he said. “The other is that I know many of these people. I can’t believe they would willingly turn to demons.”
“Sometimes good people do stupid things when their backs are against the wall,” Elade reminded him. “We’ve both dealt with the Adorei Kel before.”
“This is different.”
She sighed and glanced away, folding her arms across her chest. The Adorei Kel—literally “demon lovers” in the vaeyn tongue—were a sect of renegade vaeyn that had formed a few centuries earlier not long before she was born. They weren’t content with simply fighting demons; they believed the creatures must be made to suffer the same enslavement they had inflicted upon so many mortals in the centuries following the Godswar. To that end, they learned how to bind demons to their will, using them as their servants often in humiliating and degrading ways. But perhaps the most disturbing part was that they had spread their teachings far and wide across Calhara and even Torsia. Whoever was controlling the demons in Lyebel may have very well learned his or her tricks from the Kel. 
Elade had always been a little surprised at how relatively few active warlocks there were in Torsia. In Calhara, with the demonic hordes constantly rampaging about the underworld, it sometimes felt as if there were more warlocks than legitimate channelers. While they weren’t as personally powerful as a Bound or Unbound, their Void-spawned patrons still granted them formidable abilities—not the least of which was the ability to command significant armies of lesser demons. The Serogar Gate fiasco had been a perfect example of how much destruction a small cabal of warlocks could unleash upon the unprepared.  
“You’re certain that none of the rebels have ever dabbled in demonology?” Elade asked into the silence. 
Tevek didn’t reply immediately, but she knew the answer from the sudden tightness along his jawline. “One did about five years ago.”
“Did the others know about it?”
“No, he kept it from them.” He sighed and met her eyes. “It was Jason’s father.”
“Really,” she breathed, genuinely surprised. “I thought he was one of the Hands of Whitestone.”
“He was their leader,” Tevek said. “He actually started the war by launching a pre-emptive attack on Geriskhad.”
“You’ve mentioned that before. The attack failed, and the Crell retaliated.”
“And the Alliance was slow to respond. The Lord’s Council didn’t feel they could get involved because the Galvians had started the war, and once they finally did, it was too late.” Tevek pursed his lips. “Ethan never recovered. The loss of his king broke him, and he grew desperate. But I still couldn’t believe it when he actually reached out to demons…”
Elade nodded in quiet understanding. “So you stopped him?”
“No,” Tevek whispered. “Selvhara left him, and she told me not to go after him. I didn’t…and it was a mistake. A few years later, we heard about Tibel, and once the rebels started achieving real successes I knew something was wrong. But before I could send anyone to investigate, the Crell destroyed them.”
“You’re certain Ethan never taught any of the others his techniques?”
“There are only a few people here left from those days, and we haven’t detected demonic taint on any of them.”
“True,” Elade conceded. “What about Ethan himself? You’re certain he’s dead?”
“Like I said, nearly all of the Hands were wiped out at Tibel.”
“So you’re sure, then?”
Tevek’s jaw clenched. “I never saw his body, no. And frankly I thought Kyle and Ria and the others were dead, too.”
Elade nodded as a cold tingle worked its way down her spine. “I know this is all just conjecture, but it might be worth investigating further.”
“You’re probably right,” he said under his breath as they heard the sound of booted footfalls and Hassian voices coming down the passage. “Just be careful, and don’t do anything crazy until reinforcements arrive.”
“I won’t,” she assured, squeezing his arm.
Tevek smiled warmly. “I’ll be back soon. I promise.”
He offered her a half salute, then walked away and joined up with the others. Soon they vanished into the depths of the tunnels, and Elade stood there staring into the darkness for several long minutes, unable to shake the grim feeling that for the first time since she had met him, Tevek Dracian was about to break his word. 
 
***
 
Later that evening, Elade returned to the dank warrens beneath the rebel compound. She flicked on the farthest glowlamp from the prisoner, and with her light-sensitive eyes she could see that Kroll had propped himself up against one of the walls. His eyes were closed, but he was conscious. 
“I was just thinking about you, elf,” he rasped. He looked more haggard than ever—she had a feeling the rebel guards hadn’t let him get much if any sleep. “I’m trying to understand what could possibly compel you to work with these dregs.” 
Elade inched a bit closer, though she made sure to stay far enough away that the only thing he would be able to see was her glowing eyes. “You mean against the Zarul? Against the Crell?”
“I mean against anything,” Kroll said. His eyes finally cracked open, and they were thoroughly bloodshot. His wrist and arm were covered in dried blood around the suppression bracelet; he had probably been trying to channel for days to no avail. “They fight against a corrupt government in order to replace it with another. Their concerns are trifling.”
“I doubt the people who lost their homes in the war feel the same way,” Elade replied mildly. 
He scoffed so hard spittle sprayed from his mouth.  “They are weak and pathetic. The only real crime here is that they’ve convinced you to believe in them—you and the other one of our kind living above. It’s sickening.”
“’Our kind,” she whispered. “Unbound aren’t a race or a culture.”
“No—we’re much more,” Kroll told her. “We are the only ones truly capable of changing this world. We are the only ones truly capable of bringing order to chaos. But you don’t see it…and I suppose that’s not surprising.”
Elade folded her arms across her chest. “And why is that?”
“Because you don’t even know what you are capable of. You play with swords when you could dominate minds.”
She cocked an eyebrow. “If I remember correctly, you had a sword yourself.”
“You’re what, five times my age? Six? Seven?” Kroll asked. “Imagine the power you could have mastered in that time. Instead you’re like a child, content with your own ignorance.”
“You should know by now that you can’t bait me,” Elade said. 
“It’s not bait—it’s the truth. What techniques have you even mastered? Summoning a pitiful shield on your arm? Flitting between shadows? Conjuring sparkling little wings from your back?”
“You have no idea what I’m capable of.”
“I know that the Knights of the Last Dawn are pathetic excuses for channelers,” Kroll said. “The vaeyn are supposed to be truly powerful, but you are a tremendous disappointment. I could shatter this wall with pure force from my mind. I could create a flame so hot it would vaporize your flesh.”
“And despite all that, I beat you.”
Kroll laughed. As before, it was a grotesque sound twisted by bitterness and rage. “You don’t understand. I am nothing, and my powers still eclipse yours. Even the pale-skinned elf witch, a pitiful little Bound, is still more powerful than you. You’re a disgrace to your kind and to mine.”
Elade felt her cheek twitch. There was some truth in what he said. Ever since her powers had first manifested, they had always been weaker than those of her peers. She was a passable healer, and her defensive techniques were on par with most of the other knights…but she was an Unbound. She was supposed to be stronger than all of them. But the only thing that had ever truly come naturally to her was swordplay. By the time she was twenty she had mastered every vaeyn fighting style; by thirty there wasn’t a single man or woman in the Matriarch Queen’s army who could best her in a duel. Combat had always come more easily to her than channeling; the ebb and flow of battle somehow just seemed more natural than the ebb and flow of the Aether. 
She rarely wasted time dwelling on her own inadequacies, but every once in a while the doubts would gnaw away at the back of her mind. A strong channeler was far more useful to her companions than another sword, and if she had mastered more powerful techniques she might have been able to battle off those human thugs in Tauros. She wouldn’t have been captured, and Varess might still be alive…
Elade closed her eyes and took a deep breath, thankful yet again that Kroll couldn’t see her. All he wanted to do was make her doubt herself, and it was working. Perhaps she really should turn this interrogation over to the rebels. 
“Without power, there can never be order,” Kroll whispered. “Without order, there can never be peace. The Last Dawn should appreciate that more than anyone. Imagine the tranquility and peace of a truly unified world.”
“The Imperium has promised Torsia unity for centuries,” Elade said. “Instead it has brought war, death, and rebellion on an unmatched scale.”
“Forget the Imperium. Forget the Crell. This is about us. This is about the true heirs to the power of the gods.” He shook his head. “Our world is ruled by a lie, a lie that says anyone can wield the power of the gods if they are humble enough, faithful enough, to one person—one person who is no more deserving of that power than they are.”
Kroll smiled up at her. “The time of the Ascendants is over. The time of pretend gods is over. We stand on the precipice of a new age, and there is nothing you or anyone else can do to stop it.”
“I guess it’s a good thing I gave you a few days to write that speech,” Elade murmured. “But it could still use some work.”
“You can be as smug as you like, cunt,” Kroll said. “When the Solarians arrive, I will tell them what you really are. They will lock you away like a petty street criminal.”
“I don’t answer to the Alliance.”
“No, but the Dawn has always served as their lap dogs. Once the Solarians know the truth, do you really think your own people will accept you?”
“They’ve already accepted me,” Elade told him. “Nothing you say will change that.”
“You’re a terrible liar,” he said, smiling again. “I’ve read Maeleon’s so-called ‘Code.’ I know what the Dawn does to our kind. They have no idea what you really are, and the only way to keep your secret is to kill me right here and now. So what are you waiting for, paladin? Strike me down and you will remain free.”
Instinctively, Elade’s fingers drifted down to her waist and traced along the pommel of the dagger in her belt. She had certainly killed men for less before. She could have even just let him bleed out on that back alley a few days ago. Now her charity was about to come back to haunt her. 
“You can’t do it, can you?” Kroll whispered. “Killing me would make them right about you. It would validate all their prejudices and preconceptions. The only part I don’t understand is why you care about them in the first place.”
“The Solarians won’t be as kind to you as I have,” Elade said, struggling to keep her voice even. “They will pluck everything they need from your mind.”
“Yes, they will…and then they will know the truth. So what are you going to do, paladin? Kill me and be free, or abandon your pathetic principles the moment they become inconvenient?”
Elade clenched her teeth. Her fingers had curled around the grip of her dagger now. The part of her that was vaeyn commanded her to act; the part of her that was a paladin commanded her to walk away. But Tevek wasn’t here, and neither were the other knights. None of the rebels would seriously complain if she ran this man through. She could even tell them that he’d managed to channel despite the suppression bracelet. The Solarians might not believe her, but accidently killing a prisoner would be far less damaging than the information lurking in his mind…
A pair of footfalls hastily approached from the nearby staircase, and Elade glanced back behind her to see one of the rebel soldiers approach. “Dame Devarath,” he said. “Adar wanted to let you know that we’ve just received word from the Solarian contingent—they’ve reached the city gates, and he has sent Sarina to help smuggle them into the city.”
“Good,” she whispered, turning. “I’ll be up to greet them shortly.”
“Very well,” he replied, his eyes flicking down and his brow furrowing. “Is something wrong, my lady?”
Elade frowned and followed his gaze down to her hand. Apparently she had drawn her dagger and even taken a few steps towards Kroll. “No,” she whispered. “We’re finished here.”
“I see,” the rebel managed, his eyes flicking towards Kroll. Thankfully, he probably couldn’t make out the other man in the darkness…otherwise he would have seen the blood-spackled smile plastered across Kroll’s lips. 
“Take me to Adar,” Elade said, sheathing the weapon and letting out a deep breath. “I’d like to have a word with him before the others arrive.”
 
 



Chapter Five
 
“One day you’ll be able to come forward proudly as what you are. I’m sure of it. But for now, you have to live in the shadow of their ignorance and light it with your strength.”
—Tevek to Elade, 2011 AG
 
Escorting almost thirty people through the sewer tunnels—most of whom were clad toe to scalp in heavy armor—was a colossal pain in the ass. Sarina doubted that a single one of the paladins or Solarian soldiers had ever been on scout duty before, let alone tried to sneak anywhere. If Elade hadn’t been able to telepathically communicate with the group and give them explicit instructions on where to rendezvous, Sarina wouldn’t have been surprised if they had just walked up to the front gate and started calling out Adar’s name. 
Still, the rebels were in desperate need of bodies, and a few dozen trained fighters would go a long way towards securing their position. In addition to the knights and soldiers, the Solarians had also sent six priests, and Sarina guided them to the compound’s makeshift infirmary as quickly as she could. Within an hour the situation had greatly improved: a few of the severely injured rebels were back on their feet, Selvhara was sitting up and eating, and Jason…well, Jason remained unconscious. Other than keeping his body hydrated, there was apparently very little anyone could do for him. 
Not long after the priests hunkered down with the wounded, Adar summoned all the new blood to his war room for a tactical briefing. Once they were gone, Sarina collected the rest of their own party in a separate room. They hadn’t been able to get a moment alone together since the attack, and now seemed like as good a time as any to plan their next course of action. 
“There’s something about that new guy I don’t like,” Tam said, his arm slung around Selvhara as she nursed a bowl of soup. 
“Sir Lavonde?” Sarina asked. 
“That’s the one,” he said. “The instant he got here he started barking out orders. And did you see the way he was looking at Elade? He clearly doesn’t like her.”
“I get the feeling she doesn’t get invited to many knightly parties,” Sarina muttered. “Not that they would throw any.”
“Just because they are paladins doesn’t mean they are immune to racism,” Selvhara said. “Many of them were opposed to her admission in the first place.”
Sarina pursed her lips. “She’s been snooping around the streets at night. I don’t know what the prisoner has been telling her, but she’s looking for something.” 
“Well, that makes me feel better,” Tam said. 
“She’s half the tracker I am,” Sarina reminded him with a pointed glare. “At best.”
“No, that’s not what I mean,” he said. “I’ve just been trying to…you know…see if we could eat dinner together one night. Alone.” He shrugged. “At least now I know she was busy and not just avoiding me.”
“You’re pathetic,” she said, throwing a hunk of cheese at him. How any man could be so thoughtful one-on-one and then such a dolt in a group was beyond her. “Elade doesn’t trust Adar or any of the other rebels. She probably doesn’t trust us, either.”
Selvhara set down her spoon and looked up. “She will, in time. But right now she’s suspicious about how the rebels have managed to survive for so long. And frankly, so am I.”
“You always underestimate us ‘normal people,’” Sarina snapped. “We’re not invalids, you know.”
She regretted the words almost the instant they left her mouth, and even more when Sel turned away. It was probably about the worst thing she could have possibly said to an elysian druid who had just lost her ability to channel. Tam shot Sarina an annoyed look, and even Gor favored her with a surprised glance.
“Look, I just think Elade doesn’t understand how hard the people here have worked,” Sarina explained. “Adar and the others have spilled a lot of blood for this city, and they aren’t going to take well to an outsider questioning their accomplishments.”
“Maybe not, but she is correct to be cautious,” Gor said, his voice a soft rumble. “As much as you want to believe in these people, there are certain facts you must face. Without our presence, they would have been wiped out to a man four days ago.”
“Without our presence, the ‘Coats never would have been here,” Sarina countered. 
“A fact I’m well aware of.” 
“This isn’t really the big issue here—I’m sorry I brought it up,” Tam interjected wearily. “We need to figure out what we’re going to do when Jace wakes up. Not to put too fine a point on it, but we still have a cartful of junk to sell and a nice stash of gold bricks burning a hole in our pockets.”
“I gave my share to Tevek before he left,” Selvhara told him. “I’m sure the Dawn can use the resources.”
Tam whistled. “Wow, he was that good in bed, huh?”
Sarina’s first reaction was to leap across the table and hit him. Her second was to pick up her crossbow and shoot him in the leg instead. 
“He was, yes,” Selvhara replied evenly. “But you do make a good point. I’m sure not everyone wishes to stay here in Lyebel.” 
Tam glanced over to the nearby bed. “I wonder if Jason would want us to move him.”
“I doubt it,” Sarina said. “He’ll want to help. I know he will.”
“Maybe, but I really wish we knew what was going on in his head right now. He could wake up a completely different person…”
“Would that really be such a terrible thing?” Gor grunted. 
Sarina waved a hand. “He’s staying here, and so am I. One way or another, war is coming soon, and I intend to be ready to fight it.”
“How nice for you,” the chagari grumbled. “I, for one, don’t care about this ‘struggle’ of yours, and you are all allowing misguided sympathy to poison your judgment. It’s also worth pointing out that you are almost assuredly picking the wrong side.”
“It wouldn’t be the first time,” Selvhara replied distantly. “For any of us.”
Tam turned to the chagari. “No one’s keeping you from leaving, big guy. I’m sure we could smuggle you out of the city if you wanted.”
Gor growled under his breath. “I still haven’t seen my cut from the rest of our haul.”
“We’ll mail it,” Tam sneered. “I’ve heard the Crell have pretty efficient riders.”
The chagari’s eyes focused on the blonde man for a moment, but he actually seemed a bit less annoyed than usual. He had been surprisingly mellow all around since the night of the attack. 
“None of us are going to leave this city anytime soon,” Gor said. “Where exactly do you think we should go? With the Zarul on our tail, we can’t travel anywhere in Crell territory. We could head into Solaria, but you are a pariah to them…and they’re not exactly fond of my kind, either.”
Tam sighed. “I’ve been thinking the same thing. It figures, really. We wait for years to get the big score, and once we finally have it we get stuck in the middle of this drek.”
Selvhara placed a hand on his. “It could be worse. At least here you get to chase Elade.”
“That’s true,” he said. “Maybe she’s done speaking with Lavonde.”
Sarina rolled her eyes in annoyance, though it was mostly feigned. As hard as it was for her to admit it, she really had missed them. She had learned a great deal during her travels to Ikara, but these people were her family. If the world was about to topple down upon them, she would rather be with them than anywhere else. 
She had only just started to smile when she heard a groan from across the room. Two beds away, Jason stirred. 
 
***
 
Elade glanced back over her shoulder as Sir Patrick Lavonde followed her into the room. The other knights and the Solarian reinforcements had already dispersed about the compound, mostly helping deal with the wounded. She appraised her fellow knight with a raised eyebrow, noting the stern expression on his face. Lavonde was an Izarian man in his mid-thirties, and he also happened to be Knight-Lord Alric’s protégé. His brown hair was short, and his moustache was neatly trimmed, especially considering they had just spent the last three days flying from Celenest. It didn’t surprise her in the least that Alric had sent this man here to “appraise the situation” in his stead. 
“You’ve done well here under difficult circumstances,” he told her as he took in his surroundings. “It’s fortunate you were able to stop the Crell leader, especially given how he nearly killed the Highlord.”  
“He nearly killed me,” Elade pointed out. “And he forced Jason’s hand. We’d still have the cube if they hadn’t attacked.”
“Jason?” 
“Jason Moore, the man who used the spark?”
“I know who he is,” Lavonde said. “I just hadn’t realized you’d become so intimate with the people here.”
She shrugged. “Highlord Dracian has known many of these people for years, and in some cases decades.”
Lavonde took a finger to Adar’s desk and wiped away a trace amount of dust. “So I’ve heard,” he murmured. Like anyone who spent any significant time with Alric, the man practically exuded arrogance. His puffed chest and proud gait didn’t do him any favors, either.
“Is there something you need to tell me?” Elade asked, trying not to sound overly annoyed. It wasn’t easy. 
Lavonde smiled and pivoted back in front of her. “Lord Alric has ordered us to relieve you. He wishes you to return to the Citadel for reassignment immediately.”
“What?” she stammered. “Why didn’t he tell me this earlier?”
“Your presence was necessary until reinforcements arrived, but now that I’m here, he believes I will be a more…suitable liaison to the Alliance and these rebels. Besides, unlike Highlord Dracian, Lord Alric understands the wisdom of commanders staying far from the front lines.”
“And the safety of it, I’m sure,” Elade muttered. Lavonde had inched even closer to her now, probably assuming she would back away. She didn’t. “But he could have contacted me telepathically at any time.”
Lavonde loomed in front of her for a long moment, appraising her as he would a morsel of food, then chuckled softly and backed away. “I’m sure he just didn’t want to upset you.”
In other words, he was waiting until Tevek was gone so he couldn’t contradict the order, Elade thought to herself. “The Highlord ordered me to stay here until he returns, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”
“I’m aware of Lord Dracian’s wishes,” Lavonde said, his insufferable smile returning with a vengeance. “But in his current condition, the Conclave has granted Lord Alric full command over our forces. His orders stand…and you are relieved, Dame Devarath.”
Elade’s eyes narrowed. “Tevek doesn’t have a ‘condition.’ His bond will be re-established within a few days.”
“I certainly hope so, but there’s no way to be certain. In the meantime, the Dawn needs a Highlord capable of communicating with his troops.”
“That’s all well and good, but I have my orders. I’m not going anywhere until Tevek tells me otherwise.”
Lavonde’s upper lip twitched. “There’s no need to be petty, Elade. This isn’t worth throwing away everything you’ve worked for.”
“You know, I think that’s the first time you’ve ever used my name,” she said with a snort. “At least you’re willing to look me in the eye when you talk to me. Your boss can’t even manage that much.”
He stepped in close to her again, and his hand flexed above his scabbard. “Don’t make me do this.”
“Do what? Take my sword?” Elade snorted. “You’re welcome to try.”
For a moment, Lavonde just glared at her. She could feel his rage boiling over, and she readied her muscles just in case he made a move. It was hard to believe he would actually go that far—Elade didn’t even know the last time one Knight of the Last Dawn had attacked another. If the Conclave were really adamant about her leaving, the other Knight-Lords would have given her the order themselves. Their continued silence meant that Lavonde was bluffing…and she was calling him on it. 
“Highlord Alric respects and rewards loyalty,” Lavonde said. “I suggest you tread lightly, Dame Devarath.”
“He’s not Highlord yet,” Elade replied. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have demons to hunt.”
She turned on a heel and left the room. Once she was alone, she let out a deep breath and swore under her breath. She had actually gone in there debating whether or not to just tell him that she was Unbound.  In the face of the inevitable, she wondered if getting the truth out in the open now would be for the best…but no, the consequences were too dire, especially with Alric already positioning himself to claim Tevek’s position. She needed to weather the storm until Tevek’s powers were restored, and then they could confront the situation together. 
Hopefully then the Conclave would show mercy. If not…
Well, Elade knew she couldn’t afford to dwell on that right now. Not with demons infesting the city and not with the situation here in the compound so tenuous. She needed to remain calm and focused on the task at hand. 
Taking in a final deep breath, she slipped out of the compound and slammed her gauntlet into the wall. 
 
***
 
A glowlamp flicked on, and Garin Kroll struggled not to wince at the blinding light. He hadn’t seen anything more than a faint silhouette in days, and right now all he could make out was a searing blur. He heard at least three sets of footfalls clad in heavy boots, and the men seemed content to loom over him for a few seconds. Kroll clenched his fists behind his back and prepared to strike. 
During the last several days, he had continued to test his endurance against the suppression band clasped to his wrist. While at first he’d only been able to manage a single telepathic peep, at this point he could hold his concentration for several seconds at a time. His arm was mangled and infected as a result, but the pain was worth the cost. Kroll was reasonably certain he could shatter the cuff if he wanted to, and he had been waiting for the appropriate moment to test his theory. Now seemed as good a time as any. 
“The paladin told us you weren’t very cooperative,” a male voice said in a heavily-accented version of the Crell tongue. “It’s time for you to reconsider.”
Kroll squinted and glanced up. His eyes still hadn’t completely adjusted, but he could make out three men armed with swords, bows, and light armor. They weren’t wearing any obvious identifying markers, but the man’s accent indicated they were obviously Solarian. Kroll was tempted to reach out his senses to see if any of them were Bound, but he decided against it; getting stabbed right now wasn’t going to help him, and he certainly didn’t want them to realize he could channel—not just yet. 
“The Sovereigns won’t be pleased when they learn the Alliance has sent troops across the border,” Kroll managed. “They might interpret such an aggressive display as an act of war.”
The Solarian leader, a blond-haired man not much older than Kroll himself, leaned in closer and smiled. “I’m trying to do you a favor. If you don’t answer my questions, these men are going to rip what they need directly from your mind. Trust me, friend: the process will not be pleasant.”
“They will probe me regardless,” Kroll replied calmly, carefully judging the distance between the three men and mentally plotting out his attack. The shock from his escape would only last a second or two, and perhaps even less if they were better trained than they looked. His options were limited, and without a weapon he would need to completely rely on his powers—and hope there weren’t a dozen more Solarian soldiers waiting outside. 
“We’re not Crell,” the blond man replied sharply. “We don’t torture people for no reason. If you cooperate, you will be taken to a camp for prisoners of war. They will treat you fairly until your government negotiates your release.”
Kroll grunted. “I thought the Alliance prided itself on never starting a war. And yet here you are threatening to kidnap a citizen of the Imperium.”
“You’re not an imperial citizen—you’re a murderer.”
“I am an agent of the Crell Imperium tasked with eliminating enemies of the state,” Kroll replied. “You have no authority here.”
“I won’t give you another chance,” the blond man replied, clearly unintimidated. “Answer my questions, and I will show you mercy.”
“Listen to me, Solarian dogs,” Kroll said coldly. “If you want mercy, I suggest you tuck your tail between your legs and return home before the High Sovereign hears of this incursion.”
The soldiers snickered just as Kroll knew they would. In a primitive interrogation, this would be the point where they would hit him or otherwise inflict pain, but with a pair of telepaths here, such old fashioned barbarism was unnecessary and obsolete. Kroll had trained hard against far more potent and violent interrogators in the Vortex Chamber, however, and a few Alliance priests didn’t concern him. 
Eventually the Solarian leader’s face hardened. “I would think your Sovereigns would appreciate our help. They obviously can’t contain this demonic infestation on their own.”
Kroll managed not to laugh in the other man’s face. He almost pitied these pathetic fools. This situation was so far beyond their comprehension it was almost painful. They didn’t understand how close they stood to utter annihilation; they didn’t realize that within a few weeks, all of them would be stripped of their magic. 
“Find out what he knows,” the leader said after another moment of silence. “We don’t have time to play games.” 
Kroll watched them step forward and readied himself. It would only take a moment, a brief burst of power to shatter his bonds…
Wait.
His expression fell flat as the cuff bit into his flesh. The voice had been Sovereign Damir’s. 
“You’re not going to be able to block us out,” one of the Bound told him with a smug grin. “Though if you’re not careful, you might end up cutting off your own hand.”
Kroll bit his lip. He didn’t have much time; he needed to hear what else she had to say. He took a deep breath and concentrated again…
Allow them to take you to Solaria, her voice returned. We shall release you then for a greater purpose. Conceal what you can, but make certain they learn the truth about the vaeyn. Remain strong, my servant.
The jolt of pain was worse than the first, and this time Kroll actually cried out. The three Solarians shared a laugh at his expense, but he held his temper in check. He would need all of his strength to survive the trials ahead. Sovereign Damir clearly believed in him despite his earlier failure, and now she had entrusted him with an even more vital mission. The mistress had shared with him a vision of his future: he would battle through the Solarian capital, ravaging his way through their priests and soldiers, until he finally stood over the broken corpse of their crippled king. 
And then, the war could finally begin. 
Smiling, Kroll chuckled to himself even as the Solarians began their mental assault. He opened his mind and let them in…and made sure he revealed everything they needed to know about the vaeyn. 
 
***
 
Krystia Tharule slipped through the long shadows to the northeastern wing of the Unbound Asylum. She knew the risks of coming here, especially since she had visited Headmaster Velle just four short days ago, but she had decided to press on regardless. She needed to speak with Sovan again before Ethan arrived in the capital; she needed to resolve her lingering questions about the Unbound before she made any hasty decisions. One way or another, this would be the last time she walked these halls. 
She reached Sovan’s door without obstruction from any of the other wardens, which at this point didn’t surprise her in the least. The Headmaster himself she had dealt with in record time—he’d barely had time to greet her before she’d rendered him unconscious in his quarters. At this point, she was reasonably certain she could place him inside a permanent hallucination if she really wanted to, and every time she touched his creepy, lust-filled thoughts the temptation grew even stronger. 
Shaking the memories aside, Krystia set to opening Sovan’s double-locked door. The code had changed from her last visit, but she had already retrieved the correct sequence from Velle’s mind. In just twenty seconds the door cracked open, and she cautiously slipped inside. 
“Hello, Fabron,” Sovan said as she shut the door behind her and formed a sound-proof bubble around the room. “I wondered if I would see you again.”
“Did you?” she asked. This time she didn’t wait by the door; she moved across his room and sat down on the end of his bed. “But I thought you knew me well?”
Sovan remained still beneath his covers, his body shrouded in darkness. “I knew who you were. I’m not as certain about who you are.”
She shuffled to get comfortable and crossed her legs. She opened her palm and formed a faint ball of candlelight within it. “I am Krystia Tharule,” she told him, “soon to be the Queen of Solaria.”
His eyes cracked open and a thin smile drew across his lips. “Is that so?”
“Yes, it is.”
“That’s a bold statement,” he said, leaning upwards. His head was only a foot away from her, just behind her left shoulder. 
She shrugged. “I don’t think so. After all, who could possibly stand against me?”
He studied her carefully, and she could feel his mind probing hers. This time, however, she didn’t bother trying to block him out. She had nothing to hide.
“I’m surprised you haven’t learned humility,” he murmured. “The last time you came in here I could have had my way with you.”
“You could have,” she admitted, tilting her head towards him and releasing the ball of light from her palm. It floated gently in front of her, bathing them both in a soft glow. “But you didn’t. And now the circumstances are different.”
“Are they?” Sovan asked, his gaze narrowing a bit. He raised a hand and brushed it against the skin on her shoulder. “I could do the same thing right now. This time I wouldn’t even have to get out of bed.”
“I don’t think you could, even if you wanted to.”
He took his hand away. “I doubt your power has grown in only a few days. What makes you so sure?”
“Because this time,” she said, locking eyes with him, “I’m not afraid of you.”
Sovan remained expressionless for a long moment, and she felt the tendrils of his mind pressing more firmly against hers. Finally he laughed. “No, you aren’t.”
It had taken Krystia hours and hours of reflection to realize he wasn’t really a dramatically more powerful channeler than she was—he was simply an opportunist. Just as she disarmed Velle so easily by turning his lust against him, Sovan had done the same with her fear. He had completely neutralized her in a matter of seconds…and she had learned the lesson well.
 
“I understand you needed to test me, to know whether or not you could count on me to go through with what I said,” Krystia told him. “You also needed me to question myself and my motives, and understand how hollow the views of the priests are. The Unbound are not evil creatures by nature—we’re just different.”
“Not just different.”
“No, special—gifted beyond anything they could imagine. They can see and feel Aether, but only we can control it. Only we can feed upon its true power. It is an indelible part of us, just like air or food or water.”
“But you allowed your latent fears to convince you otherwise,” Sovan said. “The priests lied to you so many times you started to believe them.”
“Not anymore,” she said sharply. “It’s time for change. It’s time to make them understand.”
His smile widened. “Yes, it is. But there is much you need to know first. I know you’re curious about the others held here.”
“I’ve read the Headmaster’s reports about all of the students. Some seem underdeveloped, while others seem…dangerous.”
“Make no mistake, Krystia: not everyone who lives here will want to leave, and some who do never should.”
Her brow furrowed. “They deserve the freedom to make mistakes before we damn them—that’s the whole point.”
“Some have had that chance already, but we can deal with them later,” Sovan said. “Right now there is much we can learn from each other. You are a master of many techniques, but together our combined knowledge would make us nearly unstoppable.”
“I don’t doubt it,” Krystia said. “I’ve had the benefit of a decade of priest training, and judging from the Headmaster’s reports, you have developed several new channeling techniques yourself.” She glanced back over to the door. “Unfortunately, I can’t stay long. I need to be back by morning, and I doubt I’ll be able to—”
Sovan shook his head. “You have to learn to let it all go.”
She turned back and frowned. “I can’t let it all go, not just yet. All my plans depend upon my position at the temple.”
“That’s not what I mean. I’m talking about this,” he said, gesturing in the empty air between them. “I can’t tell you what you need to know, and I shouldn’t have to.”
“You mean telepathy?” she asked, confused. “I’ve never spoken that way to anyone except for the other priests.”
Sovan smiled and shook his head. “We don’t need a bond to communicate. We are Unbound—we don’t have limitations.”
Krystia pursed her lips. “I don’t know how.”
Then let me show you.
She instinctively flinched backwards, but after a few seconds she smiled. “How did you do that?”
“Open yourself to me,” he told her. “Willingly, not like before.”
“That seems…intimate.”
“More than anything you know,” he replied. He lifted his hand and ran it along the smooth skin of her leg all the way under her skirt to her thigh. “I don’t care about this, Krystia, and you shouldn’t either. You are beautiful, but not because of mere flesh. Power ebbs and flows within you like the sun.” 
Krystia licked at her dry lips. “You can teach me what you know?”
“And you can teach me,” he confirmed. “Now, open your mind to me—mine is already open to you.”
Taking a deep breath, she nodded. “All right.” 
There you go. Now, learn from me, Krystia. Know what I know. 
I will.
The glimmering ball of light faded and the sound bubble she had woven about the room collapsed, but it didn’t matter. Minds had no need for light or sound. Their thoughts swirled together as one, and she felt herself gasp in delight. Everything else faded away—her concerns about the war, her tension about confronting Areekan, even her love for Darius. Soon none of it mattered…and Krystia finally understood what it meant to be free. Limitless. Powerful.  
Unbound. 
 
 



Chapter Six
 
“Fear the man who embraces ignorance. Pity the man who tries to cure him.”
—Solipean Proverb
 
For a long and awkward couple of moments, Jason had no idea what was going on. He was conscious and cognizant, but it felt like he was standing in the center of a parade; voices screamed at him from every angle, so loud and numerous he couldn’t focus on any one of them in particular. He was dizzy and disoriented, and a wave of nausea threatened to overcome him.   
But eventually the images started to sharpen, and instead of a mottled gray blur he could make out several distinct figures hovering above him. He heard his breath rattling inside his chest and his heartbeat thumping in his ears, and finally the cacophony filtered down to a single soft voice he knew and recognized well.
“Jason,” Selvhara said, her eyes alight with warmth, “can you hear me?”
“Yes,” he replied, smiling despite how odd his own voice sounded in his ears. “Yes, I can.”
She embraced him gently, but he squeezed her hard enough he almost thought she would pop. As he blinked away the rest of the haze, he studied the simple room he was lying in. His cot was comfortable enough, if small, and each of his friends sat or stood diligently around it. Even Gor was smiling…or maybe he just had something stuck in his teeth. 
“So how does it feel to be a god?” Tam asked, grinning stupidly. 
Jason leaned up. He was stiff and sore like he had severely overslept, but otherwise he felt…normal. And that didn’t seem right at all. “I don’t feel any differently.”
Tam frowned. “That’s disappointing.” The others shot him annoyed glares, and he threw up his hands defensively. “Hey, I just figured he’d have glowing eyes and a booming voice or something.”
“Or perhaps grown some actual muscles,” Gor added.
Selvhara shooed them away and leaned in closer. “Do you remember anything?”
Jason took a deep breath and nodded slowly. “Yeah, I think I remember it all. The dark alley, being punted around by a Crell Imperator. Sarina…” He glanced up to her. “How’d you make it out of there?”
“Elade took out the Imperator and dragged both of us back to the safe house.”
He frowned. “How? Last I saw she could barely move.”
“She’s a paladin,” Sel said matter-of-factly. “That’s what they do.”
“But not before you got the bright idea to try and use that cube,” Sarina grumbled. “What were you hoping to do with it?” And why didn’t you just run and save yourself? You’re such an idiot sometimes. 
Jason blinked. Her lips hadn’t formed those last words, but he’d heard them as clear as day. “Uh…” he muttered. “I don’t know, I was hoping it would blast him like back in Taig. I didn’t exactly have a lot of time to think about it.”
Selvhara smiled warmly. “The important thing is that you’re alive, and so are the rest of us. Not everyone was so lucky.” The Crell killed over a dozen people, and I was powerless to stop them. You’ve been lying here for days and I’ve been powerless to help you, too. 
“It’s not your fault they died, and if you weren’t able to help me, I’m sure there’s nothing anyone else could have done, either,” Jason assured her. It dawned on him a moment later that once again, she’d hadn’t vocalized those last two sentences...so how in the hell had he heard them so clearly? Was he hallucinating? “Uh…what about Tevek?”
“He left yesterday to head back to the Dawn Citadel.” Selvhara’s brow furrowed in concern. “Is something wrong?”
They were all giving him odd looks. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I think my head must still be spinning.”
Tam grunted. “Hey, if that’s the worst you get, consider yourself lucky. The way Tevek was talking, I’m surprised the cube didn’t explode.” I was expecting it to drive you crazy…or just kill you. And then I don’t know what I would have done. 
Sarina grunted in agreement and crossed her arms. “Especially when he said it took a strong mind to control it. You should have known better than to try and use it in the first place.” But that’s just who you are, isn’t it? You’re not a real warrior, but then you go and do something idiotic to try and protect me. Why can’t you just let me hate you and make all of this so much easier?
“I can…” Jason murmured, then stopped and closed his eyes. All at once, the memories flooded back over him. Malacross, her visions, everything she had told him about the nature of the Ascendants and the Unbound…
“Are you all right?” Selvhara asked.
“I remember it now,” he rasped. “All of it.”
“All of what?”
Jason bit down on his lip. “I was conscious and aware while my body was asleep,” he said, explaining it as much to himself as to all of them. “It was like I was dreaming, but I knew I was dreaming. I could see and hear things—I could hear you, all of you.”
“Uh, you’re not making any sense, Jace,” Tam said. “You sure you don’t want to lie down for a while longer? I could get you some beer from downstairs.”
“I couldn’t hear your voices specifically, but I could feel your presence,” Jason went on, ignoring Tam. “I knew when you were around and when you weren’t. Sometimes I could even hear your thoughts…”
“And you still can, can’t you?” Selvhara asked, a knowing gleam in her violet eyes. If I concentrate on a single thought, you can hear me as clearly as if I spoke the words myself.
“Yes,” Jason said, nodding. “I heard that. It’s…it’s incredible.”
“Heard what?” Tam asked, glancing between them. “What the hell is going on?”
“The divine spark has granted him telepathic abilities, just like all Ascendants,” Selvhara explained. “And your powers will likely strengthen over time.”
Jason paced over to the opposite side of the infirmary as he desperately tried to get a handle on what was going on. “It feels like there’s a war going on inside my head. If I focus on one thing, I can hear it clearly enough, but otherwise it’s constant background noise, like I’m sitting in a crowded room with hundreds of people screaming at each other.”
“Just try and relax,” she soothed. “For now you should concentrate on getting your bearings.”
He nodded. “Right…and there’s a whole lot you need to know. She told me things I could scarcely believe at first, but they make so much sense.”
“Who told you things?” Sarina asked. 
“Queen Malacross. She was inside my dream speaking to me directly. It’s like I was having a conversation inside my head.”
“Well, that certainly doesn’t sound crazy,” Gor muttered. 
“It was real, as real as any of this right now,” Jason insisted. “She looked…she looked just like she did in the paintings and sculptures of the time. But beneath the surface she was definitely not human.”
“Wow,” Tam stammered. “Was she attractive?”
Jason glared at him. “That’s the first question that pops into your head?”
Tam shrugged. No, but that’s what you expect to hear, isn’t it? “Hey, I’m just asking if you were having a conversation with a beautiful woman in your head. It’s something we could all relate to, you know? Well, I could, anyway.”
“I imagine she was trying to guide you,” Selvhara cut in. “At least, whatever fragment was left of her consciousness was. Many new Ascendants experience the memories of their predecessors through dreams, hallucinations, or the like. The mind cannot interpret the sensations any other way.” 
“Malacross was trying to help, but it was more than that. She wanted to give context to her memories.” Jason paused and pursed his lips in thought. “She also wanted to understand my thoughts and memories. She wasn’t just some ghost my mind cooked up; she spoke and responded like a real person.”
Sarina’s face twisted in confusion. “Hasn’t she been dead for an age?”
“No, not really. We had it all wrong. She was wounded but still alive—and she had been waiting for someone to find her in that tomb for over two thousand years.”
“At least we know she’s patient,” Tam murmured. 
“She’s an Immortal, remember?” Jason said. “Time isn’t really a factor for her species. She’s still alive in the back of my mind somewhere. I wonder if I can still talk to her…”
Tam glanced around, exchanging confused and worried looks with the others. “You know how that sounds, right?”
“You don’t know the half of it,” Jason muttered, leaning against the wall. They needed to know everything, but he wasn’t even sure where to start…
“If Malacross is still alive, doesn’t that mean other gods are as well?” Gor asked with an uncharacteristic solemnity.
“No,” Jason said. “Look, it’s going to take me a while to explain, but she told me things…she showed me things…that completely rewrite what we know about her people—about history itself. It could change everything.”
Tam frowned skeptically. “This better not be some obscure lecture like the one you gave us on why Hammassus the Third was actually the fourth ruler in the Kona Dynasty because his half-brother had died a week after taking the throne…or something. I fell asleep after five minutes and you still didn’t take the hint.”
“It’s not,” Jason replied gravely. “This is serious.”
Tam grunted and turned away. I just don’t want to feel stupid, and sometimes it seems like you just want to prove you’re smarter than we are. 
Jason paused. He wanted to respond but stopped himself. He shouldn’t be able to hear these things; this was definitely going to cause problems. He could feel his curiosity naturally piquing, and that was a bad sign. Were they annoyed with him? Were they really so disinterested in all the things he told them? He had always just wanted them to understand why they were spending time digging up something…
“Are you planning on telling us or just sitting there?” Gor asked sharply. 
Jason shook his head and glanced up to the chagari. Oddly enough, he wasn’t sensing much of anything from him. “The gods are all dead. They mostly killed each other, but we helped the process along. And the Ascendants are not carrying their spirits and memories—I’m the only one with that honor.”
Selvhara’s eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”
“We did it all,” Jason whispered. “Humans, I mean. We learned how to channel the Aether ourselves, and we’re the ones who passed on that knowledge to others.”
Their expressions ranged from confused to downright mystified. But the truth was so clear in his mind; he had never been as certain about anything else in his life. They had to know; everyone had to know. This discovery could very well change the course of history. The entire legitimacy of the Ascendants—and the persecution of the Unbound—was predicated on a lie. The truth had to come out. 
“There were no divine decrees in the early days of our nations, no original texts laying out how we should live our lives,” Jason whispered. “The Immortals didn’t design societies around their beliefs or carve up the world as it is now. The Ascendants that rule Obsidian aren’t part of some divine purpose passed down through generations.”
Tam glanced to Sarina, to Gor, and then back to Jason. “Then what are they?”
Jason swallowed heavily. “Frauds.”
 
***
 
“You’re going to have to elaborate,” Tam said as he sunk down into the closest cot. “Should I get some beer and crackers first?”
“This will take some explaining, so be patient,” Jason told them, rubbing groggily at his eyes. “And yeah, I could probably use a drink.”
Selvhara nodded. “Let me get you some water.”
She slipped out of the room to retrieve a pitcher, and Sarina took the opportunity to quietly slink back into the corner of the room. Whatever history lesson Jason was about to give them, she was far more concerned about the fact that she was suddenly standing in the same room with a telepath. All Ascendants had that power, of course, but she had never really thought about it until just this moment…and the concept horrified her. 
She had grown up surrounded by channelers, of course, just like most people in Torsia. The king had stationed many of his shamans inside Valheim, the Asgardian capital where she’d been born. They served as spiritual guides, healers, and chroniclers of history, just like the Bound of most other cultures, but despite that she had never felt completely comfortable in their presence. The idea of someone unwillingly reaching into her mind and plucking out her most intimate thoughts…
It sent a cold shiver down her spine. And somehow the thought of Jason doing it was even worse. There were plenty of things she didn’t want him to know, especially now when they hadn’t seen each other for several years. She felt naked and vulnerable; she felt violated. Even though he wasn’t looking at her, what if he was still reaching into her mind right this instant?
Selvhara returned a few moments later, and Jason drank greedily from the goblet. Once he had settled himself, he nodded thankfully and then took a seat at one of the tables. 
“According to conventional wisdom, the Immortals were engaged in a great civil war, and humans organized around them shortly after they appeared—first villages, then cities, then entire nations,” he said. “The Immortals imbued humans with a fraction of their power to fight in their name, and for centuries these conflicts consumed Obsidian. Then, one day, a human who felt used and betrayed by the gods managed to kill one of them. He was overwhelmed with a great power, and it transformed him into the first Ascendant. He shared his power with other humans and ultimately led them to victory over the gods themselves.”
“That’s not a universally accepted interpretation,” Selvhara pointed out. “The Solarians insist Sol gave his life willingly to imbue a mortal servant, believing it was his atonement for the war he had brought to our world.”
“Yes, I know,” Jason replied with a bit of a huff. “There are variations across the globe ranging from who killed the first god to what gender he or she was, or even what day it was on. None of that matters, though. The point is they are all wrong.”
The druid cocked an eyebrow. “Didn’t Malacross die centuries before the Godswar? You thought she couldn’t even be an Immortal.”
“You were right earlier,” he conceded. “Her people were here many centuries before the Godswar—the one that involved us, anyway. Their civil war started much earlier…and we were the cause.” He took another gulp before continuing. “When they visited our realm for the first time, they came to an important realization: they drew power from our worship. Suddenly some of them were much stronger than the rest, and divisions invariably formed.”
“What exactly does that mean?” Gor asked. 
“Before they met us, they were all part of a great, equal collective. None of them possessed any more power than the others. Once this changed, their entire society collapsed. They battled amongst each other, and the Godswar was the eventual result.”
Selvhara nodded distantly.  “It makes sense, actually. What are gods without someone to worship them? They were beings of great telepathic ability, creatures of thought more than tangible substance—they only took physical form to contact us. The more we thought about them, the stronger they became.”
“That’s the first part,” Jason said. “The second is what happened after they started killing each other. They were creatures of pure thought and memory, and when they died that mental energy seeped across the world.”
“The Aether,” Tam reasoned, flicking out his arm and conjuring a tiny ball of flame in his palm. “So you’re telling me that I’m literally igniting the blood of the gods? Because that’s about the most amazing thing I’ve ever heard.”
“Metaphorically, I suppose. But think about it: when you draw the Aether into your body, you’re basically transforming yourself into an Immortal. Suddenly you can do things that the gods could do naturally.”
“Not everything,” Tam muttered ruefully as he extinguished the flames. “Not all channelers are equal.”
“Your mind still has to be taught how to control the power, just like learning any other skill,” Selvhara told him. “We can all walk, but that doesn’t mean we can all ride.”
“Anyway,” Jason continued, “Malacros told me that no human could ever kill an Immortal with something as trivial as a sword. Even in physical form, they could only be killed by other Immortals. We were basically a glorified food supply; they wanted to kill each other’s worshippers to starve and weaken their competitors.”
“So our ancestors were basically god food,” Tam said. “I guess that’s kind of a compliment?”
“Think about this,” Jason went on, ignoring him. “Why would the gods give us the ability to see their own blood, as it were? How would they even know how the Aether would affect us? And on top of that, how could a mere human have possibly killed one of them in the first place?”
“They couldn’t,” Sarina said, her voice barely a whisper. Her mind flashed back to all the Asgardian myths she had heard as a child. Her people had never been fascinated with the rote truth of history—they cared far more about inspirational stories of legendary battles and heroic deeds. But most myths possessed at least a grain of truth, and the more Jason explained the more everything crystallized in her mind. “Not unless they wielded the power of the gods themselves.”
Tam cocked an eyebrow at her. “You don’t mean…”
“Unbound,” Selvhara murmured. “The Unbound destroyed the gods.”
“Exactly,” Jason said. “As the Aether spread across the world, more and more humans emerged with the ability to channel its power. They were the only humans that could kill Immortals, and that’s what happened to Malacross—a man in her tribe assaulted and wounded her.”
“But where did the Unbound come from?” Sarina asked. “Why were they able to channel Aether when no one else could?”
Jason shrugged. “I have no idea. We don’t understand Unbound now, either. It’s mostly hereditary but not always.”
“So then where did the Ascendants come from?” Gor piped in. “Were they Unbound who stole the power of the gods?”
“No, that’s not even possible, at least not like we’ve all been lead to believe. The entire idea of a ‘divine spark’ is just a creative myth. When the Immortals died, they vanished just like any other creature. Their memories and thoughts didn’t linger on in a glowing ball.”
Sarina frowned. “So then what the hell was in that cube you used?”
“Like I said, Malacross didn’t really die. Her residual essence was trapped inside the cube. She wasn’t strong enough to maintain a physical body, but she can share mine.”
“Sounds a lot like a divine spark to me,” Tam muttered. “If she managed to survive, why didn’t others?”
“It’s possible others were wounded in the same manner, but she didn’t—or doesn’t—think it’s very likely. And even if they did survive for a time, she believes they’re all probably gone now.”
“So the short version is that the first Ascendants didn’t get their power from the gods and pass it on through the generations,” Sarina reasoned. “They were just powerful Unbound.”
“Yes, and they were the ones who have passed on their thought and memories through the generations,” Jason said. “I know it’s a little confusing, but the point is that the Ascendants aren’t the legacy of the gods—they’re just men and women carrying the memories of the first Unbound.”
“Who don’t sound like they were particularly nice people,” Tam commented. “They killed the gods, then concocted a false history to make themselves seem divine. And I bet they’re also responsible for demonizing other Unbound throughout history.”
“It was the best way to ensure their legacy. They turned their competition into social pariahs over the centuries.”
Tam bit down on his lip. “Do you think the modern Ascendants actually know the truth? Do they have any idea where the power they carry is actually from?”
“My cousin certainly doesn’t,” Sarina said, thinking back to her homeland. Doyd Zharrs, her first cousin, had Ascended to the High King of Asgardia just four years ago. She hadn’t spoken with anyone in a long time at this point, but there was no way in the void he knew about any of this.
“I doubt any of them do,” Jason agreed. “The Ascendants are mostly just regular people transformed by a Rite of Ascension. Essentially they’re just the vessels of ancient sorcerers. I doubt that even the Unbound Ascendants like the vaeyn Matriarch Queen know the truth.”
“This is all pretty crazy,” Tam murmured. “You’re basically telling me that the whole reason I’m hated is because of a two thousand year-old lie.”
“Not the only reason,” Sarina grumbled. “Your personality isn’t doing you any favors.”
“Hey, you’re talking to a potential god here. You should show more respect.”
“Malacross can’t possibly know all of this for certain,” Selvhara said, her voice a brittle whisper. “She was before the Godswar.”
“True, but she knows that she was killed by an Unbound,” Jason pointed out. “The rest she could piece together. Her people had no ability to share their powers with us; all they knew how to do was draw power from our worship.”
“The Goddess merged her essence with the earth so that her children could wield her power in its defense,” the druid whispered, quoting her people’s scripture. “In the ashes of this great war, there would be many wounds to heal and lives to rebuild. Her voice would be but a whisper, but her children would still know the warmth of her touch.”
Jason shrugged. “I don’t know what happened to the Triumvirate. It’s possible they were actually Immortals at one point, but they couldn’t have granted power to any mortal. My guess is that Anvira and Maeleon and Orias were all just Unbound like the rest of the Ascendants.”
Selvhara shook her head. “No, that’s not possible. They were all gods who sacrificed themselves to save the world.”
Sarina eyed the other woman. None of the rest of them had ever been particularly religious, but she had actually been bonded to an Ascendant.  This would undoubtedly be much harder for her to accept…if she ever could. 
“As interesting as all of this is, I’m not really sure anyone outside this room is going to care,” Sarina said. “Religions have disagreed about small details for thousands of years. I doubt anything is going to change that now.”
“Are you kidding?” Jason gasped. “This completely undermines the basic claim to authority of every monarch in Obsidian. They all rule because of a belief in a divine right; they are all supposed to be blessed with the wisdom of the old gods. But they’re not—they’re just carrying around the essence of ancient sorcerers.”
She sighed. “I hate to break it to you, but most people aren’t going to give a damn about any of this. You really think some king is going to step down based on your word of what really happened thousands of years ago? Do you think Unbound are suddenly going to walk free across the world? Things are the way they are, and people are quite comfortable with it.”
He frowned, and she instantly knew she’d been right: he hadn’t really thought it through. For all his brilliance, Jason had absolutely no idea how most people actually made decisions. He lived in a mythical realm where everyone was driven by reason rather than passion. 
“I know it’s hard for you to accept, but I bet most people couldn’t even pick out their home on a map, let alone tell you anything about what happened before they were born,” Sarina went on. “At best you’ll be ignored. At worst you’ll stir up a riot and maybe get some people killed—maybe even yourself.”
“They won’t just be able to dismiss this,” Jason insisted. “We’re talking about undermining the very foundation of society!”
“Gods, you can be so naïve sometimes,” Sarina muttered. “Most people are too worried about surviving their day-to-day lives to care, and those in power have way too much to lose. Honestly, telling anyone about this would probably do more harm than good.”
“She’s right,” Gor said, breaking his long silence. “You need to pull your head out of the sand, Jason. This is all quite fascinating, but it’s also mostly irrelevant.”
A flicker of anger crossed Jason’s face, but it quickly subsided and he sunk a bit into his bed. His face had grown pale, and he sighed deeply. “Well, right now we have a bigger problem to deal with anyway.”
Tam frowned. “What’s that?”
“I can’t help the Resistance,” Jason whispered. “People died defending this cube—defending me—and other than picking up some stray thoughts here and there I don’t actually have any magic powers. I can’t channel, and I certainly can’t create a new network of followers. I’m not really an Ascendant.” He swallowed heavily and swept his eyes between them. “Do you have any idea how the rebels will respond once they find out?”
“Not well,” Sarina whispered. 
“No,” he agreed. “Not well at all.”
 
***
 
Several hours later, once Jason had hunkered down in a more private room and gotten some food, Selvhara slipped away to scout out the rest of the compound. With the Solarian and Dawn reinforcements in town, most of the rebel leaders were occupied…but they wouldn’t stay that way forever, of course. Sooner or later someone was going to notice that Jason wasn’t unconscious in the infirmary, and once that happened she had no doubt that Adar and Ria and the others would swarm over to see how he was doing. Selvhara knew she should have stayed in the room to plan out their next move, but right now she just needed to be alone. 
She made her way down to the small stable area sectioned out of the bottom floor. The horses were usually left alone unless it was feeding time, and for some reason the thought of surrounding herself with animals seemed like a good idea. Unfortunately, the moment she opened the door her stomach sank. A few days ago she could have walked up to one of the beasts and touched its simple mind, but now the horses were just as cold and empty to her as everything else. 
Sighing, Selvhara reached out and steadied herself against a nearby post. At this point it was impossible for her to do anything without being reminded of what she had lost…and how little she could contribute. Without the Aether, she hadn’t been able to aid Jason during his coma, and dozens of rebel soldiers had spent days needlessly suffering before the Solarian priests had arrived. And it wasn’t as if she could help defend the compound during another attack, either—she barely even remembered how to nock a bow, let alone swing a sword. She was broken and useless…and for the first time in her life, she truly felt old.  
A flicker of movement from deeper inside the stables caught her eye, and she tilted up her head to see Elade step out from behind one of the horses. Selvhara hadn’t even heard the other woman, but she was holding a brush and had clearly been using it. 
“Elu shala,” Selvhara whispered. “I didn’t expect that anyone else would be down here.”
“I scared the rest of them off,” the vaeyn replied with a tight smile. But despite the levity in her words, there was an awkward stiffness behind them. “It’s good to see you up and about.”
“Yes, I feel…better,” Selvhara managed. “I assumed you would be with the other knights and Adar.”
“I was, but apparently they’re not interested in my help. So instead I’m down here.”
Selvhara frowned. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”
“They ordered me back to the Citadel,” Elade grumbled. “I refused, and Lavonde and his cronies aren’t happy about it.”
“That makes no sense. Why would they wish you to leave? Tevek was quite adamant that you stay.”
“Exactly,” the vaeyn muttered as she turned back to her horse. “I don’t know how much he’s told you, but I’m not exactly popular with the rest of the Knight-Lords. And now that Tevek can’t stick up for me, his subordinates have decided to sweep me aside.”
“Ah,” Selvhara murmured, nodding in understanding. “Once he has his powers back, he will set the others straight.”
“That’s the going theory,” Elade said, vigorously brushing at the stallion’s mane. “But a lot can happen between then and now.”
Selvhara stepped in closer to the beast. “The knights possess many virtues, but they are still human. Their prejudices run deep.”
“I suspect you have plenty of first-hand experience.”
“I have never been to the Citadel, but I have met many paladins over the years. Few of them were as accepting as Tevek.” Selvhara paused and eyed the younger woman. She had shed her light armor, and the Aetheric glyphs spiraling down her right arm glimmered beneath a sheen of sweat. “Still, none of us are immune to simple bigotry. I admit that when Tevek told me he was tutoring a vaeyn, I was…skeptical.”
Elade glanced back over her shoulder. “I suppose I can’t blame you. I know my people don’t exactly have a sterling reputation in Calhara…or anywhere else.”
“Perhaps not, but you are not your people,” Selvhara said. “You are Elade, and I apologize for judging you.”
The vaeyn grunted. “You’ve barely said two words to me. You have nothing to apologize for.”
“I offer one anyway.” Selvhara stepped forward and offered the other woman her hand. “You protected these people, and for that you have my thanks.”
Elade touched her hand, and Selvhara smiled. As hollow and empty as she felt right now, it had been an age since she had spoken with one of her own kind, faeyn or vaeyn. She suddenly longed to be back in the forests of Sorthaal away from human scheming and politics…but she knew she could never return. Not because her people wouldn’t accept her back—they almost certainly would—but because Selvhara knew she no longer belonged among them. She had cast her lot with the humans many decades ago, and she couldn’t turn away from them now. Not while they still needed her…not while Jason still needed her. 
Distantly, Selvhara wondered what his revelations meant about the nature of the faeyn. Were they really part Immortal, as the legends claimed? Or were they something else entirely?
“You don’t need to thank me for doing my job,” Elade said. “I just wish I had been at the compound to stop Kroll sooner.”
Selvhara winced despite herself, and her thoughts returned to the present. “I don’t know what you could have done. None of us expected him to have this power. He could have broken you as well…”
Elade abruptly glanced away, and Selvhara frowned. Even without her magic, she could sense the sudden shift in the other woman’s emotions. 
“Is something wrong?”
Elade pursed her lips. “Kroll did try to sever my bond. He couldn’t.”
Selvhara frowned. “You resisted? How?”
Before she could answer, the sound of heavy footfalls approached from the stairs behind them. A few moments later the door swung open, and Sir Lavonde and two other Knights of the Last Dawn strode inside. His eyes were locked on Elade, and his lips were curled into a faint but unmistakable smug smile. 
“Dame Devarath, by order of Highlord Alric, I order you to surrender your weapon and submit to the judgment of the Conclave.”
“What?” Selvhara gasped, stepping between the two of them. “What are you talking about?”
Lavonde glanced down as if noticing her for the first time. “This is an internal matter and none of your concern, druid. Step aside.”
“I already told you I’m not going anywhere until I receive orders from the Highlord,” Elade said. “The real Highlord, not the pretender.”
“I doubt that Highlord Dracian will give anyone orders again,” Lavonde said stiffly. “I think you know why.”
Elade flinched, and her eyes flicked to the side in concentration. She was probably receiving the same orders telepathically from the Conclave, Selvhara assumed. 
“At least they had the guts to talk to me themselves this time,” the vaeyn murmured. 
“What is going on?” Selvhara asked. “What happened to Tevek.”
“It’s not about Tevek—it’s about me,” Elade said. “Kroll couldn’t sever my bond because there’s no bond to sever. I am Unbound.”
Selvhara wasn’t sure if she actually gasped, but her jaw dropped open and her mouth went dry.  Suddenly Tevek’s fascination with this woman made even more sense. Ever since the siege at Fort Isen all those years ago, he had made it his personal mission to try and harbor innocent Unbound whenever he found them. The problem, of course, was that the Dawn still demonized them just as badly as the Solarians, perhaps even worse. And if they knew that Tevek had been secretly training and harboring one of them for years…
“The Solarian interrogators picked the truth from Kroll’s mind,” Elade went on, “and now the Conclave wants me to report back to the Citadel for questioning.”
“What I don’t understand is why you left that Crell slug alive,” Lavonde said, shaking his head. His smile, notably, hadn’t gone anywhere. “If you had just let him die, we never would have known the truth.”
Selvhara whipped her head up and glared at him. “Do you even hear yourself talk, paladin?” she asked. “This woman did the right thing, and now you’re blaming her for it?”
“The right thing would have been telling the Conclave about her taint the instant she arrived at the Citadel,” Lavonde growled, “but instead Highlord Dracian decided to take pity on a creature of darkness.”
“This ‘creature of darkness’ is the only reason the Zarul didn’t get their hands on a divine spark,” Selvhara said. “Perhaps your Conclave should consider the facts before blindly jumping to conclusions.”
The man scoffed. “Maeleon’s Code is quite clear. Not that I would expect a child of Anvira to understand. You don’t belong here, elysian, any more than this fraud.”
Elade placed an arm on Selvhara’s shoulder. “You should go upstairs with the others. I can deal with—”
“Highlord Dracian clearly trusts this woman, and he knows her better than any of you,” Selvhara went on, shaking free and stepping right up to Lavonde’s breastplate. “She has done great deeds in Maeleon’s name. Whether or not she’s Unbound makes no difference.”
“This is an internal matter of the Dawn,” Lavonde said coldly. “Your approval is neither relevant nor required. Now step aside before I lose my temper.”
“A Knight of the Last Dawn is really going to strike an old woman?”
“I don’t need to strike you, but you will move out of the way.”
His palm flashed with magic, and Selvhara felt something nudge against her arm—
And then suddenly Elade’s sabre flashed between them, and Lavonde actually hopped backwards out of the way. “You will not touch her,” the vaeyn said. 
The other two knights drew their swords, but Lavonde just grunted. “Are you threatening me, Dame Devarath?”
“It’s not a threat,” Elade said. “It’s a statement of fact.”
For a moment, the man just glared at her, but eventually his smile returned and he even chuckled. “How quaint—the Highlord’s elf concubines are sticking up for one another.” He made a show of lowering his hand to the pommel of his blade. “My standing orders are to bring you back to the Citadel by any means necessary. I suggest you hand over your sword. Now.”
Elade shrugged. “Which one of you wants to try and take it first?”
“This is absurd,” Selvhara breathed, stepping between them again. “You are Knights of the Last Dawn!”
“We are, yes,” Lavonde said. “Lord Alric was right about this one all along. She is a festering wound in the order, and her taint has already begun to spread to others.” 
For a moment, Selvhara actually thought Elade might strike. But then abruptly her posture relaxed, and she lowered her sword. 
“I’m not your enemy, no matter what you want to believe,” she whispered. “I will return to the Citadel, but only on one condition: if I turn myself in and accept the Conclave’s judgment, the Highlord will be cleared of any complicity. He shouldn’t be punished for what I am.”
“He lied to the Conclave!” Lavonde growled. “He willingly violated the Code for almost five years. Any other knight would be banished for such a crime. For the Highlord to commit such sacrilege is…unthinkable!”
“Highlord Dracian is the most celebrated Knight of the Last Dawn in generations,” Selvhara said. “Ask any member of your Conclave right now what they owe him. Let each of them recount how many times he has personally saved their lives. Ask them how many favors he is owed by rulers across Obsidian.”
Lavonde’s expression sunk, if only a bit. “None of that absolves him of his crime, and I will not be lectured to by someone outside the order.”
Selvhara crossed her arms. “I am a servant of the Goddess Anvira, fellow member of the Triumvirate. I am a friend and ally of more paladins than you have years, child. Why don’t you ask Lord Alric how he enjoys walking on his left leg or seeing out of his right eye? He owes both to me.”
Lavonde actually retreated another step. He clearly hadn’t expected anyone to defend Elade, and he just as clearly hadn’t expected an old woman to stand up to him. For all their virtues, Knights of the Last Dawn had a tendency to develop rather large egos, especially the young men. They believed they were the chosen protectors of the world, and they couldn’t understand how any right-minded individual would ever question them or disagree with their opinion. Thankfully most of them eventually grew out of it, and the best of them skipped that phase entirely. She could tell by the startled expressions on the other two knight’s faces that they hadn’t yet entered that phase themselves, and with luck maybe they never would. 
“All I ask is that they consider the Highlord’s service before judging him,” Selvhara said. “And you should do the same for this noble woman as well.”
Lavonde glanced between the two women, and his forehead creased as he undoubtedly received telepathic instructions from his superiors. “Very well. The Conclave will show a measure of leniency.”
“Making a promise from thousands of miles away is easy.” Elade said. “I want your word right here that Tevek will not be banished from the Dawn.”
Lavonde took a deep breath and then nodded. “You have my word as a Knight of the Last Dawn.”
Elade paused briefly, then slid her sword back into its sheath and unbuckled her scabbard. She tossed it into one of the other paladin’s arms and then let out a deep sigh. 
“When do we leave?”
“You will depart at first light tomorrow,” Lavonde told her. “For now, I want you to stay where I can see you.” He gestured to the men, and one of them placed a leading hand on her shoulder. 
Once the door shut behind them, Selvhara closed her eyes and let out a tired sigh. As if losing her own powers wasn’t enough, now there was a very real chance that Tevek wouldn’t be able to get his back, either. And if the Crell sent another “Breaker” after them without Elade here to defend the compound…
She shook her head. Jason and the others needed to know what was going on, and then they needed to speak with Adar and pray the situation didn’t spiral any further out of control. One way or another, she had a feeling they would be forced to flee Lyebel very soon. 
The problem was that they had nowhere else to go.
 
 



Chapter Seven
 
“One way or another, your secrets will destroy this family.”
-Elissa Moore to her husband, 1997 AG
 
Adar listened patiently as Jason gave him an abridged version of his experiences. As Sarina had tersely reminded him earlier, the rebel leader probably wasn’t going to care about half of what Malacross had revealed, but he did need to hear the part about how Jason couldn’t empower Bound. And once the words left Jason’s mouth, the temperature in the room seemed to drop about twenty degrees. 
“I’m no expert on Aether or channelers,” Adar murmured, holding a near-empty glass of greenish liquid in his hand, “but maybe you just haven’t learned how to control this power yet.”
“It has nothing to do with control,” Jason said. “The cube wasn’t holding a divine spark, at least not as we’ve come to think about them. Malacross cannot grant anyone else the ability to channel, and neither can I.”
“You’ve been awake for what, a couple of hours?” Ria put in. “Maybe you just need some time.”
Jason sighed in frustration. “Time doesn’t matter. You don’t understand.”
“Oh, I understand just fine,” she replied, half-scowling at him as usual. “You were always the type to cut and run the moment things got tough, and now you’re doing it again.”
“Ria…” Adar murmured. “Just relax and let him speak.”
Her face twisted in annoyance, and Jason closed his eyes and pressed his fingers into his temples. This conversation was frustrating enough, but he was finding it difficult to stay focused. The incessant telepathic “noise” of stray thoughts and emotions continued to flood into his mind, and he had no idea how to block them all out. The power had gradually intensified since he had awakened, and now he was picking up stray bits of private conversations and random thoughts from dozens of different people across the compound. 
Before, he had been able to specifically pick out the thoughts of his friends, and he had found that disconcerting for a whole host of reasons. But standing here now, the mental deluge had become a wild jumble of nonsense…and he wasn’t sure if that was an improvement. It felt like something was trying to crawl its way out of his skull, and if he couldn’t get a handle on this soon, he was going to snap.
“Like I warned you earlier, it’s difficult to explain,” he managed, opening his eyes again. He was dizzy, and he had to steady himself on the back of a nearby chair. Sarina must have noticed his discomfort; she slid up behind him and placed a steadying hand on his shoulder. “But the point is that I can’t help you, not in the way you were hoping. It might even be best for me to get out of the city to take some of the pressure off you. If it’s any consolation, the Crell were completely wrong about this thing, too. They also believed the cube was something it’s not.”
“Consolation?” Ria hissed. “Ten of our soldiers are dead, Jason. Ten people, killed for absolutely no reason at all.”
Jason bit his lip and turned away. “I didn’t know what the cube was, and you were the only people I could turn to. I’m sorry—it was obviously a mistake to bring it here.”
“You’re sorry?” Adar asked, his voice disturbingly calm. “You’re sorry?”
“I know it’s not much, but—”
“It’s nothing!” the man nearly screamed as he leapt out of his seat. His anger was so sudden and so intense that everyone in the room seemed to retreat a step. Adar held his glare on Jason for several long, awkward seconds before he finally burst into a bizarre cackle. It was awkward, forced, and bitter; it was the dark humor of a beleaguered man who might have finally snapped. 
“At least they died fighting Crell,” Sarina whispered. “And we captured one of their new Imperators. Maybe the Solarians can learn enough from him to block this new channeling technique.”
“Wouldn’t that be wonderful,” Adar muttered, his head still shaking. “Except for the fact that we don’t have any channelers, remember? And apparently we’re never going to.”
“It could still make a difference in the war,” she pointed out. “The Alliance won’t stand a chance if the Crell can sever the bonds of all their priests.”
“Fuck the Alliance,” Ria snarled. “They don’t care about us and they never have. When are you going to figure that out?”
Sarina stepped in front of Jason, her jaw tight. “They sent priests, didn’t they? With the reinforcements we can finally take the battle to the Crell.”
“And how exactly are we going to do that?” Adar asked. “We have two dozen Alliance soldiers and a handful of priests. Lyebel has a standing garrison of over a thousand soldiers and close to a hundred Imperators.”
Jason grimaced. A part of him felt guilty both for bringing this cube to their doorstep and for effectively abandoning them all those years ago. But for some reason, his remorse wasn’t nearly as strong as it had been even just a few days ago. 
“You’ve managed just fine with less so far,” he said. “I’m sorry I got your hopes up, but you obviously had a plan before I dropped the cube in your lap. Now you have a squad of trained soldiers and channelers at your disposal—if you ask me, you’re better off now than you were before.”
Before Adar and Ria could jump down his throat, the office door cracked open behind them and Selvhara slipped inside. Her brow was creased with concern, though Jason could tell it had nothing to do with this conversation. 
“We have a problem,” she murmured.
“No shit,” Ria grumbled. 
“The knights are sending Elade back to Calhara tomorrow morning,” Selvhara went on. “She will likely be banished from the Dawn…possibly worse.”
“Wait, what?” Tam blurted out. He had been so quiet Jason had almost forgotten he was there. “What the hell happened?”
“There’s a reason the Zarul Imperator wasn’t able to cut her off from her powers,” Selvhara murmured. “She’s Unbound.”
Jason smacked his forehead. “Just what we needed…”
“I knew we had a special connection,” Tam said, hopping off the ledge where he had been sitting. “Uh…I’m guessing the knights don’t like our kind.”
“Their Code prohibits them from instructing Unbound in Dawn channeling techniques,” Selvhara said. “Tevek knew the truth, of course, and now he will also likely be punished in some fashion.”
“That’s too bad for them, but it’s really not our problem,” Adar cut in. “Right now I need a good reason not to throw all of you back out on the street.”
Selvhara frowned. “What are you talking about, Kyle?”
“You’re placing all of us at risk just by being here. The ‘Coats think we have a new and vulnerable Ascendant walking around, and sooner or later they’re going to come after you again.”
“They were going to come after you anyway, weren’t they?” Jason said. “I’m starting to think you never actually intended to fight them.”
Adar shook his head. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. You don’t know a damn thing about what’s really going on here.” You’re a spoiled coward who abandoned his cause, and now you’ve come back and gotten my people killed.

The words crystallized in Jason’s mind, and suddenly he could see clearly through the haze of emotion and random thoughts swirling around the room. It was an odd sensation, almost like he had just put on a pair of spectacles and watched as the world sharpened around him.
“I know that the Crell should have already wiped all of you out, but they haven’t,” Jason said. “And I know that a man who has successfully led all these people for so long shouldn’t suddenly be scared about the ‘Coats now.”
Adar’s face twitched as if it might rupture at any moment. But while his anger was directed squarely at Jason, something else was fueling it...a cold fear buried deeply in his mind. Jason tried to focus on it, to bring it closer to the surface…
“You don’t know,” Adar repeated. “You can’t know.”
“Then tell me. Tell us. What the hell is really going on here, Kyle?”
Adar’s eyes narrowed. We should have left you to rot at the gates. I should have known nothing good would come of this. “What’s going on is a spoiled traitor has come home, and he expects to be treated like he is one of us.”
“Kyle!” Selvhara snapped. 
Jason grunted. “Or maybe a small man is realizing he’s in way over his head, and now he’s just looking for someone to blame.”
Adar smashed his hand on the table. “We shelter you, we feed you, we defend you against an attack you brought upon us, and you dare speak like that to me?”
“If you’re going to accuse me of being a coward and blame me for your problems, yeah, I am. So I ask again: what’s really going on here?”
“That’s enough!” Selvhara warned, glancing between the two of them like they had lost all sense.
Maybe they had, but Jason wasn’t about to back down now. Images flashed through Adar’s mind; battles, conversations, maps…they came so quickly Jason couldn’t pin them down.  He tried to reach harder, to slow down the emotional tempest… 
Ria lifted herself off the table, shooting daggers at him with her eyes. “I think it’s time you left. All of you.”
“You don’t understand us, and you never will,” Adar muttered. Your father was right about you. I can’t believe I thought you would help us. I can’t believe we thought you might see things our way and realize what we had done here.
Jason’s mouth fell open. He heard the words clearly, but the images behind them cemented it in his mind. His father, speaking with Adar, somewhere in this very city. 
Alive.
“Dad,” Jason whispered. “You spoke to him? He’s alive?”
Adar’s expression froze, and his body went stiff. Everyone in the room turned to look at Jason, their expressions ranging from shock to befuddlement. Even if he hadn’t picked it from Adar’s mind, his face—and Ria’s—gave away the truth almost as clearly.
“What the hell are you talking about?” Adar stammered. How could you possibly know that?
“My father is alive.” Jason stood and noticed Ria tensing as if she thought he might attack her commander. “Where is he?”
Adar didn’t even blink for a long moment, but his thoughts were clear as day. Solaria. He should be there tomorrow. I have no way to contact him and tell him what happened with the cube, and now I don’t know what to do here. I’m terrified. These people expect me to be their leader, but I’m lost. I can’t hold it together any longer.
“Maybe you shouldn’t have gotten out of bed so quickly,” Ria said. “I think you’re hallucinating.”
Jason shook his head as everything suddenly become clear. “He’s been leading you the whole time, hasn’t he? Behind-the-scenes, giving you orders.”
“Jason, what are you talking about?” Selvhara asked desperately, grabbing onto his arm. When he didn’t reply, she turned to Adar. “Ethan is alive?”
“He died at Tibel two years ago,” the man replied mechanically. “Everyone knows that.”
“You obviously don’t,” Sarina said, crossing her arms and scowling at him. “Neither of you do.”
“You had better tell them the truth,” Jason suggested, stepping forward. “Tell them that your boss left town, and now you’re panicking because you don’t know what you’re doing.”
“Get back,” Ria warned. She wasn’t fully standing yet, but her muscles were coiled and ready to pounce if he got any closer. 
“You’re delusional,” Adar insisted. 
Jason shook his head. “Why did he go to Solaria? What’s there for him?”
A coup. “Nothing.”
“A coup?” Jason gasped. “What the hell is going on?”
“Get out of my head!” Adar screamed, throwing his chair backwards. “You don’t know anything!”
“Kyle,” Selvhara said softly, stepping forward and reaching out to take his arm. “Calm down.”
Ria instinctively grabbed the druid’s arm to hold her back. It was a big mistake. 
Jason barely even saw Sarina move. One instant Ria had her arm clasped around Sel’s, and the next she was lying on her back, pinned to the floor by a very angry-looking Asgardian. 
“Stop it!” Selvhara screamed. Tam had taken a step back, and Adar looked like a man on the verge of breaking into tears. Ria, for her part, struggled to breathe as Sarina’s forearm pressed into her throat. 
Eventually, Sarina pulled back, and Ria coughed. “You bitch!” she hissed. “I knew we shouldn’t have trusted you! You’re not even a Galvian!”
While the two women glared at each other, Jason remained focused on Adar. The man’s mind became a jumble of unreadable emotion and images. One moment Jason thought Adar might break down into tears, but in the next he seemed as if he were bubbling over with rage. It took Jason a while to figure out what was going on: Adar was using the dissonance as a shield. He might have been feeling bits of all of those things, but his mind wasn’t that erratic. He had spent a large portion of his life surrounded by channelers, and now he was constructing an emotional wall so Jason couldn’t get anything more out of him. And it was working.  
“I need to know the truth,” Selvhara said, her voice trembling. “Kyle, is Ethan really alive?”
Adar’s hands balled into fists. “Yes.”
Selvhara’s eyes snapped shut. “Goddess have mercy.”
“Wait, isn’t this good news?” Tam asked. “I mean, I know your dad is kind of an asshole, but…”
He mercifully trailed off, and Jason licked at his dry lips. He wasn’t sure exactly what he was feeling. When he had heard the news from Tibel two years ago, he hadn’t shed a single tear. He hadn’t been happy, exactly, but some part of him had actually been relieved. His father’s zealotry had gotten his wife and his king killed. His actions had ruined the lives of thousands of people across Torsia. And it wasn’t as if they had really gotten along before that. 
But ultimately, Ethan Moore was still his father. And that should have been worth something. 
“Have you known all along?” Jason asked after a moment of tension-filled silence. “Since Tibel, I mean.”
Adar’s head drooped and he sighed. “No, I thought everyone was killed. I started this group all on my own.”
“And then dad heard about it and came offering his assistance?”
“Something like that. You know how he is; you know his personality. When he suddenly reappeared, we couldn’t have been happier. I couldn’t have been happier. I’m just a soldier, and he is a general. If anyone could turn the war around, it was him.”
Jason nodded. “How many others knew about this?”
“Ria and myself, and a few others we use as couriers. That’s it.”
“You never told Aidan?” Selvhara asked. “He’s one of Ethan’s oldest friends.”
Adar took a deep breath and then cleared his throat. “The General wanted to remain in the shadows. When I told him you were here, he didn’t want to drop the ruse just yet. He might have, given enough time, but not now.”
“So why did he go to Solaria?” Jason asked. 
Adar’s mind flickered, but before Jason could peek inside he threw up another emotional wall. “He has contacts in the Alliance. I don’t know who specifically, but he’s confident that the Crell will invade before the end of the month, possibly sooner. He wanted to arrange more supplies and support for us here before war broke out.”
“There’s more to it than that. You were specifically thinking about a coup.”
“We’re living a coup, Jason,” Adar told him. “We’re trying to overthrow Sovereign Verrator. Ethan figured that once the war started, we’d get an opportunity for some riskier assaults. The Crell would empty the local garrison and send them to the front lines, and after that we could try and take control of the rest of the city. If we succeeded, we could start a full-blown insurrection in Galvia and seriously disrupt their military operations.”
Jason frowned. That sounded like his father’s logic, but Adar had been thinking about Solaria specifically when “coup” had popped into his head. No, there was more here than just opportunism. His father definitely had something else planned…
“None of that explains why Verrator and the Zarul haven’t just wiped you out,” he pressed. “How have you really survived this long? What has my father done?” 
“He has done whatever was necessary to keep us alive,” Adar said instead. “He’s always been smarter than the Crell—you know that. He’s managed to whip up some dissention in the ranks and keep them off-balance.”
Jason shook his head. “No, there’s more to it than that. You’re hiding something.” 
He turned towards Ria. Unlike Adar, she obviously didn’t know how to erect an emotional shied to block out her thoughts. And the moment he concentrated upon her, the truth suddenly flashed right in front of his face. 
Demons. 
“Galivar’s blood,” Jason swore. “Dad’s the one responsible—he’s the one who’s controlling the demons!”
For a moment, no one spoke. Sarina and Tam’s mouths dropped open, and Selvhara’s face drained of color. Ria simply glared at him, her expression a mix of shock and anger. 
“Ethan,” Selvhara whispered. “What have you done…?”
“He approached me with his plan from the beginning,” Adar said, sinking back down into his seat. His emotional shield buckled and collapsed, and all that remained was a deflated husk.  “He convinced me that it was the only way we would ever be able to make a difference here. With his demons, we could sew chaos in the enemy ranks. We could keep them off balance and even score some important victories. After that, recruiting would jump up, and outside groups would be much more willing to help.”
“And he was right,” Ria added bitterly. “Do you really think the Solarians ever would have paid attention to us if we hadn’t taken over the docks here? Everything has worked exactly like your father said it would.”
Jason shook his head and forced himself to swallow the lump of bile rising in his throat. He had always known his father was a ruthless man, but summoning demons? That was a line that even he had never crossed. 
“At what cost?” he breathed. “There had to be another way.”
“The other way was to die,” Ria snapped. “I don’t expect you to understand.”
Selvhara glanced away. “That was why the garrison reported an attack yesterday. Ethan must have sent his demons against them.”
“Yes,” Adar confirmed. “He needed to get rid of them since he left the city, and he thought it would give us time to keep Jason safe until the reinforcements arrived.”
“We have to find him,” Jason murmured. “We have to track him down and figure out what he’s up to.”
“Then go,” Adar told him. “Get out and don’t come back. You don’t belong here, and you never have.”
Ria’s head whipped around to glare at him. “You can’t just let them go! Not with what they know.”
“Are you going to try and stop us?” Sarina taunted. 
Jason placed a restraining hand on her arm. “Kyle is right. I don’t belong here, and neither do the rest of us. We need to find my father and get to the bottom of this.”
“If you tell the Solarians what you know, you will doom Galvia forever,” Adar warned. “You might even cost the Alliance the war. I know you aren’t of us, but I don’t think you’re a traitor.”
“No, that mantle belongs to you,” Sarina said, shaking her head in disgust. “You lied to me. You used me.”
“Oh, please,” Ria snorted. “This isn’t your fight, Asgardian. All you ever cared about was sating your bloodlust.”
Jason squeezed Sarina’s arm more tightly, but to his surprise she didn’t take the bait. She just glared at the two rebels for a long moment before turning and storming out of the room. Jason waited another few seconds and then followed. Just before he turned into the hall, he glanced back over his shoulder to Adar, the once loyal, diligent soldier known across the country for his honor and integrity. But all that remained now was a stranger. And perhaps that was all these people had ever been.
Jason shut the door behind him. He didn’t look back. 
 
***
 
“This is insane,” Tam commented, breaking the long silence since they had left Adar’s office. He had already retrieved his belongings and packed up his bag. 
“That’s the understatement of the century,” Jason murmured as he finished closing up his own pack. 
“I don’t mean your dad being some arch warlock terrorizing the city. Let’s face it: we all knew he was pretty crazy.” Tam turned and crossed his arms. “I mean your plan to chase him into Solaria.”
“It’s not like we have much of a choice. We can’t stay here, and we obviously can’t go anywhere else in Galvia, not with the Crell believing I’m a new Ascendant. And besides, we have to figure out what he’s up to and stop him.”
“I get that he’s your father and all, but why is hunting him down our responsibility?”
“Because no one else knows he’s alive,” Selvhara put in, her voice soft and distant. “We have to speak with him. We have to stop him.”
Tam opened his mouth to respond but stopped himself, and Sarina glanced away and repressed a sigh. She was still trying to get over the fact that General Moore was alive…and that Adar and the others had been lying to her for months. She had trusted them; she had believed in them. And this whole time they had been summoning demons against the Crell…
She retrieved her crossbow and squeezed the grip so hard her knuckles turned white. As uncomfortable as she was with Jason’s sudden telepathic ability, Adar’s betrayal overshadowed everything. His betrayal…and her own foolishness. When she’d returned from Ikara, she had so desperately wanted to find someone fighting against the Crell that she hadn’t asked as many questions as she should have. She should have known that a simple soldier like Adar could never have held the rebels together this long without help. 
“Tam has good reasons to want to avoid Solaria,” Sarina said eventually, taking in a deep breath and buckling her crossbow to her belt. She also retrieved her longbow and slung it over her back. “They treat Unbound as badly as the Last Dawn.”
“Every time we’ve gone there before I’ve ended up running away from the priests,” Tam said. “And now they’ll probably come after you, too. You may not be a real Ascendant or an Unbound, but I doubt they’ll care about the details.”
“The Alliance isn’t the Imperium,” Jason said. “They aren’t going to send shadow agents to watch us everywhere we go. As long as you don’t blow anything up, no one is going to notice.”
“No offense, Jace, but I have a hell of a lot more experience with this than you do. What if something happens and we need to defend ourselves? What if one of their priests walks up to me and realizes I can channel?”
“You’re overreacting as usual. Besides, I have friends in Celenest who can help us.”
Tam cocked his head admonishingly. “Please tell me you’re not talking about that little girl you saved at Fort Isen all those years ago.”
“Last time I checked, Krystia was a high-ranking priestess in the capital,” Jason said. “She’s also an Unbound.”
Tam pursed his lips. “First Elade, now this Solarian priestess…why didn’t I ever think of pretending to be a respected Bound before?”
“Because that would require discipline and tact,” Sarina told him, “and you don’t have either.”
“Says the woman who’s started more bar fights than a drunk chagari,” Tam grumbled. “Look, it will take us at least five days to get to Celenest on horseback, possibly a whole week. Your father could be gone by then for all we know.”
“There might be another way,” Selvhara whispered. She still looked pale, even more so than normal. “We also happen to know a Legion General.”
“Darius?” Jason asked. “I haven’t spoken with him in years. He does owe me a favor, though. More than one, actually, considering I saved his life.”
“Some of the Solarian soldiers were saying that he is currently in charge of the border forces at Garos and Isen. Garos is only a day away from here, and it has a portal to Celenest.”
“That’s a good point,” Jason said, nodding. “We could get to town the same time as dad.”
“Garos has a standing army of what, 20,000 soldiers and probably five hundred or so Bound?” Tam asked. “Yeah, walking through those gates is a great way to remain inconspicuous.”
“We’ll be fine. Darius knows my father, too—we all served together at Isen. He’ll want to help us.”
“Great,” Tam murmured. “Fine, we’ll do it your way, as always. I guess anything is better than staying here. But you get to be the one who tells Gor where we’re going—have fun with that.”
Sarina glanced around. “Where is he, anyway?”
“Helping the rebels build some new fortifications,” Selvhara said. “I’ll go and get him.”
“I need to ask you something first,” Jason said, touching her arm. “When I first mentioned demons in there, you seemed less surprised than everyone else. Why?”
The elysian flinched. Sarina wondered if Jason was already reading her mind; if so, they were going to need to break him of that habit very quickly. Some thoughts—most thoughts—were meant to stay private. 
“I didn’t know he was alive, if that’s what you’re implying,” Selvhara murmured. “You know I would have told you that.”
“But you did know he was working with demons,” Jason prompted. 
She grimaced and sat down on the edge of one of the bunks. “Before Tibel, both Tevek and I knew he was starting to dabble in demonology. I don’t know who was teaching him or how he learned it, but I…I knew what he was going to try to do with it. That was when I left him and came to find you.”
“You never mentioned that before.”
“He was dead by the time I tracked you down,” she replied defensively. “You never got along as it was. I didn’t want to sully your memory of him even more.”
Jason closed his eyes, his jaw visibly tightening. “And Tevek didn’t do anything about it, either?”
“I convinced him not to. We both regret that decision.”
“Yeah,” he muttered. “I bet you do.”
Sarina let the silence go stale before she decided to toss out another happy thought. “You realize all this means the attack on Tevek and Elade when they entered Lyebel was a setup. Your father was trying to kill them before they got here.”
“I thought about that too,” Tam said. “He must have figured they’d sniff him out if they got too close.”
“Dad hates Tevek,” Jason said flatly. “That was probably reason enough.”
“He doesn’t hate Tevek,” Selvhara insisted. “He’s never liked the Dawn; he always thought their principles were arcane and naïve. He disagreed with Tevek all the time, but he respected him as a potential ally. He wouldn’t try to kill him.”
“He would if he saw the knights as a threat to his plans, which they obviously were. That’s probably why he fled the city in the first place.”
“But they survived and nothing happened,” Tam pointed out. “By the sound of it, it was a tough fight but obviously not an unwinnable one—your dad doesn’t sound like the type to take a risk like that and not send enough heat to finish the job.”
Jason bit at his lip. “He also would have known they were coming in advance and been able to move his demons away. You may be right, but that means the attack had another purpose.”
“Getting the Solarians’ attention,” Sarina reasoned. “The moment they heard about a demonic attack they sent in reinforcements.”
“Yes, that’s exactly how Ethan thinks,” Selvhara agreed, nodding. 
Sarina bit down on her lip in thought. “You said the knights were going to send Elade back to the Citadel, right?” 
“Yes.”
“Were they going to escort her?” 
Selvhara cocked an eyebrow and shrugged. “I don’t know. Lavonde doesn’t trust her, but he only has two other knights here with him. I doubt he’d want them to leave.”
Sarina looked to Jason and grinned. “Then I think we might want to convince our vaeyn friend to take a little detour with us before she heads home.”
“Huh?” Tam blurted out. “What are you talking about?”
“Finding dad in the middle of one of Torsia’s largest cities won’t be easy,” Jason said, smiling back at her. “But I’ll bet fifty bricks he’ll summon at least a few demons to help him once he arrives.”
“And who better to sniff out some demons than a Knight of the Last Dawn?” Sarina finished. 
“That’s a great idea,” Tam said, “except for the fact it involves three Unbound channeling Aether right in the middle of the Alliance capital—four if you count Jason. Elade is already in trouble, and this ‘plan’ sounds like it could put your friend Krystia in an awkward position.”
“She’ll be fine, and this is the best plan we have,” Jason said. “Elade is also friends with General Iouna—he’ll definitely help us if she’s around.”
“She won’t go,” Selvhara murmured. “The only reason she surrendered to the knights in the first place is because they promised Tevek wouldn’t be dismissed for keeping her condition a secret. She won’t risk jeopardizing that pact.”
Jason frowned. “Do you believe them?”
The druid considered for a moment. “I don’t know. Lavonde gave her his word, but Tevek has told me about the rift Elade had torn in the order. Even good men can be blinded by prejudice.”
Tam snorted. “Typical. The gallant and courageous paladins who fight evil across the world want to demonize a woman for an accident of birth.”
“I’ll talk to this Lavonde and see if he’s lying,” Jason said, his eyes narrowing.
“And if he is?” 
“Then I tell Elade and see how she responds,” Jason said. “I have a feeling the confrontation won’t end well for him.”
“There’s one other problem,” Sarina said. “Are we going to tell the other rebels what’s really going on here? Or the Solarians? You know she’ll want to.”
He grimaced visibly as he stood up. “I don’t know.”
“Adar may have lied to all these people, but that doesn’t mean we have to.”
“If the truth comes out, it will end any chance of a real insurrection in Galvia,” Jason said solemnly. “These people are fighting to get their country back. I’d rather not take that away from them.”
He turned on a heel and left the room, and for a moment no one spoke. Sarina stared at the doorway, and out of the corner of her eye she saw Selvhara shaking her head. 
“That,” the druid whispered, “is exactly what your father would have said.”
 
 



Chapter Eight
 
“One day, my friend, you will learn to see the world as it is rather than how you wish it to be.”
—Ethan Moore to Tevek Dracian, 1997 AG
 
Sir Lavonde was sitting in his makeshift office shuffling through a pile of scrolls when Jason arrived. Elade was in a chair on the opposite side of the room with her eyes closed and legs crossed. She wasn’t shackled to the wall or stuffed behind bars or anything so dramatic, but her sword and armor were resting on the floor near the desk. 
“Mr. Moore,” Lavonde said, glancing up from his reading. “I’d heard whispers you were finally up and about. How are you feeling?”
“Reasonably well, under the circumstances,” Jason replied evenly. Elade turned and smiled at him, and he offered her a fractional nod. “To be honest, I’m a bit surprised you didn’t rush in to check on me. Everyone else here is practically giddy at the prospect of witnessing the awakening of a new Ascendant.”
The knight chuckled softly. He appeared calm and collected, as if nothing Jason could say would possibly surprise him. “Let’s just say I have lingering doubts about the veracity of this so-called ‘divine spark.’”
“I see,” Jason whispered, glancing back to Elade. “And apparently you had more important issues to deal with.”
Lavonde smiled. Dealing with traitors is more important than hand-holding a few pissant rebels. “An internal matter, yes,” he said instead. “But I’m glad you’re up and about. I admit I didn’t expect you to recover for some time.”
Jason nodded distantly. Paladins, he knew, were taught an immense array of tricks to defend themselves against channelers. Their shields could repel almost any attack, from a bolt of lightning to the sharp edge of a sword, and they were typically able to block out mental intrusions of all kinds. But Selvhara had once explained to him that most of these techniques required substantial concentration, and right now Lavonde’s guard was down. If he played his cards right, Jason could keep it that way. 
“Well, it turns out your skepticism has merit,” he said. “The artifact wasn’t what we thought it was. The details are a bit…esoteric, but suffice to say it wasn’t a divine spark. I haven’t Ascended.”
“The Solarian priests mentioned that you hadn’t developed any channeling ability,” Lavonde said. “I wasn’t surprised. The entire concept of finding a divine spark inside a tomb sounded like a drunken Asgardian’s fantasy.”
 Jason forced a smile. He had only known this man for thirty seconds and already he wanted to punch him. Either Sarina was already rubbing off on him, or Malacross’s presence had made him especially edgy. “The rebels aren’t taking the news particularly well, but they’ll get over it eventually. That isn’t why I came here to speak with you, though.”
The knight studied him for a moment. You’re going to try and bargain for Elade’s freedom too, aren’t you? I wouldn’t waste your breath. “What’s on your mind?”
“My companions and I are leaving Lyebel soon. We have a lead on the source of the demons in the city, and I was hoping Dame Devarath could accompany us. We could use her expertise.”
Lavonde’s brow creased. “What lead is this?”
“The details are a bit rough,” Jason said, choosing his words carefully, “but we have good reason to believe the warlock responsible for the infestation has fled into Solaria. Unfortunately, he’s also very well connected, which means that the more people know we’re looking for him, the better the chance he’ll bury himself even further underground.”
The knight grunted. You don’t seriously expect me to fall for such a flimsy pretext, do you? “I’ve heard you’re an intelligent man, Mr. Moore. Surely you realize I’ll need more details than that.”
“I know, and I wish I could be more specific. But suffice to say I know this man well, and with Dame Devarath’s help I believe I can track him down before this infestation spirals out of control. I heard there was another attack on the Crell garrison just yesterday—we need to stop him before he attempts to do the same in Solaria.”
“I’m sorry, but what you ask is impossible,” Lavonde told him. “Dame Devarath has agreed to submit herself before the judgment of the Conclave for violations of Maeleon’s Code. Until her trial is over, she isn’t going anywhere.”
“Because she’s Unbound?” Jason asked. 
The knight’s cheek twitched, if only just. Of course, the Highlord’s elysian concubine already spoke to you, didn’t she? “I’m afraid this situation doesn’t concern you, Mr. Moore. I’m sorry I cannot help you, but you’ll have to try and find this ‘warlock’ on your own.”
“I see,” Jason murmured. “Well, then I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t come here to ask you.” He turned towards Elade. “Come with us to Solaria. We need your help.”
The vaeyn’s blue eyes glimmered sympathetically, but she shook her head. “I can’t, Jason. I promised to go with them if they left Tevek out of this. I don’t want him to be punished for my mistake.”
“Being what you are isn’t a mistake. Besides, do you really think he’d want you to do this?”
“I won’t let him suffer because of me,” Elade told him firmly. “I’m the one who broke the Code, and they can exile me if they want. But he has to be left out of it.”
Jason turned to Lavonde. The man’s self-satisfied smile stretched from ear to ear. But behind his smug confidence, Jason could sense a well of simmering rage. If he could tap into it for just a moment…
“Isn’t your Code supposed to reward self-sacrifice?” he asked. “Why not just let her come with us for a few days? Or do you not trust her enough to return?”
Lavonde’s smile vanished. Imbecile. “It’s time for you to leave. I don’t wish to become…rude.”
“So you’re really going to let Tevek off the hook if she turns herself in?” Jason asked, stretching out with his mind…
Not a chance, Lavonde thought. The Conclave has suffered under his reckless leadership long enough. A few will sympathize with him, but in the end it won’t matter. They will both be stripped of rank and title and exiled.

“I have given her my word,” the man said. 
“Ah,” Jason murmured. “And I suppose that’s all she needs from a fellow Knight of the Last Dawn.”
“A paladin does not break his word.”
“Then you’re not much of a paladin, are you?” Jason turned to face Elade. “He’s lying. The Conclave will exile Tevek whether or not you turn yourself in.”
“What?” Lavonde stammered, standing from his desk. “You would dare to question my honor?”
She frowned at him. “Jason…”
“I saw the truth in his mind,” Jason told her. “It’s not easy to lie to a telepath.”
Lavonde’s face instantly drained of color. His mind suddenly went dark as he erected his mental shields. “You’re not a telepath,” the man hissed. “You’re not anything.”
“I’m not an Ascendant,” Jason corrected. “Not like any you’ve ever met, at least. But I am carrying around the spirit of a true Immortal, and I can hear your thoughts as plainly as if you were screaming them across the hallway.”
Elade’s eyes narrowed, and he could feel her stretching out her mind to contact the other knights in the Conclave. After a few seconds, she stood from her seat and glared at Lavonde. 
“The Conclave won’t answer me,” she said. “You are lying, aren’t you?”
Lavonde’s jaw trembled in barely controlled fury, and his knuckles curled around the edge of his desk. “You and Highlord Dracian have committed treason against Maeleon. Honor demands that you both be punished for your crimes.”
“Honor demands that a knight never break his word,” Elade reminded him. “You lied—you all lied. Why did I even trust you?”
“Because you actually believe in the Code,” Jason whispered. “The important parts, at least. He, on the other hand, is just a power hungry coward wearing a knight’s tabard.”
Even with Lavonde’s mental barriers up, Jason felt the knight’s abrupt surge of anger…but he wasn’t prepared for the speed or viciousness of the man’s response. A gauntlet flashed in front of Jason’s eyes and smashed into his face, and he collapsed to the floor in a dazed heap. By the time he managed to cry out in pain and clutch at his broken nose, he heard the unmistakable ringing of steel as a sword was drawn from its scabbard. 
Lavonde loomed over him, weapon at the ready, but his attention was no longer focused on Jason. Elade leapt up from her chair and pounced at the other knight, and he tried to subdue her with a quick smack from the flat of his blade. 
He needn’t have bothered. With an impossibly agile flip, Elade vaulted up and over Lavonde’s assault and landed right next to her sabre. In a single, smooth motion she picked up the blade, flipped it about, and parried away the man’s follow up strike. Growling under his breath, Lavonde attacked again, this time with all the force a trained Knight of the Last Dawn could muster. 
Their duel, if it even could be called that, was over in less than five seconds. Sparks showered the room as steel met steel, and Jason could barely make out what was happening in the dizzying blur of motion. But then Lavonde’s sword flipped harmlessly across the room, and an instant later Elade’s sabre was at his throat. 
“First you lie, and then you strike an unarmed man,” she growled. “You just proved him right.”
“And you just doomed your friend,” Lavonde rasped between clenched teeth. “Highlord Dracian will never again lift his blade for what he’s done.”
“If this is what the order has come to represent, then I’m not sure he would want to.”
“He was mistaken to bring you to the Citadel, and he was foolish to teach a shadow knight our techniques. The Conclave was planning to banish you, but you’re far too dangerous to let free.”
“I am dangerous,” Elade told him, her voice so cold it sent a chill down Jason’s spine. “You should remember that.” She held her sabre in place for a few long seconds before finally stepping away. “I am leaving with Jason and his companions. We’re going to track down this warlock and end the infestation. Once the problem is dealt with, I will return to the Dawn Citadel. You have my word.”
Lavonde snorted. “The word of a dark elf heathen…”
“She’s not the one who just lied,” Jason murmured as he hauled himself to his feet. He kept a hand clutched to his nose to try and staunch the bleeding. 
“I will return,” Elade said, “but if you or anyone else at the Citadel harms Tevek, I will make you regret it. You have my word on that, too.”
She sheathed her sword and retrieved her armor from near his desk. The silver-blue tabard resting next to it, however, she left right where it was. 
Jason followed her out of the room, and once they were halfway down the hall she slammed her fist into the wooden wall so hard it splintered around her knuckles. 
“Veshyel!” she hissed. “An evore aka.”
“I’m sorry, too,” Jason murmured. He barely knew anything about the vaeyn language, but he recognized a curse when he heard one. “There are things you need to know. Things about me, things about the situation here…and you aren’t going to like many of them. But I do think you’ll want to help us more than ever.”
Her luminous eyes locked with his, and he had to keep himself from taking a step back in shock. He had never stared into the face of a demon before, but he had looked into the eyes of a frenzied Asgardian on more than one occasion. Sarina could be downright terrifying when she wanted to be…but she had nothing on this. Elade’s eyes blazed with a cold, dark fury that made his skin crawl and his knees go weak. 
Then she abruptly let out a deep breath, and the rage was gone. Her face softened, and he once again was standing next to a woman he had only met a few days ago but felt like he could trust implicitly. She flexed her wounded hand, and he watched as the splinters fell out of it and the cuts closed themselves. 
“Then tell me,” Elade said. 
He nodded slowly, and as they continued back to his room, he told her everything.
 
***
 
Kyle Adar gazed out across the docks of Lyebel, his thoughts muddled and unfocused. He stood on the small balcony on the top floor of the compound, wishing he had brought a glass of whiskey with him. He had downed too many already, though, especially considering that he’d scheduled a strategy session tonight. Reports of Ethan’s demons hitting the central garrison hard had inspired their new allies to seize the opportunity. The Solarians in particular believed they could destroy a watch outpost in the northernmost part of the docks. Even a small victory could spark a new wave of recruits, after all, and once they had gained some real momentum perhaps they could take the whole city. Sir Lavonde and his knights seemed a bit less enthusiastic, but they would probably still help. 
Jason had been right about one thing earlier: the reinforcements, though small in number, had dramatically improved their position. The Resistance could accomplish a great deal with a handful of elite soldiers and trained channelers, even against a numerically superior force. And once they had the public on their side, even the whole garrison wouldn’t be able to stand against them. Lyebel was home to nearly half a million people, after all, and the Crell soldiers would be forced to fall back to Ashenfel. 
Adar sighed and closed his eyes. It had only been a few hours since his confrontation with Jason, but at this point he had mostly managed to regain his composure. He hadn’t realized up until that moment just how much he had been invested in the divine spark. The mere possibility that Galvia could have its own Ascendant again…it was like offering a mutton flank to a starving man. But everything had come crashing down in rather spectacular fashion, and now the entire fate of the Resistance rested on Jason’s shoulders.  
He could damn them with a single word to their new allies. Even if he said nothing, the rank-and-file soldiers wouldn’t react well to Jason and his whole group skipping town. He was the son of their “martyred” general, and Selvhara was a legend in her own right. The men would demand an explanation…and Adar had no idea what he could possibly tell them. 
“I can’t believe you’re just letting them go,” Ria said as she stepped out on the balcony behind him. He’d been so distracted he hadn’t even heard her approach.
“What am I going to do, tie them up?”
“How about we just shoot them?”
He grunted and shook his head. “There’s nothing we can do. Let them go.”
Ever since the meeting, she had been wearing the same incredulous glare, as if he were a man she had never met before. “They can destroy us, Kyle. You know that.”
“They can, but I don’t think they will,” he told her. “Regardless, it’s out of our hands.”
He could feel the weight of her stare against the side of his face.  “The vaeyn is leaving with them,” she whispered. “They probably recruited her to help them sniff out Ethan.”
“I doubt Lavonde is happy about that, but he probably can’t stop her.”
“I wonder what that feels like?” she muttered.  
Adar didn’t respond immediately. For some reason, the overwhelming sense of helplessness had actually made him feel…better. He wasn’t sure why at first, but eventually he realized it was as if he had suddenly been released of an oppressive burden. The truth was out in the open now, and ultimately his destiny was no longer in his hands. There was something liberating about that, as bizarre as it sounded.  
“We’re finalizing battle plans just after nightfall,” Adar told her. “Lavonde and the Solarians seemed optimistic about an attack as early as tomorrow night.”
“I’ll be there,” she replied. “If Sarina is leaving, we’re going to need a new scout for the southeastern—”
They both turned at the sound of determined footsteps in the adjoining room. He caught a glimpse of a blue cape and the familiar dark figure of a tall, slender woman encased in form-fitting armor. Jason must have told Elade—and now she was here to kill him. The thought should have been mortifying….but instead Adar felt his lips curl into a resigned smile. 
The vaeyn stormed onto the balcony and narrowed her glowing eyes at Ria. “Leave.”
The other woman snorted. “You can’t give me orders in here. I’m—”
“In ten seconds, you will no longer be standing on this balcony,” Elade said coldly. “Whether you’re standing inside or dead in the street is your choice.”
Ria’s face twisted, into a scowl, and her hand dropped down to her weapon. But before she could do anything foolish, Adar reached out and grabbed her arm. 
“Just go,” he said. “I’ll come get you in a few minutes.”
“Kyle!” she protested
“Go.” He didn’t raise his voice, but his tone was final. He tried to send her the “I’ll handle it” look as best he could. Eventually she let out an annoyed huff before she vanished back into the compound. Elade stepped up into her spot. 
Adar grunted softly. “I take it you spoke to Jason about—”
“I’m not here for a conversation,” Elade said. “I’m here to talk, and you’re here to listen.”
Adar bit down on his lip. He suddenly remembered all the dark tales he had ever heard about the vaeyn, and his muscles froze in place. 
“You have been harboring demons in this city for months,” she said, her voice like steel.  “Your master has summoned in dozens of them, maybe even more, with no regard for what they might do to this city. And you have been sitting here lying to these people, convincing them it was their heroism and their sacrifice making this possible, not the great evil you had unleashed.”
She paused and shook her head. “I’m leaving with Jason. I’m going to track down your master and figure out how much damage he’s done, and then I’m going to bring him to justice. I would expose you right now, but we both know how important this city will be in the coming war. The soldiers fighting for you don’t know a damn thing about what’s going on. They believe in you, and if a war is coming, they deserve to be able to fight to regain what they’ve lost.”
Elade placed a hand on the balcony as if she needed it to steady herself. “So I’m going to leave you here, Kyle Adar, but know that I will be back. You can run and abandon your people if you want, but I don’t think you’ll do that. I think you’re a man who wants something so badly he’s willing to do anything to achieve it. I think you’ll fight to the bitter end even knowing what fate awaits you, and so for now, I’ll leave you to that. Just remember I can have these knights turn on you in a heartbeat no matter where I am in the world. Live with that knowledge, and make damn sure the men and women here don’t die in vain.”
She glared at him for a moment longer before finally stepping away. The nearby shadows swirled around her like a thick fog…and then she vanished. Adar wasn’t sure how long he stood there staring into the darkness, but eventually he glanced back out over the balcony and swore under his breath. 
“They won’t,” he whispered. “Not this time.”
 
 



Chapter Nine
 
Krystia arched her back as Darius buried himself inside her. He was rapidly approaching a climax; his eyes had glazed over and his nose had wrinkled in that adorable euphoric expression he always made just before he spent himself. She smiled and squeezed her thighs more tightly around his waist. 
“Take me,” she breathed into his ear. “Please.”
He grabbed onto her waist and thrust deeper. Normally, she would have already climaxed at least once herself, but for the first time since she had known him the thought of his toned body sliding between her legs seemed almost…tiresome. His efforts were as vigorous as ever, but Krystia felt distant, almost like she was watching someone else go through the motions. 
And unfortunately, her increasing detachment wasn’t just relegated to sex. Everything had seemed dull and listless since her meeting with Sovan a few days earlier, particularly her interactions with other non-channelers. She had never felt as close to anyone as when her mind had touched his, not even Darius. 
He eventually spent himself deep inside her, and she caressed him lovingly as he slumped down next to her, sweaty and energized all at once. She still loved him, of course—nothing would ever change that—but she couldn’t help but feel as if her entire reality had just changed forever. 
And perhaps not for the better. 
“I can’t remember the last time we had a whole day together,” Darius breathed as he ran his fingers through her hair. “You’re going to be sore by morning, I promise.”
Krystia smiled. “I look forward to it.”
At this point, his mind was an open book to her, and she could clearly see all the ways he planned to take her before the night was over. She was tempted to simply give his mind the appropriate memories while she went off and did something else for the rest of the evening, but she decided that was a dangerous road to travel. She shouldn’t want to appease her lover; she should want to spend time with him. And as Sovan had showed her, she enjoyed it when Darius dominated her. 
But for some reason the thought wasn’t doing anything for her right now. Instead, she decided to make a game of it: she could manipulate his perceptions and enhance his pleasure. How addled with lust could she make him before he lost his mind? That seemed like a more appealing challenge, not to mention one he would certainly enjoy. 
They were in the middle of their second bout of the evening when a desperate knock sounded at the door. Darius bit hard into his lip in annoyance, and Krystia offered him a sympathetic smile. 
“It’s your adjutant, and he seems nervous,” she told him. 
He sighed as he ran his fingers along the outside of her thighs. “Give me a minute!”
She slid off of him and waited under the sheets while he threw on a robe and stumbled towards the door. She allowed herself to reach out and gently rummage through the intruder’s mind…
After a brief conversation, Darius returned to her bed holding what she now knew was a report detailing the suspected movements of the “lost” Crell invasion forces along the border. 
“By Sol,” he said to himself. “I hope this is true.”
“What’s that?” Krystia asked. She already knew the answer, of course, but she didn’t want to make him feel uncomfortable. Her mind was already working through the possibilities.
“A few weeks ago we had expected to see almost fifty thousand additional soldiers along the front lines that never materialized,” Darius explained. “Our scouts completely lost them—they left their regiments on the other side of the Imperium and then just vanished. But I think we finally got our answer—one of our agents working under deep cover thinks she located them.”
Krystia raised an eyebrow expectantly. 
“Near Drakendaar,” he told her. “More specifically, they’re all gathered in a central location not far from the Zarul headquarters.”
She frowned. “That’s nowhere near the front.”
“Not directly, but the imperial capital is rife with portals. They could be deployed to any of the major cities within moments.”
“They already have tens of thousands of soldiers in position to do that already,” Krystia said. “That’s the whole point of the portals in the first place. So why fifty thousand more? Are they expecting an attack from us?”
Darius rubbed his fingers together in thought and paced away for a moment. He looked a bit silly, a Legion General strolling around in just a robe, but the sight made her smile nonetheless.  
“As far as we can tell, all these troops were drawn from regiments under the direct command of High Sovereign Thelonius,” he said. “That’s odd for a whole host of reasons. The High Sovereign has already preferred to keep a healthy number of his own people in major urban centers across the Imperium.”
“To make sure the other Sovereigns know he’s watching them,” Krystia reasoned. 
“Yes, exactly,” Darius said. “The only reason I could see him drawing so many soldiers back to the capital is if there were an insurrection going on.”
“An insurrection? Right in the heart of Drakendaar?”
“Right, we would have heard about it if that were the case. The other option is that perhaps the rumors about instability in Lyebel and to the south in Izaria are even more pronounced than we thought. But there has to be a reason why he’s using his own troops exclusively.”
“Perhaps Ishthare’s Rebellion in the southwest made him jumpy,” she suggested.
“Possibly,” Darius mused. “She had relatively few soldiers at her disposal and yet she still inflicted considerable damage. Maybe he’s lost control of the other Sovereigns altogether. Verrator in particular has been quiet for months, and that’s not like him at all. 
“Hmm,” she murmured. “Did that prisoner they captured in Lyebel have any new information.”
Darius’s thoughts flickered unexpectedly, but he managed to sweep them aside before she caught anything specific. “Not much other than the fact his breaking technique seems exclusive to Unbound. He’s on his way here—hopefully the interrogators can get more out of him.”
“Yes,” Krystia agreed. His thoughts flickered again, and this time she caught a glimpse of what he was thinking about: Elade. Apparently he was worried about her. “What happened to Elade?”
Darius turned and scowled at her.  “Are you in my head? You know I don’t like that.”
“You didn’t mind earlier,” she said impishly. “But it’s hard to ignore when you’re screaming so loudly.”
He sighed and turned away. “When the priests were interrogating the prisoner, they discovered how she managed to keep her powers. Evidently, she’s Unbound.”
 “By Sol,” Krystia murmured, sitting up. “Oh, Tevek…”
“The knights aren’t happy, to put it mildly. Rumor has it the Conclave might not grant him a Binding Ritual.”
She closed her eyes and clenched her jaw. “Cowards.”
“I’m surprised Areekan didn’t tell you already,” Darius said. “Or one of the other priests, for that matter.”
“They probably don’t want me to know anything about other Unbound,” Krystia said bitterly. “Areekan gets nervous every time it comes up.”
She seethed in place for a few moments, but then she realized belatedly that perhaps the situation wasn’t quite as bad as she feared. If the Conclave did dismiss Tevek, he would obviously be devastated…but if everything went as planned, in a few weeks she would be able to grant him powers herself. Once Areekan was gone, she could make Tevek her personal champion, and she could grant amnesty to Elade and any other Unbound is search of sanctuary. 
But that was getting ahead of herself. A lot had to happen between now and then, and at this point nothing was guaranteed. Ethan would be getting in late tonight, and together they were going to have to plan out their coup. It wasn’t going to be easy, and she honestly wasn’t even sure where to begin. He would certainly have ideas, but she was just as certainly not going to like most of them…
Darius moved over towards her and slid onto the bed. “Not exactly the most stimulating news, I know.”
She smiled and kissed him. She swung her leg back over his waist, and a few moments later she guided him back inside her. Eventually, once she had rekindled his lust, he threw her down onto her back and hoisted her ankles up on his shoulders. But as he thrust deep inside her, another tremor abruptly rippled through his thoughts. In his mind, the body beneath him was no longer pink and petite and human; it was tall and gray and vaeyn.
Krystia’s rage was swift and heart-wrenching. She nearly shoved him off her…but then suddenly his thoughts shifted back to her, almost as if he’d belatedly realized he was in bed with a telepath. Still, the fact he had dared think about another woman while he was making love to her…
She closed her eyes as he pressed down so hard her knees brushed her shoulders. It was perfectly normal for everyone to fantasize now and then, she knew, and perhaps this wasn’t the end of the world. Besides, if Elade was Unbound, that meant she was ultimately on Krystia’s side. Perhaps the two of them could stand together to overthrow the oppression of their kind both here and within the Last Dawn. 
Yes…a paladin would be a valuable ally. Tevek seemed to trust her, and perhaps once she arrived in the city Krystia could bond with her like she had with Sovan—not an Ascendant bond, but a true melding of minds. She had learned more than she’d ever imagined just by merging thoughts with him once; what could she learn from a century-old vaeyn? The possibilities seemed endless…and a shiver of pleasure abruptly surged through Krystia’s body.
Darius smiled down at her as he folded her body around him. She smiled back, and as she nibbled at his chin she decided to give him exactly what he wanted. Reaching into his mind, she conjured up his fantasy and allowed it to consume him. Soon he was hammering away at a completely different woman, and a climax soon shuddered through him. 
Later, he would feel guilty about this little affair. But that was all right. Guilt would just make him more malleable, which was probably for the best. She would need him in the days ahead, and together they would finally bring justice to the Alliance. 
“Gods,” Darius breathed. “I love you so much.”
Smiling, Krystia leaned her head. “I love you too.” 
 
***
 
Midnight had long since passed by the time Ethan Moore slipped inside Celenest and maneuvered his way to his new safe house inside the city. Calling a three-story mansion in the prestigious Sylinar District a “house” was a bit of a misnomer, of course, but he had been looking forward to sleeping in a real bed ever since he had set out from Lyebel. Flying on griffonback had cut several days off his trip, but it had also done a number on his already battered body. His arms and legs felt like they were about to fall off, and his back hadn’t ached this much in months. 
Still, as he unlocked the back door and slipped inside, a part of him wanted to crawl into the nearest sewer grate and hide out there until his business was finished. Traveling anywhere in the city was a significant risk, and living inside an otherwise abandoned mansion was a great way to draw unwanted attention to himself. Even here in the heart of the Alliance where the law ostensibly protected both noble and peasant equally, this district was patrolled as least twice as heavily as any besides the palace. He couldn’t afford to be spotted by anyone…but after years of flitting between dilapidated shanties and rubble-strewn hovels, the thought of spending a few hours inside a proper estate brought a rare smile to his weathered face. 
One tap on the closest glow-lamp illuminated the entire bottom floor, and Ethan immediately made his way to the kitchen. As expected, the larder was well-stocked; it only took him a few seconds to find a bottle of spiced rum and an assortment of salted meats. The entire house was pristine, as if it hadn’t been used in months…which was almost certainly true. Smiling again, he spiraled his way up the staircase towards the master bedroom, and once he arrived he pushed open the door with his foot—
And then nearly dropped his bottle of rum when he saw Krystia sitting cross-legged on the edge of the bed. 
“Hello, Ethan. I’m glad to see you made it here safely.”
He bit his lip and fought to compose himself. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Making sure you’re all right, of course,” she said, obviously amused by his discomfort. “I see you’ve already helped yourself to the larder.”
“How did you get in?”
 “I walked in the front door. Do you really think a mechanical lock can keep out a determined channeler?”
Ethan grunted. “It’s not a good idea for people to know that someone has moved in. The neighbors might start asking questions.”
“Calm down, no one saw me,” Krystia soothed. She seemed different than the last time he had seen her. Her voice, her posture…she had always been confident in her abilities, but she had always been a little less confident around him. Not anymore. “What I find much more interesting is who actually owns this mansion.”
“I told you that an old war contact owed me a favor,” Ethan said, stepping inside and setting his rum down on a dresser. 
“That is what you said, but I knew there was more to it. I did some peeking around the records, and apparently an Elashi noblewoman named Hadassa Deshvir lived here for the past three years. She moved out six months ago without telling anyone, which I found extremely…convenient.”
“I didn’t kill her, if that’s what you’re wondering.”
“Of course not. I would never believe you capable of such a thing,” Krystia replied dryly. “No, it took a bit of work, but I discovered that Lady Deshvir used to be quite…friendly…with Jonathan Alistan, senior member of the Lord’s Council.”
Ethan took off his overcoat and hung it inside the armoire. “And this concerns you?”
“Not really. I just know Alistan has had a rather significant change of heart recently. He has been the staunchest opponent of intervention, but now he’s suddenly and unexpected come to Darius’s side. We’ve been trying to figure out why.”
“Not too strenuously, I hope,” Ethan commented. “With Alistan on General Iouna’s side, it makes the Council far more susceptible to his suggestions.”
Krystia’s pale blue eyes appraised him briefly, and as he went to pour himself a drink, he made a conscious effort to focus his thoughts so that she wouldn’t get anything from him. He had been a channeler himself for most of his life, and he knew that a disciplined mind could make it very hard for a telepath to glean anything
“I wondered how long you had this card up your sleeve,” she asked after a moment. 
He gestured at her with a second glass from the nightstand, and she nodded. He poured two glasses and handed her one. 
“I’ve known Alistan a long time, and I have some leverage on him,” Ethan said. “But really, he knows it’s in his best interests to support me right now.”
“That’s the part I can’t figure out. He’s always been against escalation because his territory sits right along the northwestern border. If you’ve told him anything about what we’re planning, he would have to realize how much he stands to lose. His entire province will be occupied long before we could mount a counterattack.”
Ethan took a long sip and admired the drink’s sweetness. Ikaran imports weren’t cheap, and he hadn’t tasted anything like this in years. “He understands that in the long term, he’ll be better off once the Crell are driven out. His borders will be safe.”
“I wonder how many other things you’ve failed to mention to me in the last six months,” Krystia mused. “I might as well let you know you can’t keep secrets from me anymore.”
Ethan smiled. “Is that so?”
“How long has Alistan been working for the Zarul?”
The smile vanished, and the rum turned bitter in his mouth. Something was definitely different about her today. She almost always started their conversations cool and in control, but after a while he was invariably able to crack her resolve and get at her real feelings. This time, however, he saw no such weakness. Something must have happened during his trip here, something that had galvanized her. If it weren’t for the fact she had just ripped a deeply buried secret from his mind, he might have thought it a boon. Instead…
“You wanted me to be ready to kill, Ethan,” she reminded him. “You wanted me to be willing to walk into an old man’s chambers and murder him in cold blood. You wanted me to be ready to sacrifice tens of thousands of lives to save millions more. Well, I can do that now. You should be pleased.”
He met her gaze and tried to remain calm. “What happened to you?”
“My question first.”
Ethan sighed. “I don’t know exactly, but I’d guess at least a year. The Zarul Sovereign, Damir, bought his loyalty when she convinced him a third war was coming. She knew the about-face of one of the biggest doves on the Council would be a political asset when the time was right.”
“What did she offer him?”
“I’m not completely certain, but I do know it involved money and false promises about the safety of his homeland once the war was over.”
Her lip twisted in disgust. “He’s betting on us losing.”
“He’s an old man,” Ethan pointed out. “He lived through the second war and his father fought in the first. He has plenty of reasons to believe the Alliance won’t survive the third.”
“So how do you fit in?”
Ethan downed the rest of his glass before pressing his tongue hard into his cheek. “I told you I made arrangements with the Crell last time we spoke. That’s not entirely true.”
“You’ve been working with them for a while now, haven’t you?”
He nodded. “Almost a year. I learned of Alistan’s arrangement and confronted him about it; this allowed me to gain some additional leverage on him for later use. I convinced him he might be able to save his people and keep the Alliance if he helped me.”
She closed her eyes for a moment, her face scrunched in concern. “How long has he known?”
“About our coup? He doesn’t know anything specific; I’ve been very vague with details. He knows I’m plotting something behind-the-scenes, but without the details there’s nothing he can do to stop us.”
“I see,” Krystia murmured. “I assume you’re the one that slipped him information on the demons in Lyebel.”
“Of course,” Ethan said. “Again, all part of his about-face. It added validity and—”
“I understand the logic,” she assured him tartly. “There’s another issue you need to be aware of. Adar sent a message through the Solarian priests this afternoon. Apparently your son just left Lyebel.”
Ethan froze. “What?”
“I was hoping you could tell me. Adar didn’t provide any details. Military Command isn’t going to be happy about it, and I doubt the knights will, either.” 
Ethan turned and paced away. If Jason had left Lyebel, that obviously meant he was alive and conscious…but what about the spark? He could have decided to come here to Solaria and hand its power over to the Alliance, but if that were true, then why hadn’t he told the priests about it? They could have arranged protection for his trip. 
“Something is obviously wrong,” he whispered. “Perhaps he is simply running away.”
“That doesn’t sound like him.”
Ethan snorted. “That sounds exactly like him.”
“He saved my life,” Krystia reminded him. “He fought in the war. He’s not a coward.”
Ethan shook his head. There was no other explanation for Jason to slip out secretly like that. He must have let fear overtake him. “What about his friends? Did they accompany him?”
“Yes, including Elade. Lord Alric is rather livid about that.”
“Why the hell would she go with Jason?”
“The Zarul prisoner told our priests that Elade was Unbound. You can imagine the Dawn’s response.”
“Unbound,” Ethan whispered, shaking his head. “Tevek, you old fool…”
“He’s a braver man than you’ll ever be,” Krystia said stiffly. “He’s going to suffer because the knights are all bigots.”
“Yes, Alric will probably make his move to take over the Dawn. It’s been coming for years; I warned Tevek about his old friend many times, but of course he never listened to me. He refuses to acknowledge the truth even when it’s right there in front of him, and now it’s too late.” Ethan pursed his lips. “This still doesn’t tell us where Jason is going.”
“One of the priests overheard them talking about Darius. I bet that means they are all still headed here.”
“Perhaps,” Ethan murmured. As much as he wanted to leave right now and try to track down his son—and the divine spark inside him—he knew there was nothing he could do about it. Not right now, at least. He needed to focus on the task at hand.  “Regardless, I will begin the appropriate rituals tomorrow to summon us the reinforcements we need. I will require your assistance.”
“I’ll be here,” Krystia said, standing and setting down her empty glass. “Try and get some sleep. I’ll be back in the afternoon.”
Ethan turned to her as she moved towards the door. “You never answered my question, by the way. What happened to you?”
Krystia glanced back over her shoulder, her blue eyes glistening. “I found clarity.”
 
 



Chapter Ten
 
“Anyone can be redeemed.”
—The Book of Maeleon
 
The Dawn Citadel was a thing of beauty, a pillar of light standing resolute against the darkness of the God’s Wastes. For Tevek Dracian, the tower had also been his home for almost four decades. But here and now, walking through its winding corridors of burnished obsidian, he felt like an old man returning to his childhood cabin. He could recall every nook and cranny, every imperfection, every smell. Each hallway carried its own remembrance of a lost conversation, each room the echo of a forgotten comrade. They were mementos of what had once been but could never be again. They were a reminder that all things changed…and all things came to an end. 
During his five-day journey from Lyebel to the Brackengarde portal and then here to the Citadel, Tevek had started to believe that he was coping reasonably well with the loss of his channeling ability. But being here amongst his brothers and sisters quickly shattered that illusion. He couldn’t feel their presence through their shared bond to Maeleon, nor could he send them emotional assurances as he walked by. He felt cold and alone. 
Perhaps this wasn’t like an old man returning to his childhood home at all; it was more like a ghost realizing he could no longer affect the world around him. 
Less than an hour after he arrived, he was standing before the Conclave, the six senior knight-lords who, along with himself, coordinated the efforts of their kind across the world. Only five were present at the moment, since Gabriel had temporarily set up a command post in Celenest, but they listened politely as he recounted the major events in Lyebel. Elade had given them a succinct report, of course, but they had still wanted to hear his detailed story first hand. 
The knight-lords surrounded the circular marble table, each evenly spaced from the next. Despite his position as the Highlord, Tevek had no throne or seat from which to reign over the others. The Conclave was meant to be a single body, a unit of equals who made collaborative decisions. It had endured for nearly two millennia, and many countries—the Alliance included—had adopted similar systems for their own governments. 
“If you weren’t recounting this story personally, it would seem almost impossible,” Avilar murmured. He was the oldest active member of the Dawn at seventy four, and Tevek had always hoped he would be as spry himself in twenty more years. “The ability to sever a divine bond…”
“We know he’s an Unbound, but that’s about all,” Tevek said. “He didn’t open up much to Elade, at least not before I left.”
“Sir Lavonde reported the Solarian priests didn’t have much luck, either,” Najeen confirmed. She was Tevek’s age, with the light brown skin and eyes typical of her Elashi ancestry. “Though they believe only an Unbound can master this technique.”
“I can only hope that is true. If every Imperator were capable of turning this weapon against us, it would be a disaster.”
“Yes,” she agreed solemnly. “The Solarians were taking the man to Garos for further interrogation. Hopefully in time they will learn more from him.”
“Even if the technique is limited to Unbound, that is ultimately a small consolation,” Galadron, a middle-aged Solarian, put in. “The Sovereigns have no qualms about training their Unbound…so long as their wills can be broken first. Even a few dozen of these ‘Breakers’ could sew chaos across Torsia and beyond.”
“A coordinated team could disable the defenses of an entire city before an attack,” Avilar said. “And small outposts would be even more vulnerable.”
“Which brings up another excellent point,” the calm, baritone voice of Dagrid Moers put in. His Crell accent was thick and more than a little disturbing sometimes, but he always managed to sound calm and cultured regardless. “Recent events have proven that we need to reconsider the role of our leadership.”
Tevek tried unsuccessfully to stifle a sigh. “You’re going to suggest that I should never have gone to Lyebel in the first place.”
“You should have never left the Citadel in the first place, let alone crossed into enemy territory,” Moers said pointedly. “This Conclave has been without its Highlord for almost a week, Tevek. We cannot take foolish risks with our leadership, especially not now.”
“Sir Alric has temporarily been given the status of Highlord, pending results of the Binding Ritual,” Galadron said. “I’m sure you know he agrees with our assessment here.”
“We have more pressing issues to deal with right now,” Tevek reminded them, trying not to sound overly pushy. “Let us save this debate for another time.”
Moers eyed him carefully before finally turning away. Tevek might not have been connected to them all anymore, but he could still sense that something was wrong—something beyond the Crell’s new weapon or the upcoming war. It felt like he had walked in on the middle of a conversation.  
“Very well,” the Crell man said. “There is another matter we need to bring to your attention. It seems Moore and his associates decided to leave Lyebel. Sir Lavonde believes they are heading to Solaria.”
“So Jason is alive, then,” Tevek whispered. “Thank Maeleon. I assume he has decided to assist the Alliance?”
“We’re not entirely sure. He claimed he needed to track down the source of the demons, but he didn’t provide any more information. Dame Devarath accompanied him.”
“After disobeying an order from Sir Lavonde,” Galadron added. “Lord Alric wished for her to return to the Citadel.”
Tevek frowned. “Why?”
The two men glanced at each other, then back to Tevek. “He believes her presence there threatens our relationship with the Solarians and the rebels,” the man continued. “My countrymen in particular expressed reservations about dealing with a vaeyn.”
He could almost hear Gabriel’s voice speaking those words. They were nonsense, of course; the knight-lords were merely stalling to give him the opportunity to come clean…or tossing him the rope with which to hang himself. Either way, the fact of the matter was that they knew the truth. Elade’s Unbound heritage had finally been revealed…and he wasn’t sure what was going to happen next.  
“I’m not going to validate Solarian racism,” Tevek replied stiffly. “I left her standing orders to pursue any available leads on the infestation. She was under no obligation to listen to anyone else.”
“And that’s part of the reason Gabriel didn’t drag her back here himself,” Avilar said, “but then she left Lyebel without our permission.”
“She’s protecting Jason, I’m sure,” Tevek assured him. “We give our knights independence and authority for a reason—she doesn’t have to ask permission to take initiative.”
“Lord Alric believes she has demonstrated a disturbing trend of disrespect for authority,” Najeen said. “I am inclined to agree.”
Tevek shook his head. “Gabriel has made this personal despite my pleas. There’s no reason for him to take Elade off the front lines, just as I’m sure there’s no reason to be concerned about what she’s doing now. If Jason is willing to help the Alliance, this may very well prevent a war.”
“The rebel leader, Adar, seems to think the artifact was not a divine spark at all,” Moers said. “Unfortunately we haven’t been able to get more of an explanation from him or Devarath. She insists she is offering Moore protection and pursuing an important lead on the infestation she cannot discuss.”
Tevek rubbed his forehead in thought for a moment. She must have learned something new to trigger her suspicions, and she must have believed Jason was somehow a part of it. He couldn’t fathom what that could be, but it posed the possibility that the young man wasn’t on his way to help Solaria after all. What else could it be?
“I’m sure she has a good reason,” he said after a moment. “We’ll just have to be patient.”
Moers stirred in his chair. “With all due respect, Highlord, I think perhaps you are the one who has made this too personal.”
“And what exactly is that supposed to mean, Dagrid?”
“I think you know.”
Tevek grunted. “Perhaps you should spell it out for me anyway.”
“You’re too close to her,” the other man whispered. “She’s your friend and I can respect that, but as the Highlord you should be serving the interests of the order over a particular individual. She is disobedient and willful. She operates independently, but we are an organization of unity, a brotherhood of solidarity.”
“She saved the Galvian Resistance from annihilation and kept a divine spark out of Crell hands,” Tevek reminded him. “I think perhaps this council is overreacting.”
“She also miraculously survived an encounter with a man who was able to strip away the powers of more experienced Bound,” Galadorn added sharply. “Perhaps you can tell us how she managed that?”
Tevek bit his lip. He was surprised they were tip-toeing around this issue so much; he would have expected them to come right out and say it. Perhaps they didn’t completely trust Gabriel’s reports…or, more likely, they were willing to give Tevek the benefit of the doubt. Some of them might have suggested that their Highlord hadn’t known the truth about Elade, that he had been duped along with the rest of them. Tevek could try and lie just to save his own skin…but he wasn’t about to do that. 
The timing couldn’t have been worse. The timing here couldn’t have been worse. Aside from the major war threatening to engulf the order, the recent passing of Dame Sillion—one of Elade’s strongest supporters—left he and his partner more vulnerable than ever. Two years ago, the Conclave had only accepted Elade’s knighthood by a four to three vote, with him placing the tiebreaker. Such a tepid majority was exceedingly rare in the Dawn, and it didn’t exactly exude confidence to the other knights. Since then, Galadron had been elevated to the Conclave and the balance had shifted. Gabriel had been well aware of this; Tevek just hadn’t expected the man to act so boldly when his best friend was essentially a political cripple. 
“Perhaps, Lord Galadorn, you aren’t aware that Dame Devarath is our reigning champion-at-arms?” Jekoro said sharply, breaking his silence to this point. “She hasn’t been defeated in two years. I have no doubt she was able to crush this Crell man in single combat.”
Galadorn shot him an annoyed look. “And you really think he challenged her to a stand up duel? Don’t be absurd.”
“Whether he did or not is irrelevant,” Tevek murmured. “She would defeat him under any circumstances, but that isn’t why you brought me here.”
They fell silent, and he let out a tired sigh. Regardless of what he said today, they had already made up their minds, at least about her. The only question was whether or not they would damn him too, and that came down to the simple question of whether or not she had kept her condition from him. Just looking at the faces of the other knights, he could already tell what each of them thought. Moers and Galadron were certain he had betrayed them. Najeen and Jekoro were hopeful he hadn’t, but even they had doubts. Avilar hadn’t decided one way or another. 
But the time for deception was over. Tevek had known this would eventually come, and there was no reason to delay the pain any longer. 
“The Imperator could not sever her bond to Maeleon because she does not have one,” Tevek said. “Elade is Unbound. And before you ask, yes, I have known this all along, even when I first took her as my squire.”
They didn’t gasp or sigh or leap across the table. They just sat there in stunned silence, even the ones who had suspected the truth all along. And somehow, that made Tevek feel even worse. 
“Sacrilege,” Galadron breathed eventually, “from the Highlord of the Last Dawn…”
“So it is true, then,” Najeen whispered. The sadness in her voice was palpable; she and Jekoro had likely put up a valiant defense on his behalf. Now they undoubtedly felt foolish and betrayed. 
“Lord Alric informed us not long ago,” Avilar said into the silence. “She admitted to it, but we weren’t completely certain you knew about it, or if so, for how long.”
“Since the beginning,” Tevek murmured.  
“We suspected as much, but we wanted to be certain.” The old man rubbed a finger across his forehead and sighed. “The situation in Lyebel has deteriorated since you left. Elade attacked Sir Lavonde when he insisted she return with him.”
Tevek frowned. “Then he must have struck her first. She would not attack him without provocation.”
“He attempted to restrain her. We gave him the order—he was well within his rights to do so.”
“Her very presence is an affront to the order,” Moers hissed. 
“She has served with distinction in her time among us,” Najeen said, though her voice lacked conviction. “Especially at Serogar.”
Moers snorted. “That’s irrelevant and we all know it.” He turned to Tevek. “If this Imperator man hadn’t taken your powers, I would assume Maeleon was punishing you himself.”
“That’s quite enough,” Avilar said, his voice soft but controlled. “The bottom line is that Tevek has knowingly and willfully violated the Code and lied to this Conclave. We must respond.”
“I have lied,” Tevek said, “and I do regret having to deceive you. But if I were to face the same choice again, I would not change my actions. Elade deserves a chance to serve the same as anyone else.”
Galadron shook his head. “You can’t actually mean that. She can’t be trusted.”
“There are many knights in this order who would disagree," Jekoro reminded him. “At least a half dozen survived at Serogar because of her. The Highlord himself would be dead were it not for her intervention on more than one occasion.”
“Her actions speak for themselves,” Najeen agreed. “This is an issue long overdue—”
“There is no issue,” Moers interjected. “The Unbound owe no allegiance to any god or king or country. They cannot be trusted with the deadly and dangerous techniques wielded by this order. We are an organization of brothers and sisters, bound together by the will of our lord and blessed by his divine touch.”
“She has proven her allegiance with her actions.”
“Irrelevant,” he insisted. “The Code forbids her service. There is nothing else to discuss.”
“That’s a rather myopic view for a man whose people threaten the entire world,” Jekoro pointed out. “Perhaps we should disregard your service because you were born with Crell blood.”
“That is not the same thing and you know it,” Galadron scoffed. 
“This is an organization of brotherhood, but also one of tolerance,” Najeen said sternly. “We recruit our members from all races and all nationalities. It is our diversity of heritage as well as our  unity of purpose that gives us strength.”
The Solarian man shook his head. “I can’t believe you’re actually defending a woman who lied to this Conclave for four years.” 
“I don’t defend the lies,” Jekoro corrected. “What I defend is her right to serve. Punishing her for an accident of birth is not an action befitting a merciful and just organization.”
“She has a gift,” Tevek said. “A rare and beautiful gift we should nurture, not condemn. If we sought to teach Unbound how to control their abilities rather than forcing them to the fringes of civilization, Obsidian would be a much safer place.”
“Yes, we’ve heard this speech before,” Galadron said. “But Maeleon’s Code is our law, and our law is very clear.”
“Lord Galadron is correct,” Avilar said. “The Code is very clear in this matter. There is nothing to debate.”
Tevek started to respond, but the older man cut him off. 
“And just as relevant, Highlord, is the political reality of this Conclave. The four of us, including Lord Alric, agree that Dame Devarath is to be restrained at our next opportunity—by force, if necessary. She will be brought to the Citadel for extensive questioning before being stripped of her arms and armaments. If she comes peaceably, we may offer her exile over incarceration, but if she raises a sword against any of our knights again, we will not be so merciful.”
Najeen offered him a sympathetic smile, but Tevek turned away and tried to quell his anger. It wasn’t as difficult as he thought it might be; right now his guilt was thick enough to bury everything else. Regardless of his motives, he had lied to the Conclave and to his closest friends. There was no avoiding that. 
“As for you, my friend, some of my associates have recommended a similar treatment,” Avilar went on. “I, however, I do not agree. Regardless of this mistake, you have led our forces with valor and distinction for nearly twenty years. You are our face in the world, known to every leader and embraced by all who share our ideals. Perhaps most importantly, were I a younger man, I would still follow you onto any field of battle, no matter the foe.”
Tevek glanced back up and stiffened his posture. “What would you have me do?”
“You are permanently relieved from your position at the head of this Conclave, and you are reduced in rank to knight. Beyond that, judgment for this crime is beyond our simple council. You must speak to Our Lord Maeleon himself and beg his forgiveness. If he is willing to offer you atonement, then so shall we. If not, then I suggest you resign in peace and embrace the respite you deserve.”
Tevek clasped his hands together behind his back. Whatever happened with the Binding Ritual, he was not going to just sit quietly and let them dispatch Elade so easily. If they continued to insist even after his powers were restored, then he would resign anyway. He hoped their suspicions and doubts were inflamed by the passions of the moment, though he suspected nothing would change. Gabriel’s influence clung to this council like a bitter aftertaste; Tevek had no idea the man’s influence had spread so deeply over the years. Such was the price of spending time in the field rather than behind a chair…
“Very well,” he murmured. “I shall kneel before Maeleon and seek his counsel.” 
“Then proceed to the Knight’s Rest, my friend,” Avilar said, smiling tightly. “I shall join you there shortly.”
Tevek nodded. Even if Maeleon wouldn’t forgive him, he would make certain that Elade retained her freedom. No matter what the Code said, she deserved a chance to make amends for the things she had done in her former life. More than that, she deserved to serve because she was a paladin. She had proven herself to them by deed, and that should have meant more than a circumstance of birth. Of all the wrongs the Dawn set out to right in this world, the injustices shown to the Unbound remained largely unpunished. He had never been happy with that, and now his stubbornness might have cost him everything. 
Sighing one last time, Tevek turned and left the chamber, his booted footfalls heavy against the cold marble floor. 
 
 



Chapter Eleven
 
“Garos is truly a mighty and imposing fortress. It’s also about as likely to deter a Crell invasion as a big sign with ‘NO’ painted on it.”
—The mutterings of a Solarian soldier
 
It was late afternoon by the time Jason and the others came upon the great fortress bastion of Garos. Nestled between the banks of the mighty Sanathir River and the northern edges of the Avalon Mountains, it guarded one of only two reliable passageways from Galvia into Solaria, the other being the ancient Fortress of Isen to the north. Ostensibly Garos was a port city, offering protection to dozens of small fishing villages along the banks of the river and overseeing the flow of ships heading towards Lyebel or ports in Asgardia. In truth, Garos was little more than a wall against the Crell, built at the end of the previous war for that singular purpose. 
Jason had passed the city a number of times on his travels between the two countries, and he had always felt safe inside the fifty-foot high stone walls. Unfortunately, that safety came with a hefty price: almost all the important nuances of a city—from corner stores to street cafes to just the bustle of ordinary people going about their business—were largely absent. The walls enclosed about a mile of land, but of the fifty thousand people who lived within, at least two thirds of them were strictly military. As a people, Solarians didn’t like to be reminded they lived in a dangerous and often dark world, and so few civilians had migrated here. They also held the eminently rational fear that if the Crell ever did break the cease fire, Garos would be their first target.
As a result, Jason felt safe but not particularly comfortable here. On this particular day, tensions were worse than ever. In response to the growing Crell border forces, the Alliance had begun fortifying their border outposts. That meant even more soldiers than usual, along with more questions and incriminating stares. Fortunately, for the first time in what felt like an age they weren’t actively being hunted and didn’t need to hide who they were. It hadn’t taken much to get past the guards at the gate, and they suggested the travelers head to the garrison tower.
“How are you feeling?” Selvhara asked worriedly, nudging her horse up beside his.
 He sighed tiredly. Considering he had been out for four days, it seemed odd to feel so fatigued, but he was. The others were too, he knew, given the all-nighter they had pulled to make it here so quickly. But that wasn’t what she meant. His head still pounded just as it had when he had first awakened. It had improved slightly in the open wilderness with less random thoughts and emotions bombarding him, but the moment they had gotten near Garos it had flared up as badly as ever. 
“I’ll be all right,” he said. “I probably just need some sleep.”
She nodded but didn’t reply. He turned forward again, being sure to guide his mount carefully through the busy main street. He might not have been worried about knocking over merchant stalls or playing children, but the streets were packed with military men and women who wore an aura of readiness like a thick autumn cloak. Their disciplined thoughts bombarded him from all angles, and he actually found it worse than the casual background “noise” of the Lyebel streets. He couldn’t block it out, and he couldn’t focus on any one person anymore, either. Slowly but surely, he feared it was driving him mad. 
He had heard stories of Unbound dealing with this from a young age, and he couldn’t imagine how any telepathic child didn’t immediately go insane. Tam, for whatever reason, had never developed significant telepathic abilities, though his energy manipulation skills came with their own set of drawbacks. Jason wondered idly how many barns his friend had inadvertently torched in his youth.
Eventually the group approached the garrison tower at the center of the city. It spiraled upward quite majestically, and he caught a glimpse of several white-feathered griffons and their riders taking off from its summit. He and the rest of the group tethered their mounts, and Gor stayed behind to watch them. Even the most hardened soldiers making their way through the streets gave the chagari a wide berth. 
Two conversations later, they were escorted into what he assumed was the commander’s office, given the decorum and spacious layout. A pair of well-armored guards stood silently in the corner of the room as his friends took their seats. Jason remained standing and glanced out the sole window. It was just high enough to give a perfect view of the fortified western wall and subsequent battlements. 
A few minutes later a man only a touch older than Jason strode into the room. His uniform and insignia marked him as a full colonel. 
“Mr. Moore, I presume?”
Jason turned and nodded. “That would be me, Colonel…?”
“Ectar,” he said, shaking the offered hand formally. “Dame Devarath.”
Elade similarly took his hand, and Jason hastily introduced the others before jumping straight into the heart of the matter. “Colonel, I was hoping to be able to speak with General Iouna. I was led to believe he has been given command of the city.”
Ectar smiled faintly and sat at the desk in the center of the room. “The General commands the Sixth Legion, and his forces have been ordered to defend this province, including Garos. The city itself is still under my authority, however.”
“Ah.”
“Our troops in Lyebel suspected you would head this way when you asked about the General. I admit I’m curious why you came here.” Ectar pursed his lips and glanced to Elade. “I should also inform you Lord Alric requested you be detained if spotted, and the king himself has ordered his officers to do the same.”
She glanced furtively to the nearby guards. “Should I be concerned?”
He chuckled softly. “The general considers you a friend, and I think that’s enough reason for me to hear you out. Otherwise you wouldn’t have made it past the gates.”
So much for not being fugitives, Jason mused idly. He hadn’t sensed any overt suspicion from the guards at the gate. A week ago he could have read it in their faces; now, with this out-of-control power distracting him, he had missed it completely. 
“We appreciate that,” Elade assured the man. “I’m not sure how much you know about the current situation, Colonel.”
“I command the most strategically significant outpost outside of Isen for a hundred miles, my lady,” Ectar replied coolly. “I’m fully versed on the situation.”
Jason eyed her for a moment, but she only smiled at Ectar. “Of course,” she said. “I’m continuing my investigation of the demonic infestation in Lyebel, and I’m also offering these people my protection.”
“I see,” he said neutrally. “So why exactly do you need to speak with the General?”
“We need his help,” Jason told him. “I’m an old friend, and I thought he was in the area. Was I mistaken?”
Ectar tapped his cheek for a moment as he mulled over something. “General Iouna has a great many ‘old friends.’ I’m going to need more than that, I’m afraid.”
“I’m part of a mission he supported and authorized in the Alliance Council,” Elade said. “I guarantee you he’ll want to speak with me. Has he not been informed we’re looking to meet with him?”
“General Iouna is a busy man. Reaching him is not as easy as tapping the shoulder of the nearest priest.”
“So that’s a no,” Jason said dryly. “Look, I’ll make it simple: we want to use the Garos portal to reach Celenest quickly. I figured he’d be willing to help us.”
Ectar raised an eyebrow with obvious amusement. “Mr. Moore, portals are expensive tools used only by the military for very selective situations. They are not a tourist attraction.”
“I’m not asking for a fast horse because I’m impatient, Colonel,” Jason said, allowing his voice to cool. “We’re trying to track down the source of this infestation, and we have reason to believe it is in Celenest.”
The man’s cheek twitched. “Really,” he murmured. “This is the first I’ve heard of it.”
“The individual we believe responsible is clever and well-connected. We were hoping to avoid an information leak that would cause him to go underground.”
Ectar glanced to Elade. “Is this true?”
“Yes,” she confirmed. “Highlord Dracian and I know there is a leak within the Alliance Council, and we suspect this individual is part of that network. I haven’t even informed my fellow knights for fear we could lose this opportunity.”
“I assume you aren’t going to want to part with any additional details, then.”
“No. I understand your position, Colonel, and I appreciate the type of schedule the General keeps, but I wouldn’t be asking you this if it weren’t important. You can save us the better part of a week on the road, and that might make all the difference.”
Ectar considered for a few seconds before sighing. “Very well. I have never been given a reason to doubt the word of a Knight of the Last Dawn, and I hope you will not be the first. Unfortunately, there is another issue: the portal is heavily guarded, and all Alliance troops have been given orders to keep a look out for you. No offense, but you do tend to stand out, and I doubt His Majesty’s priests will simply let you pass through unmolested.”
Elade pursed her lips. “Is there any way you could help us be more discreet?”
“Perhaps. It would be easier for the general. He’s scheduled to arrive tonight for an inspection.”
Elade glanced to Jason, then back to Ectar. “We can afford to wait a few hours.”
Ectar nodded. “All right. In the meantime, I suggest you get a room at the Willow Vale, an inn about two blocks away, if you want to wait comfortably.”
“Thank you, Colonel,” she said with a half-bow. “We appreciate it.”
The group stood and started heading for the entrance when Ectar spoke up. “You fought at Serogar, didn’t you?” he asked. 
Elade glanced back over her shoulder. “Yes.”
“I thought as much. I was in command of the 3rd Talon Regiment when the warlocks first arrived…and I lost a lot of good people to demons that day.”
She nodded solemnly. “Far too many.”
“They say you’re the one who killed the warlock leader, Gaul Teroth. In personal combat, no less.”
“Highlord Dracian and I defeated him,” Elade corrected. “Fortune was with us.” 
“I had never seen a Knight of the Last Dawn in action before,” Ectar replied with quiet reverence. “Your people exceeded all of my expectations.”
“I felt the same way at Isen during the war,” Jason commented. 
“Yes,” the colonel murmured. “I will let you know when General Iouna arrives. Good day.”
He turned back to his desk, and the group left the room. Once they were out in the corridor, Tam allowed Elade to walk a bit ahead before he leaned in to Jason’s ear.
“I guess it was a good idea to bring her after all, eh?”
Jason smiled. “I never doubted it.”
 
***
 
Onar Tenel strode through the large double doors and into Sovereign Damir’s private chamber. As usual, she sat alone in her throne facing the strange crystalline mirrors arrayed along the opposite wall. He had probably come in here to speak with her on a dozen separate occasions over the past few weeks, but today was different. For the first time since he had been transferred here, he was actively trying to hide something from her—a dark revelation he’d come to late last night while filing through reports. He knew he wouldn’t be able to hide it from her forever, and for all he knew she might have stolen it from his mind already. But regardless, right now there was nothing he could do besides stand here and wait for her evaluation of the battle plans he had provided her.
“Good morning, Admiral,” Damir said after a moment. Her throne slowly twisted about until she was facing him. “I trust you slept well.”
“Well enough,” he lied. In truth, he had barely slept at all
Damir smiled thinly. His battle plans rested in her lap atop a crossed leg, her hands folded neatly above them. “I’m sure it’s always strenuous to wait for your superior’s judgment.”
Tenel nodded but remained silent. 
“Well, you have nothing to worry about,” she soothed as she picked up the parchment. “This is truly excellent work. I’ve conferred with my other advisors and we all agree. We’re making final preparations now.”
Tenel fought back a grimace. Never in over a decade of military service had one of his recommendations been so readily accepted. There was always some dissent, some small quibble over one detail or another. If she had conferred with her other advisors—whoever they were—surely they would have nitpicked at least something. Tenel couldn’t help but wonder if she had actually read the recommendations at all.
“That’s good to hear,” he said, his voice hollow. 
Damir raised an eyebrow. “You don’t seem enthused.”
“Preparations only go so far,” he improvised. “When the battle actually starts, the situation will change rapidly. Even the best contingencies can’t predict the ebb and flow of battle. We will still require a strong commander on the field leading each force.”
“I’m not so sure about that, Admiral.”
Tenel frowned. “What do you mean?”
“You will be right here at my side during the invasion,” Damir told him, smiling. “High Sovereign Thelonius has placed our forces completely under my authority for the initial attack. I will be directly monitoring our soldiers in combat, and you will be here advising me.”
“I see,” Tenel whispered. In other words, he would have direct access to all the unit commanders in three separate armies spread across half of Torsia. The thought was…overwhelming, to say the least. He had never had that much coordination with one of his fleets before. “You might not be aware of this, but I don’t have experience commanding any operation approaching that size.”
“By now you should realize that I have every confidence in your abilities, Admiral,” she told him. “You’ve proven to be even more of an asset than I’d hoped. Your reputation as the ‘Savior of Vienshel Harbor’ is truly fitting.”
“I’m pleased you think so, Your Eminence. I just hope our agents in Solaria come through for us.”
“They will. You don’t need to concern yourself with them.” She paused briefly. “I do have other news for you, which I believe you will like very much.”
“Your Eminence?”
She smiled again. He could tell she intended for it to be warm, but her hard-edged face couldn’t quite pull it off.  “Our invasion forces will be departing soon, but before the war begins I know you would like to see your family. I’ve arranged expedient transportation for you to return home, and I insist you spend a few nights with them.”
“I…thank you, Your Eminence,” Tenel managed. “I haven’t spoken to them in many months.”
“I know. You have made great sacrifices in the service of your nation, Admiral. I appreciate that, and I want you to know it is not forgotten.” Her smile faded, but her expression remained light. “I intend for you to be here at my side during this war, and I want you to be clear and focused. I hope that comforting your wife and children will soothe your mind.”
“I don’t know what to say,” he breathed. “Thank you. I won’t tell them more than they need to know.”
“I trust you to be discreet,” Damir said. “Now, pack what things you need and an agent will show you to one of our portals. It should get you within riding distance of your farm.”
Tenel smiled. The expression almost made his face hurt; he didn’t remember the last time he’d had a reason to grin. “Thank you again, my lady.”
She nodded, and the doors behind him opened. He bowed and headed straight for his office. He didn’t have much to pack, but he wanted to do it quickly. The thought of seeing Chalandra again, and his children…
For a moment, at least, it shifted his mind from other concerns. But only for a moment. By the time he was back in his office the doubts had resurfaced, and he remembered why he had been so concerned about this meeting in the first place. 
Over the last few days, he had gathered detailed reports on all their potential invasions forces—he had learned the names and identities of all the major officers from squad sergeants all the way up to regiment commanders. The task had proven surprisingly difficult, especially considering that he had wanted to be subtle, but he had been able to piggy-back some requests beneath other legitimate inquiries to High Command. The Green Coats Damir had assigned him as adjutants always returned with what he needed, and they never seemed interested in asking questions. 
And so now he knew the disturbing truth: the Imperators in each of the three invasion divisions were all Bound to the High Sovereign. This wasn’t a joint operation at all; the troops had all been pulled from His Supreme Eminence’s personal defense forces, which under normal circumstances were spread throughout the Imperium to ensure the loyalty and unity of Crell forces. But now virtually all of them were gathered along the border in preparation for war. 
This revelation raised as many questions as it answered. Ostensibly, this entire attack was the High Sovereign’s idea, and so it made sense that he would want his forces on the front lines…but that wasn’t how the army normally functioned. Most combined divisions were split between forces loyal to the various individual Sovereigns, and Tenel assumed they must have all been concerned about Thelonius’s sudden desire to “go it alone,” as it were. He couldn’t imagine they were happy about the fact that their supreme leader was about to start a potentially devastating war with a relatively small number of his own troops. Had High Command simply been kept out of the loop? Had the other Sovereigns?
And then there was the even more pressing question Damir had just revealed to him: why had the Sovereign of the Zarul been placed in charge of the war effort in the first place? And how was she supposed to “personally control” the invasion forces allegedly loyal to Thelonius? It didn’t make any sense…unless, of course, he accepted the only reasonable conclusion.
Sovereign Damir was in control of the Crell Imperium. 
Tenel didn’t know how, exactly, but it was the only explanation that fit the facts. Had she slain Thelonius and taken control of his forces? Perhaps Thelonius had just been a puppet of the Zarul all along. That theory seemed especially paranoid, but Tenel couldn’t deny the possibility. Perhaps the political fallout from the Ishthare Rebellion and the failed Talishite Offensive had been more pronounced than anyone had let on; perhaps the tentative peace between the Sovereigns had evaporated altogether.  
 There was no way for him to know the whole truth, but at least now he finally had a working theory. The only lingering variable he couldn’t explain was himself. If Damir was in full control of the Imperium, that meant she had a full range of far more qualified military leaders to choose from. Even if she wanted to maintain the illusion that a shadow ruler truly sat on the throne, she could have chosen at least a few of them as her loyal aides, just as she had Tenel. So why him then? Why so much faith in his abilities?
Perhaps most pertinently, what exactly was he going to do about it?
He leaned on his desk and blew a thin stream of air through his teeth. He wasn’t going to be able to tell Chalandra any of this, of course. She would only panic, and probably wouldn’t be able to understand the technical details anyway. The worst part is she would sense how something was bothering him and worry about it. When he left, she would worry more. He needed to pull himself together before he returned home. His wife deserved to be able to sleep at night even if he could not. In the end, everything he did here was for her anyway. She and the children were all that really mattered. 
Tenel finished packing, forcing himself to bury his doubt and concerns, and headed home. 
 
***
 
The double doors sealed shut, and the Shadows stirred in the corners of the chamber. 
He knows.
His doubts grow while his faith shrinks.
His family might be able to assuage his fears, Damir told them, tapping a finger to her chin. Men often draw strength from their relationships.
What if he reveals what he knows?
It doesn’t matter, she dismissed. We can easily deal with any problems that arise, and for the moment he remains necessary. We cannot win this battle without him.
And what then?
She grunted and spun her throne back to the crystalline mirrors. I chose him for his intellect. Wouldn’t you be disappointed if he didn’t eventually figure out the truth on his own? Tenel is a temporary solution, nothing more. In a week, we’ll have the Alliance falling back on their heels. In two, they’ll be gasping for breath.
Then we will need a replacement.
Even when they are defeated, others will rise against us.
For a time, perhaps, Damir conceded, but ultimately, no one will be able to stop us. The age of the Ascendants and their Bound servants is over.

She leaned forward and smiled. The age of the Unbound is about to begin. 
 
 



Chapter Twelve
 
“Prophets are like drunks—they talk too much and never give you the right details.”
—Unknown
 
Jason stood atop the Garos battlements and gazed out at the blood smeared horizon. A mass of shapes formed in the distance, and the thundering hooves of heavy cavalry echoed off the nearby Avalon Mountains.  Walls of infantry slowly became visible, marching in precise columns, their black armor shimmering in the dying sunlight and their crimson banners catching high in the breeze. Ahead of them filed a less organized but even more fearsome column of lumbering groll and chagari slaves, at least a thousand strong. Above them, a legion of dark shapes blackened the sky. The manticores began their descent towards the fortress, heralding the end of a tenuous peace and the dawn of a new age of destruction. 
The fortress remained silent. Jason glanced about in search of the ballista sergeants and archer captains, but none were to be found. A bitter cold winter wind rustled his cloak and chilled his bones, and he hunkered down behind the nearest wall. Garos was empty and defenseless. He stood alone against the marching Crell.
“You see the shape of what is to come.”
He turned to see Queen Malacross standing near him, her green robes fluttering in the wind. Her dark eyes fixed upon him, and it took a moment for him to realize he was dreaming. 
“Is this the future?” he asked, his voice hoarse. 
“It is a future,” she corrected. “One outcome of many.”
Jason swallowed heavily and tried in vain to convince himself that the cold air wasn’t real and he didn’t need to shiver. “Where are the defenders? Why are we alone?”
“Not alone.” Malacross nodded towards the courtyard, and he followed her eyes. Elade sat on an armored horse behind the main gate, sword drawn. Tam stood nearby, sheathed in an aura of orange flame. Both stood ready, but neither moved.
“I don’t understand,” he whispered. “Why are we the only ones here?”
“I do not know.”
“People have always believed the gods could see the future. I guess they were right?”
“I can only see echoes in the Aether, but some are stronger than others,” she said cryptically. “This one I have seen before and will likely see again. Perhaps soon you will understand, and then we can explore it together.”
A stinging in his head reminded him of why he was here in the first place. He had wanted to speak with her, and he figured maybe falling asleep would bring her back. Muttering to himself while he was conscious didn’t seem to reach her, and it had the added drawback and making him look crazy. 
“I need your help,” he told her. “My head…it’s like it wants to burst. I hear everything, even if I don’t want to. I can’t focus…and I think it’s getting worse.”
Malacross nodded mournfully. “Your mind is slowly failing.”
“Failing? You mean I’m dying?”
“Yes.”
“Oh,” he grunted. “Well, isn’t that just fantastic?” He sighed and clenched his teeth. “Can you do anything to help me?”
“I have been attempting to soothe your mind, but it continues to resist. You are…unstable.”
“Everything is changing too quickly,” Jason said. “I look at these people I’ve known for years, and everything is suddenly different. Their thoughts are so…”
“Your species is one of contradiction,” Malacross said. “You speak one thing and think another. It becomes impossible to sort truth from fiction.”
“That’s probably part of it,” he conceded. “But I think my problem runs deeper. It feels like I’m always standing in the center of a coliseum. The noise becomes so loud I can’t even hear myself.” He sighed and pulled his jacket more tightly around his arms. “There has to be a way to block it.” 
“I do not understand.”
“There has to be a way to control this telepathy, to limit what I feel.”
“Can you choose what you smell?” Malacross asked. “Or what you see?”
“Not really,” Jason conceded. “But this isn’t the same thing, is it? Other channelers learnt to deal with it.”
“You are not a channeler,” she reminded him. “You are neither Bound nor Unbound. You share my spirit and my senses. You must adapt.”
“I’m not an Immortal,” he insisted, standing. “You just told me that my mind can’t take this. There has to be a way to control it somehow.”
She remained silent for a long moment, and Jason started to wonder if there was something wrong with her. But eventually she pivoted about to face him again. “Perhaps you should consult one of these channelers you speak of. Perhaps they can help you.”
“You don’t sound very convinced of that.”
“I am not.”
“Great,” Jason muttered. “That’s just great. I have a goddess inside my head, and she can’t stop me from going crazy. Why are you even here if you can’t help me?”
Malacross turned back towards the battlements. “I thought perhaps you would understand this future more than I.”
“War is coming—that much is obvious. But I have no idea why we’re alone here. That makes no sense.”
“Regardless, you must be prepared for whatever comes.”
“In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m going insane,” Jason said. “And we can’t fight off a whole army by ourselves.”
“You must find a way,” Malacross told him. “Or we are both doomed.”
The vision slowly faded, and his eyes fluttered open as the warmth of the nearby fireplace returned to his body. The throbbing in his skull, unfortunately, returned in full force. 
 
***
 
Elade had nearly drifted off when a brisk knock sounded at the door. She instantly bounced to her feet, her hand instinctively dropping to the pommel of her sword. The others, notably, didn’t even twitch. They had purchased the largest single room at the Willow Vale, a luxurious two bed suite, and had decided to catch a few hours of sleep while they waited for Darius to arrive in the city. Jason and Tam had passed out on the beds nearly immediately, and even Sarina was unconscious on the couch, having finally taken a break from staring out the window and fretting about the room. Selvhara was awake if not particularly lucid, sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of some sweet-smelling incense. Gor had curled himself up in a corner and could have been mistaken for an enormous pet if not for his large horns.
Elade briefly considered waking them up but decided against it. The odds that anyone would attempt to harm them inside Garos were incalculably low, after all, and most likely Colonel Ectar had simply dispatched a messenger to fetch them. She stepped over to the door and opened the handle—
And was greeted by the warm smile of Darius Iouna and two burly Alliance soldiers. 
“Hello, Dame Devarath,” he said with a half-bow. “It’s good to see you again.”
Elade released her grip on her weapon and leaned in to give him a quick hug. She didn’t particularly care whether it was “appropriate” or not; right now she was just happy to see a friendly face. 
“Sorry,” she said, pushing away after a moment. “I’m just glad you’re here. We’ve had some…complications.”
“So I’ve heard,” he replied, squeezing her hand and signaling for his bodyguards to wait in the hall. “May I come in?”
Elade gestured inside. “Please.”
“Lively crowd,” he commented once the door closed behind him. 
“We had a long night on the road, and several other long days before that.”
“No doubt. I’ve only heard bits and pieces about what happened, but from the sound of it almost nothing went like Highlord Dracian expected.”
“Or anyone else,” Elade murmured. “The situation in Lyebel is much more complicated than we first thought.”
The others finally stirred at the sounds of their voices. Selvhara was the first to blink out of her trance. “General,” she said, smiling. “It has been a long time.”
He smiled back. “Too long, Captain. It’s good to see you again.”
“Captain?” Tam asked groggily, still half slung over the bed. “Were you a pirate at some point and forgot to mention it?”
“She was commissioned on the battlefield by King Whitestone himself, I’m told,” Darius said. “But I and many other Solarians owe her our lives.”
“That is less surprising,” Tam murmured. 
The group briefly exchanged pleasantries and caught up, though Jason was the slowest to recover. He was visibly deteriorating ever since they left Lyebel; after only a day on the road, his skin was pale and his eyes were surrounded by dark circles. 
“I can’t believe you climbed all the way through the ranks in just a few years,” Jason commented after a brief exchange. “That has to be some kind of record.”
“I’m not sure, but I owe all of it to you,” Darius replied. “I’m sure you’ve told your friends about your heroics at Isen.”
“Many times,” Tam grumbled. “In the last telling, he drove back the entire Crell force while personally slaying three dragons.”
Jason shot his friend a glare. “Feel free to ignore him, by the way.”
“We have much to discuss, General,” Selvhara said gravely. “And there are many things you need to know.”
Darius nodded. “Then please, tell me. I’ll see what I can do to help.”
Jason glanced to each of the others in the room and took a seat next to Sarina on the couch. “You might as well sit down. This is going to take awhile.”
Jason laid it all out, from their discovery of the cube to their flight from Lyebel. He only laid out the basics of the spark, however, which was probably for the best. Darius took it all in, asking questions only when absolutely necessary. As always, Elade was impressed with how quickly he always managed to get a hold on the situation. 
“You’ve had a hell of a few weeks,” he commented. “It’s amazing you all survived.”
“Miraculous is more like it,” Jason agreed. 
“I only wish we knew more about what the Crell were up to specifically. This new channeling technique is worrisome, and I haven’t been able to figure out exactly what they intend to do with their forces along the border.”
“We can’t help you with that, but we did learn a great deal about the infestation in Lyebel. I think we know who is responsible.” Jason glanced to the others and then visibly braced himself. “My father.”
Darius cocked an eyebrow. “Your father? But he died at Tibel years ago.”
“No, he didn’t,” Elade said, crossing her arms. “He’s been secretly running the Galvian Resistance the entire time. Adar is just a front man.”
“You met with him? He told you this?”
“Not exactly,” Jason muttered, leaning backwards. “This…joining I’ve had has granted me some telepathic abilities. I unwittingly plucked the truth from Adar’s mind.”
“I see,” Darius murmured, though he obviously didn’t understand. “I thought you said it wasn’t a divine spark?”
“It wasn’t—it isn’t.” Jason sighed in frustration. “Look, it’s hard to explain, but suffice to say I can hear thoughts sometimes. I picked this up from Adar, and when we confronted him about it he told us the rest. My father is alive, and he’s the real rebel leader. He’s also on his way to Celenest.”
The general’s brow furrowed. “Why would he fake his death? If he was alive, the Council might have been willing to send help much sooner.”
Jason eyes flickered to Selvhara for a second. “We believe he’s also the one controlling the demons. Before Tibel, he had apparently started dabbling in demonology, and if he is a warlock then it explains a great deal.”
“Yes, it does,” Darius said as his eyes narrowed in thought. “So you want to follow him to Celenest in order to flush him out.”
“I should be able to sense his demons,” Elade explained. “I haven’t informed anyone about the specifics because we don’t want him to go underground. We know he has informants in the Council, and probably in the Dawn, too.”
“Probably a good idea,” Darius said approvingly. “But there’s a problem: Lord Alric is searching for you.”
“I know. The other knights will try to apprehend me if they find me. I had to confront Lavonde just to leave Lyebel.”
“Every priest in the Alliance is on notice to apprehend you on sight,” Darius said, his lips twisted in disgust. “I can keep you relatively safe here, but you won’t find many allies in Celenest.”
Elade pursed her lips. “I assume Alric told you why he wishes me captured.”
“He isn’t keeping it a secret, no. He and the king share a similar view of Unbound, as backwards as it may be.”
“You don’t agree with them?” she asked.
Darius snorted. “No. The concept of birthright should have died out along with an unchecked monarch, and willingly throwing away some of our most powerful is just…well, stupid.”
“I’m glad you feel that way,” Elade replied, smiling despite herself. His attitude probably shouldn’t have surprised her; he had always been more accepting of her than the other Alliance soldiers. Still, it was good to know that he would continue to support her. 
“This does present us with an interesting opportunity,” he mused. “There is one person in Celenest who I know would be willing to help you.”
“Krystia,” Jason replied cheerfully. “I’m honestly a little surprised she hasn’t been locked away by now.”
“As far as I know, she’s the only exception the king has ever made—at the Highlord’s request, of course. In any case, I can have her meet up with you shortly after you arrive.”
“I can’t wait to meet her,” Tam said, grinning. “There’s something about a priestess with a dirty secret…”
Darius favored him with a look that wasn’t quite a glare but definitely wasn’t friendly. “I wouldn’t count on getting too close.”
Tam shrugged. “Hey, you never know.”
“Maybe she can help me,” Jason said, ignoring his friend with practiced ease. “She’s a telepath, right?”
Darius nodded. “A powerful one. She’s also a renowned healer.”
“Good. I need to learn to control my new abilities before they drive me crazy.”
The general favored him with a concerned expression, and Selvhara reached over to his arm and squeezed it tightly. 
“We appreciate the help, General,” she told him warmly. “Tevek always said you had a good heart.”
He smiled, though the sadness behind it was obvious. “I hope he’s all right.”
“We all do.” 
Elade felt her jaw tighten. Right now her friend and mentor was likely supplicating himself before the Conclave, begging their forgiveness for what he had done. Actually, he probably wasn’t—he believed in the choices he’d made, and he wouldn’t apologize for them. He would regret the lies but not the actions themselves. He would stand up in front of the knight-lords and tell them why they were wrong, and they would almost assuredly damn him for it. She only hoped the more sensible members of the Conclave would be willing to show him mercy. 
Now more than ever, she longed to be able to speak with him, if only so he wouldn’t feel so hopelessly alone. For a moment she almost wished Lavonde had dragged her back. At least she would be there to help Tevek, to let them cast all the blame they wanted on her. But she knew he would want her here, right at the heart of this conflict. Perhaps they could find out what Ethan Moore was up to and stop him before it was too late. If they weren’t careful, they could have another Serogar on their hands. 
“I’ll have everything ready with the portal by morning,” Darius said after a moment of silence. “I’ll clear out the guards so only a few people will even see you use it.”
“What about the priests maintaining it?” Jason asked. 
“Maintaining a portal requires immense concentration,” he explained. “They’re barely aware of their surroundings during their shifts. I wouldn’t worry about them.”
“I think we’ll get some more sleep, then,” Elade said wearily. 
He nodded and stood, making a polite nod to each of them. She escorted him to the door and squeezed his arm as he started to leave. 
“I appreciate your help, Darius,” she told him. “We all do.”
“Sooner or later, things will have to change here,” he whispered. “They’ll have to change everywhere. But Solaria will welcome you again even if I have to beg King Areekan myself.”
Elade smiled and kissed him on the cheek. “We’ll talk to you again soon, I’m sure. Thank you.”
She closed the door and returned to the couch she’d claimed earlier. She was still tired—more tired than she’d been in as long as she could remember—and she had a sneaking suspicion this might be the best chance any of them were going to get to catch a full night’s sleep for a while. 
“You know, Jace, I’m sorry I doubted you on this one,” Tam commented into the silence. He was still sprawled haphazardly across the bed, and his unkempt shock of blond hair looked even more frazzled than normal. “This trip was a great idea.”
Jason sighed. “Don’t get your hopes up with Krystia.”
Tam blinked. “You’re not in my head, are you?”
“No, that doesn’t mean I don’t know what you’re thinking,” Jason told him. “Krystia and Darius are a couple, you idiot.”
The other man’s face soured. “Then I take it all back. This was absolutely a terrible idea.”
“I hate you,” Sarina said, playfully throwing a pillow at him. Or at least Elade assumed it was playful—it was hard to tell with an Asgardian. “Just shut up and get some sleep.”
Elade smiled and closed her eyes. 
 
***
 
Tevek took a deep breath as he stepped into Knight’s Rest, the large, secluded chamber situated directly in the center of the Dawn Citadel. In nearly four decades of service, he had only entered this room a few dozen times. Like the rest of the Citadel, the walls inside were burnished obsidian, but here they constantly shimmered with the reflection of the glowing crystal at the heart of the chamber. The massive “Godstone” dappled the entire room in a soft blue radiance not so different from the moon, and Tevek had always come here to find peace and serenity in times of great burden.  
But not today. 
Now the very air inside the Citadel burned in his lungs. He had achieved so much in Maeleon’s name, but now everything was coming apart at the seams. He had broken the Code. He had lied to the Conclave. He had lied to his friends. But the worst part was that he would have done it all again if given the chance. 
It was a lesson he had taught his squires for decades, and one he still whole-heartedly embraced: the Code was an excellent guideline, but it was a poor substitute for a conscience. Throughout the history of the Last Dawn, the Code had been absolute. Other customs and protocols had changed and adapted with the times, but the word of Maeleon was literally set in stone.  
He had petitioned the Conclave to amend the Code nineteen years ago, shortly after first being promoted into its ranks. The restriction on Unbound, he had argued, was as morally dubious as preventing service due to race or gender. The knight-lords had not been persuaded then, and little had changed since. Such an amendment required six votes, and he had never been able to muster more than three. Most of his fellow knights had probably forgotten about those old debates but Gabriel hadn’t. His old friend hadn’t been a member of the Conclave at the time, but he had warned Tevek against pressing the issue. At the time, Tevek had thought his friend was just trying to protect him. Now he wasn’t so certain. 
Tevek’s gaze drifted to the shimmering Godstone, and for a brief instant he could see the past as clearly as if he were reliving it. He wondered if he should have been harder on Gabriel. Tevek had always been a tolerant man, willing to at least hear out opposing perspectives, and perhaps that was part of the reason this was all coming to a head now. Gabriel adamantly disagreed with many of his decisions as Highlord, and he had smelled the political blood in the water. He placed duty above even friendship, which was an admirable enough quality at times, but right now Tevek couldn’t see past the man’s bigotry. Gabriel had hated Elade the moment she and her gray skin had first come to the Citadel. The fact she was Unbound had only galvanized a long-festering hatred. 
Whatever happened here today, Tevek vowed that he wouldn’t allow the Conclave to simply sweep her under the rug. If he couldn’t prevent her dismissal, he could at least fight to keep her free. She wouldn’t be welcome in the Alliance, of course—Areekan was just as bigoted against Unbound as the Conclave—but perhaps she could take up arms with the Galvian rebels. They weren’t perfect, but perhaps with her guidance they could become moral and military guides for their people. 
Tevek blinked and closed his eyes against the pale light. Years ago, he had secured Krystia’s future. She was still safe and hopefully had a long, full life ahead of her. As a temple priestess, she could use her powers to help others, and maybe Areekan’s successor would finally start to accept her kind. She had been able to atone for what she had done as a child, and she could spend her life continuing to do so. 
But Elade would not be so lucky. She could never return home to Maz’Belar, and vaeyn were not welcome anywhere else in the world. Without the Dawn, she would find it difficult to fit in anywhere…and he had no doubt that others would eventually come after her once they learned the truth about her powers. 
Ultimately, there was only one being on Obsidian who could help them now, and it was time to face him. 
Holding himself rigid, Tevek walked towards the Godstone. The crystal was nearly twenty feet tall, and it had been driven into the center of the chamber like a blade of white light. Two thousand years ago, Maeleon had merged his spirit with this crystal, and his followers had constructed the Dawn Citadel around it. He no longer spoke to his knights directly, but he remained capable of granting them a fraction of his power…and, in rare circumstances, of taking it away. 
Tevek unsheathed his blade and placed it on the ground by the crystal before kneeling next to it, his flowing ceremonial blue and silver cape stretched out behind him. He was to spend this night in supplication before his lord, meditating on his life of service and the lies that had broken it. In the morning, when he had found clarity, Avilar would arrive and finish the ritual. Maeleon willing, Tevek’s bond would be renewed and the power of the Aether would be open to him once again. 
“I have spoken lies, my lord,” Tevek whispered, eyes lost in the sparkling silver of his blade. “I have shielded your Conclave from a truth they would not accept. You are a being of compassion and tolerance, while we are but frail shells of flesh and bone. I beg you to show them the errors of their judgment.”
He glanced up from the blade to the crystal. “To the young I have offered hope instead of fear. To the wounded I have offered redemption instead of vengeance. I act for the future of this world and the people you once protected. I see signs of change all around us, and we must be willing to embrace it. If our enemy can truly shatter the bond that exists between us, my lord, then we will need a new weapon to stand against them. I ask that you do not judge your daughter, but that instead you choose to guide her. Strengthen her blade and temper her heart against this growing darkness. Accept the power of her difference, and make it ours.”
Tevek lowered his head and closed his eyes. “Know that in your service I have forsaken love and family in the defense of others’ children. Know that I love them, and that I offer my life to save them. Know that I beg not for your forgiveness, but for your mercy. Allow me to be your champion once more, and together we shall be a bastion of hope against the forces of despair. Together we shall be a light against the darkness.”
He sighed and let the tears slide out from beneath his eyelids. His hands clenched tightly into fists. “Together we shall protect this world and its people from now until the coming of the last dawn.”
 
***
 
Jason clutched the edge of the bed to avoid falling over. Just the thought of standing up made him dizzy at this point, and he was seriously starting to wonder if he would even be able to make the trip though the portal in the morning. He wasn’t exactly sure what time it was, but he assumed it had to be after midnight. Soft beams of moonlight filtered in from the balcony window, and he could barely make out the sleeping figures of his comrades strewn about the beds and furniture. They were all worried about him, he knew, and with good reason. He could feel himself deteriorating, and if Krystia couldn’t help him…
Grimacing, he hoisted himself to his feet and stumbled out onto the balcony. The glass door was already cracked open, and he was surprised to see Elade standing outside. The late autumn wind chilled his face, but she didn’t seem to be shivering. Her long white hair, untied, blew recklessly about, and the folds of her nightgown danced in the same rhythm. 
“I didn’t know anyone was out here,” he murmured.
“It’s something of a habit of mine,” she whispered without turning.
“Standing outside in the cold.”
“Enjoying the night sky. My eyes still struggle in the daylight.” Elade glanced back over her shoulder and smiled. “There’s a spot near the top of the Citadel. I try to watch every sunset when I’m there. It’s…soothing, for some reason.”
Jason leaned against the railing and tried not to vomit. It was more difficult than he’d imagined. “I can’t imagine this view has the same majesty.”
“No,” she murmured. “Though that battlement would probably give a nice view of the nearby lake and mountains.”
Jason started to follow her gaze but stopped himself when the dizziness returned. He clutched his head involuntarily.
“It’s getting worse, isn’t it?”
He winced. “Yes.”
“We’re heading into one of the world’s largest cities tomorrow. Are you sure you’ll be able to manage?”
“I’m not sure about much of anything at this point,” he grumbled. “The headaches were bad enough, but I think the nausea might actually be worse. I spoke with Malacross again earlier, and she basically told me that I’m withering away.”
 “Did she have any ideas on how to help?”
“Not really. For a goddess, she’s pretty clueless sometimes.” He pursed his lips. “Though to be fair, it’s not like she has any experience with this, either. She’s trying to help…but I suppose it’s possible that she won’t be able to join with me after all.”
“And if it isn’t, what happens then?”
“I don’t know.” Jason draped his arms over the ledge and forced himself to breathe slowly. “It might kill me. It might wipe my memory. Or maybe I’ll be fine, just like nothing happened. Who the hell knows?”
Elade placed a hand on his arm. “Krystia should be able to help you.”
“Maybe,” he muttered. “It would be easier if we didn’t have all these other problems. I still can’t believe dad is alive.”
“I will find him for you if I can,” she promised.
Jason smiled tightly. “I know, but that’s not the hard part. Walking up to him, explaining what we know…what if we have to stop him?” He looked firmly into her eyes. “What if we have to kill him? I’m not sure I can do that, even if he is the one responsible for this mess.”
“You won’t need to make that decision,” Elade whispered, placing a hand on his forehead. She closed her eyes, and he could feel the Aether swirling around her like thick smoke. 
For thirty years he had been surrounded by channelers on a daily basis, and yet he had been completely unable to perceive the source of their power. Now he could watch in amazement as it curled up and down her athletic frame like a foggy serpent. He still couldn’t channel it directly, of course, but then he didn’t need to. Malacross was made of Aether, essentially, and now she resided within him. He might have been the only human in history to interact with an Immortal like this. 
Jason blinked and realized he had been tracing his hands along the Aether swirls, which subsequently meant he had been running his fingers along the side of Elade’s body. 
“Er…oops,” he said, blushing. “I’ve just…I’ve never been able to watch someone channel before.”
She didn’t respond, and her eyes remained closed. He could see the blue glow emanating from her hand as it touched his forehead. His skin warmed, but the pain didn’t abate. Sighing, he took a step backwards and let out a deep breath. 
“I’m sorry, but there’s nothing else I can do,” Elade whispered. “I can sense the pain, but I can’t stop it. There’s nothing wrong with you that I can detect.”
“It’s not your fault,” he soothed. “Hopefully Krystia can help.”
“I can render you unconscious, if you want. At least that way you could avoid the pain until we get to Celenest.”
“I’m not sure being bludgeoned on the head is the best thing for me at the moment,” Jason muttered. 
“It’s a technique the Dawn uses to incapacitate rather than kill,” Elade said, smirking. “It won’t hurt at all and doesn’t require a mace, I promise.”
“I’ll manage. I do appreciate the offer, though.” He turned away and leaned over the railing again. 
Her eyes lingered on him for a while before she followed his lead and quietly gazed out across the fortress. A pair of mounted patrollers trotted past below their building, but otherwise Garos was as quiet as a tomb. He suddenly thought of his vision, of the empty city with only his friends left to defend it. 
“Malacross showed me something,” he whispered. “She claimed it was a glimpse of a possible future.”
“Of what specifically?” 
“The Crell marched on the city, but we were the only ones left to defend it. You were at the front gate not far from here, and I was on the southwestern wall.”
“That’s…strange.”
He grunted. “I assume it’s a metaphor of some kind. Every time she speaks to me we’re someplace different. Once it was in a nice open meadow, and this time it was here. I don’t really understand why.”
“If the Crell attack, Garos will be well-defended. Darius has been reinforcing it with everything he can spare.”
Jason nodded and smiled. “Speaking of the general, you two seem to get along well.”
“We fought together at Serogar,” Elade said. “You served under him at Isen, if I recall correctly.”
“We both served under my father, actually, but Darius was my direct superior. We fought together in a few places before that, too.” He glanced at her. “I never called him by his first name, though.”
The corner of her lip curled into a smile. “He has always been a bit…infatuated with me.”
“I can’t say I blame him.” Jason blinked and realized he’d spoken the words aloud. “Uh, I mean, I like it when a beautiful woman saves my life. Just ask Sarina.”
Elade chuckled. “I think you’re the one who should be talking to her.”
“What do you mean?”
“Just something I’ve noticed after spending time around humans. She clearly cares about you, and she has no idea how to handle your new abilities.”
“That makes two of us,” Jason muttered. 
“You also took a great risk to protect her, and I get the impression she’s not used to being saved.”
He grimaced. “I used that damn cube to save my own ass as much as hers.”
“You ran out into that alley to save her,” Elade told him. “There’s no need to be ashamed.”
“I’m not,” he insisted. “I’m just…I don’t know. I’ve barely spoken to her in two years.”
“What difference does that make?”
He grunted. “A lot. It’s a long time, at least for us.”
“Tevek loves Selvhara, and they rarely see each other even that often. If you care about her, what else matters?”
“It just does. I don’t know why.”
 “Because she took another lover and you did not?”
Jason turned to glare at her, but she still wasn’t looking at him. His flash of anger faded at the sight of her moonlight bathed silhouette. He had spent enough years around Selvhara that he should have been used to this by now. The faeyn were annoyingly intuitive, and apparently that was a trait they shared with their gray-skinned cousins. 
“It shouldn’t bother me, but it does,” he admitted. “Ghaile was even a good guy, by all accounts.”
“Admitting your feelings is the first step. Perhaps the next is talking to her about them.”
Jason snorted. “You haven’t spent much time around Asgardians, have you?”
“Not really.”
“Well, let’s just say that they’re not big on talking.”
Elade shrugged. “Go kill a wild animal and bring it back with you—preferably a large and dangerous one. That should earn her respect.”
Jason eyed her for a moment, wondering if she was serious, before a thin smile pulled across her lips. It was infectious, as much as any he had ever seen.  
“I’ll think about it,” he said, turning back to head inside. 
He glanced back over his shoulder briefly and wished he could control this telepathy. As rude as it might have been to skim over someone’s thoughts, he really wanted to know Elade’s. Or maybe he just wanted to know her better. She had saved his life, after all. There was also the undeniable fact that she was an ageless, exotic beauty, and he was a man who hadn’t been with a woman since Sarina had left two years ago…
Jason slipped back into the room and shook his head. His head pounded, his stomach churned, and his very life was possibly in jeopardy—and he had been thinking about sex. If that wasn’t desperate and pathetic, he didn’t know what was. 
Plopping back down onto his bed, he glanced over to where Sarina was sleeping. She looked as peaceful as ever, which in her case meant she was tucked into a coiled ball, ready to pounce at the first sign of trouble. He actually smiled at the thought, but then quickly pushed it away. Whatever dormant passions might have still existed between the two of them, now was definitely not the time to reawaken them. Not until he figured out what was wrong with him, and not until he confronted his father. 
Closing his eyes, Jason tried to catch a few more winks of sleep before dawn.  
 
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
“I wish I knew where you were and what you were doing, Jason. I still think about you almost every day. Sometimes when the older priests are mean, I think about finding you and running away together. I know it’s silly, but I miss you. I just wish you could be a part of my life.”
—Excerpt from the diary of Krystia Tharule, 2008 AG
 
Sarina couldn’t help but be impressed when the massive double-doors swung open and she got her first look at the Garos portal. The forty-foot diameter gateway shimmered with blue-green energy like the eye of a great tempest, and even though she wasn’t a channeler she swore she could feel the Aether stirring around them. The complex itself was underground, with a wide exit ramp that allowed soldiers and cargo to move back and forth with ease. She had never seen anything like this in Asgardia or in Galvia, though she knew the Crell had installed several of their own in Ashenfel, Lyebel and other major cities. At this point in history, Aetheric gateways were one of the most powerful strategic resources of any empire, but she had never known what they looked like until now. 
“Damn,” Tam whistled as they walked down the ramp, their horses and cargo in tow. “You think nobles get to just walk through these things whenever they want?”
“No,” Elade told him. “Maintaining a portal is very draining on both the priests and their Ascendant, and each use siphons away some of that power. They are also difficult and time-consuming to re-open if they ever collapse. Typically only the military has unfettered access, and even then they try to restrict traffic to essential supplies or personnel. I’d imagine only the Legion Generals and their assistants use them with any frequency.”
“Do the vaeyn have any?” Sarina asked. 
“Several, yes. Without them we never would have survived this long. The Dawn also uses one to ferry knights to Torsia, of course.” 
“Everything is ready,” General Iouna said softly, gesturing towards the four priests kneeling next to the gateway. “I’ve made sure there’s no one around on either side except soldiers loyal to me, but you’ll want to hurry. The priests won’t even notice you, and once you’re in Celenest you should head to the rendezvous with Krystia as quickly as possible.”
“We really appreciate all of this, General,” Selvhara said, placing her arm on his. “It was good to see you again.”
“Indeed,” Jason said, firmly shaking the other man’s hand. “We’ll do our best not to bother you again.”
Iouna smiled. “I’ll hold you to that.” His eyes flicked over to Elade, and he smiled at her. “Until next time, my lady.”
Sarina rolled her eyes and tried not to be sick. First Tam had started acting like a love-struck puppy around this woman, and then last night Jason had started fawning over her when he thought everyone else was asleep. Now Elade apparently had a Legion General wrapped around her fingers, too. Sarina liked the vaeyn well enough, but apparently all the men she traveled with were complete idiots. 
“If you are all finished prattling, it’s time to go,” Gor grumbled as he led the horses forward. “Hopefully someone on the other side is willing to buy the rest of this drek.”
Sarina smiled despite herself and followed him.  “Are you sure the horses aren’t going to flip out?”
Next to her, Selvhara visibly winced. A few weeks ago, the druid could have magically soothed the horses’ minds, but now…well, she was obviously still reeling from her return to the world of normal people. 
“I calmed them as best I could,” Elade said. “The Dawn employs some techniques to keep their mounts from panicking in battle; they should work here as well.”
“Here’s hoping,” Jason murmured. “See you all on the other side.”
He stepped through the shimmering mass of energy and disappeared. Tam, Selvhara, and Elade followed close behind. 
Sarina hesitated. She had fought in countless skirmishes across Torsia, and she had stared down horrendous monsters that would make an enraged chagari balk. Fear was not something any Asgardian huntress was accustomed to. As a child, she had been taught to mold her fear into rage…but this was not some fleshy beast come to claim her with its fangs and claws. Anger would not make her axe bite farther into its hide, and determination would not straighten her arrows. This was something beyond her understanding. 
“You’ll survive,” Gor commented from behind her. 
Sarina turned and glared at him. But to her surprise, his orange eyes glimmered with sympathy rather than derision. 
“We are warriors, you and I,” the chagari whispered. “We look death in the eyes and do not blink. This is no different.”
“Are you trying to convince me or yourself?” she asked with a wry grin. 
“Pick one,” Gor muttered as he strode through, the horses following behind him. A moment later, Sarina sucked in a deep breath and followed. 
To her mild surprise, she didn’t melt or ignite or simply cease to exist; the experience was actually quite anti-climactic. In one instant she was standing inside one underground chamber, and a heartbeat later she was standing inside another. It was eerily similar to stepping through a doorway from one room to another, and just as banal. 
“That wasn’t nearly as fun as I’d hoped,” Tam commented, glancing about to see where they were. 
Sarina did the same. The chamber was essentially an exact copy of the one at Garos in terms of layout and overall dimensions, but this one was far more elaborately decorated. The walls were decorated with the normal assortment of military equipment, ranging from weapons to armor to battle standards, and overall the chamber had a much more “used” feeling. Given the facility’s age relative to Garos, Sarina probably shouldn’t have been surprised. 
“Sorry to disappoint you,” an armored officer bursting with rank insignia replied dryly. He stepped forward with two other armored men; they were the only other people in the chamber. “Now if you’ll follow me, we need to get out of here quickly. General Iouna made arrangements to keep this passage a secret.”
Sarina glanced to the quartet of priests not ten feet away, each kneeling aside the portal’s eye, heads down. 
“They can’t hear a thing,” he soothed. “Now come on, let’s go.”
Shortly thereafter they were standing in broad daylight in the middle of what had to be Celenest’s central garrison. Pairs of griffon riders soared back and forth through the clear skies, and Sarina could make out plenty of armed cavalry patrols moving about the barracks and offices not too far away, but otherwise the area was surprisingly quiet. General Iouna had come through.  
A few minutes later, they were outside the compound and riding briskly across the city. Sarina had never seen anything quite like it, not even during her trip to Ikara in the southwest. The towering silver spires, the glistening white-gold heraldry, the pristine stone walkways and streets…everything here seemed so perfect she was just waiting for a horde of demons to come pouring out of one of the buildings to shatter the illusion. The trip was relatively short, and soon they were tying up their horses outside a nondescript two-story house somewhere in the heart of the city. The unnamed officer gave them keys and left them alone with firm instructions to avoid the King’s tower and all surrounding areas. He also reminded Elade at least three separate times to keep her hood drawn and remain inside if at all possible. 
“Well, I’ll give these people one thing,” Tam commented as he opened the door to their new house. “This place is sure a lot cleaner than Lyebel.”
“And safer,” Jason said with a nod. 
“Sure, unless you happen to be an Unbound refugee. Or a vaeyn.” 
“Or a chagari,” Gor added. 
The house itself looked comfortable enough, if fairly aseptic. A cursory inspection showed two rooms upstairs and another on the main level, as well as a wine cellar in the basement below. 
“You know what’s really sad?” Tam asked after a moment. “We could afford a much nicer place if we weren’t fugitives. What’s the point in being rich if you have to hide all the time?
“An excellent point,” Gor grumbled, claiming the room on the ground floor by tossing his backpack and weapons on the bed. “If you would have listened to me and sold that damn cube in Taig, we could be halfway around the world living inside a palace by now.”
“I’ll never doubt you again, big guy,” Tam replied with a grunt. “I always assumed being rich would involve a lot less running around and a lot more women. This place is almost too tidy, you know? Do they even have any brothels in this bloody city?”
Sarina threw her backpack at him and knocked him down into one of the chairs. “Maybe we should have left you back in Lyebel’s red lamp district. At least the whores would get paid to listen to you grouse all day.”
“This house is fine,” Jason said, his voice strained. He touched his temple for a moment, and his expression seemed to tighten. His eyes were sunken and bloodshot, and his cheeks were the wrong color. He really looked terrible. 
“I take it you didn’t sense any demonic presence during our ride over here?” Selvhara asked Elade.
The vaeyn shook her head and scrolled a map out on the dinner table. “No, though we didn’t go very far. It will be risky to get anywhere near the central districts, but fortunately your father should be avoiding them as well.”
“That’s still a lot of ground to cover,” Sarina pointed out. “How far away can you sense them?”
“It depends on the strength and concentration of the demons. The one we fought at Lyebel was a gal’noth, a small and weak breed that relies upon host bodies, and I had to close within a few hundred feet before I could sense it. But I can detect larger breeds like draeloth at a much greater range, probably close to a thousand feet.”
“If we have to limit a search pattern to two hundred feet, we’ll be here for a month,” Sarina said. “But if we assume he’s using something larger, we can cut that down to something more reasonable. I think you’ll have to get lucky, though.” 
“Probably,” Elade conceded. “Still, if you’re willing to help I’m sure your skills as a tracker would come in handy. I would ask Gor to come as well, but a free-roaming chagari will probably attract too much attention.”
“What a travesty,” the chagari grumbled from inside his new room. “I suppose I’ll just have to stay here.”
Sarina scowled at him. “I’ll help, but frankly I’m not sure how useful I’ll be tracking one old man inside a huge city.”
“We should be able to narrow down his possible hiding spots,” Jason said. “After Krystia stops by, I’ll head downtown for a while and try to sell off the rest of the artifacts. I can make some discreet inquiries in the process—I know the types of people dad would associate with.”
“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Selvhara warned. “You should be resting.”
“Rest isn’t going to change anything. If Krystia can’t help me…”
He trailed off, and Sarina resisted the urge to try and console him. She had never been good at it anyway, and she had no idea what to say. She hadn’t felt this helpless in a long time. 
“Anything to narrow down the search would be helpful,” she said instead. “We have no idea how long your dad’s actually going to stay in the city. Can you sense demons after they’ve left an area?”
Elade nodded and dragged her own eyes away from Jason. “Yes, their auras linger for a while, especially if they’ve been highly active.”
“Well, that’s something,” Sarina whispered, glancing back down to the map. She spent the next few minutes trying to memorize the main streets and alleys as best she could. The city’s highly organized layout actually made the process much easier than other places she had been, especially Galvia. The Alliance apparently considered mundane things like accessibility and sensible road design when they built their cities; the Galvians had clearly never heard of either. 
Eventually a soft knock sounded at the door, and Jason stepped over and cracked it open. “Krystia?” he breathed. 
Standing in the doorway was a petite blond woman wearing a bright blue blouse and knee-length skirt that seemed more appropriate for the summer. Her bearing and mannerisms immediately pegged her as someone intimately familiar with city life, and she had probably never gone more than a day without a bath and a warm meal. Even with her heeled leather boots she was still shorter than Selvhara, and Sarina had the distinct impression that she could crush this girl with one hand if she really wanted to. 
Krystia leapt into his arms and kissed him on the cheek. “By Sol, you’ve barely changed!” she told him with an ever-so-faint Galvian accent. “Though I miss the beard.”
Tam blinked. “You had a beard? Seriously?”
“When you’re stuck in a fortress for a few months without a razor, these things happen,” Jason muttered. “Come on in; I think you know some of us.”
“Some but not all,” she said, stepping in and closing the door behind her. The group exchanged some brief pleasantries, and Sarina watched the girl’s body language carefully. She was clearly excited to see Jason again, but she was just as clearly making an effort not to look at Elade. Sarina had no idea why, but she filed away the observation for later consideration. Mercifully they didn’t chat long before hopping back to business. 
“Darius told me about what happened to you,” Krystia said to Jason as they all took seats in the living room. She pulled him down next to her and pressed her hand to his head. “He said you’re in a lot of pain. That’s strange—after a Rite of Ascension, the worst of the discomfort usually passes a few days after consciousness.”
“I’m sure that’s the problem—I didn’t really Ascend.”
She frowned. “What do you mean? You used the spark, didn’t you?”
“I did, but it’s…complicated. I’ve spared everyone the details so far.”
“You’d better not spare me,” she chided him. “I want to know everything.”
He smiled but sighed. “It might be a bit uncomfortable for you to hear. I’ve learned a great deal about the Immortals and the time before the Godswar. Some of it contradicts conventional wisdom…especially religious conventional wisdom.”
“Trust me: that won’t bother me at all,” Krystia assured him. “I’ve grown rather fond of ruffling the clergy’s feathers of late.”
“Uh,” Tam muttered. “Aren’t you a priestess?”
“Yes, but I’m also Unbound. The priests can justify their bigotry however they like, but I’ve grown weary of the way we’re treated here.” Her eyes finally shifted over to Elade. “And for what’s it worth, the way the Last Dawn is treating you is completely unacceptable.”
Elade’s cheek twitched. “I’m more worried about Tevek.”
“Yes,” Krystia whispered. Her eyes narrowed as her hands flashed with magic, and after a few moments a touch of color seemed to return to Jason’s face. “Better?”
“It’s gone,” he breathed. “The pain, I mean. How did you do that?”
“The pain is still there, unfortunately, but I’ve done my best to hide it from you. There’s a great tempest in your mind. I can feel it, but I’d rather not probe too deeply until you tell me the rest.”
Jason rubbed at his head in disbelief. “All right, but this might take some time, and I’m sure everyone else is sick of hearing about it.”
“Correct,” Gor grumbled. “At least let me close my door first.”
Krystia smiled. “Then don’t tell me. Show me.”
“What do you mean?”
She placed her hands on either side of his head and turned herself towards him. “Just think about what you need to tell me. I’ll do the rest.”
“You might hurt him,” Selvhara warned. “We don’t fully understand what’s happening in his mind.”
“I’ll be fine,” Jason said, reaching out and squeezing the elysian’s hand. “At this point, I’m willing to try just about anything.”
 
***
 
“For what it’s worth, my friend,” Knight-Lord Avilar whispered into the darkness, “I’m sorry.”
Tevek remained silent as he continued folding the silver-blue tabard he had worn for most of his life. The rest of his personal chamber had already been emptied—the paintings had been taken down, the books had been stacked in the corner, and his collection of souvenirs from across the world had been stuffed into sealed crates. All he had left were his sword and his armor, and he was lucky the Conclave hadn’t chosen to take those as well. Evidently a lifetime of service had earned him that much.  
Avilar sighed heavily. “I know you won’t listen to me, but there’s no reason you have to leave. We have plenty of space, and the Conclave won’t care if—”
“I appreciate the offer, but it’s not necessary,” Tevek said. “All I ask is that you deliver my belongings to the monastery in Skyfall. The monks will make sure they’re put to good use.”
He could feel the older man staring at the side of his face, but he didn’t turn. Instead he finished folding the tabard in a neat square with the Last Dawn insignia clearly visible at the center. Right now he wasn’t certain whether he wanted to spit or weep on the heraldry. 
“I wish I didn’t have to ask you this,” Avilar said into the silence, “but I need to know what you’re planning to do when you meet with Gabriel.”
Tevek snorted. “What do you think I’m going to do? Stab him?”
“I’m just concerned your anger is misplaced, and I don’t want you to do anything else you’ll regret.”
“Misplaced,” Tevek rasped, spinning around. “You really think I don’t understand what has happened here, Thomas?”
“I think that right now you’re angry and disappointed, and you want to blame the Conclave for your mistakes,” Avilar said. “But make no mistake: you brought this on yourself.”
“Yes, by doing the right thing.”
The old man sighed and turned away, pacing in the back of the room. “You lied to the Conclave, and Our Lord has seen fit to punish you for it. Blaming us isn’t going to change that.”
“You’re right. Blame doesn’t fix problems—confronting them head-on does. And sooner or later, the Dawn will come to regret its intolerance.”
“Maeleon refused to restore your powers, and you really think the Conclave will amend the Code?” Avilar shook his head. “There couldn’t be a clearer signal of our righteousness, Tevek. You’ve lost this battle. You need to accept it.”
“You know I can’t do that. I won’t sit here and tell you that everything I’ve fought and bled for over the decades was for nothing.”
“You sell yourself short, old friend,” Avilar said. “You’ve fought for much more than the right of one dark elf to join the order. You have accomplished more in your term than anyone could have possibly imagined. Decades from now you’ll still be remembered as one of the Dawn’s greatest leaders.”
“Two hundred years ago, we never would have accepted a Crell into our fold,” Tevek replied. “Fifty years ago, we wouldn’t touch a Talishite. How long will it take for you to change your mind about the Unbound?”
“The Unbound are not a race. They’re…”
Tevek folded his arms across his chest. “They’re what?”
“They are tainted,” Avilar said. “They are unstable and untrustworthy. It is our duty to protect Obsidian from people like them.”
“It is just as much our duty to protect them from the people of Obsidian,” Tevek countered. “This is about bigotry and shame, pure and simple. Right now I am ashamed to walk these corridors. I’m ashamed that I ever wore these colors.”
Avilar’s face twitched fractionally, and he turned away and shook his head. “Then I rescind my offer. Perhaps it is time for you to go after all. Go and find Elade if you wish, but don’t make the mistake of trying to protect her from us. We will do whatever is necessary to ensure she causes no harm.”
The knight-lord strode to the exit quickly, but stopped himself just before leaving. “I wonder…how many other lies have you told on her behalf? I remember you once said you loved that faeyn woman. You said that when you were an old man, you would return to her arms. Did you betray her too?” 
Tevek frowned. “What are you talking about?”
The other man grunted. “There have always been rumors, you know. You spent so much time alone with Elade that many assumed she was just your mistress. It was the only way they couldn’t believe you would sponsor a vaeyn. Tell me: is that what this is really about, Tevek? Your inability to keep your belt buckled when there’s an elf woman around?”
Tevek clenched his jaw. “I suggest you leave before you say something you’ll regret, Thomas.”
With a final snort, Avilar turned and left the room…and it took every ounce of restraint in Tevek’s body not to unsheathe Temperance and hurl the blade at the door. He hadn’t been this angry in a long time—perhaps ever. He had always lived his life with an absolute clarity of purpose and conviction, always believing in himself and his brothers and sisters. Paladins made mistakes just like anyone else, but at least they attempted to act with principle and vision. Maeleon’s Code allowed them to stand above their enemies and alongside their allies. They were the righteous defenders of Obsidian and all the good people within it. 
But now, standing here alone, Tevek wondered if it had all been for nothing. Maeleon himself had damned him. He was little more than a broken shell of a man, and a woman he loved like a daughter would now spend her life on the run. Unwelcome in her home and feared by everyone else, Elade would have nowhere to turn. The same forces which had nearly destroyed her before would rise up again, and now she would have to face them alone. 
Avilar had almost been right before. Selvhara was his first love and the most caring person he had ever met, but Elade was…more complicated. He had taken her in not because of what she was, but of what he knew she could become. And even though it had cost him everything, he still stood by that decision. 
Now she needed him more than ever. He needed to tell her everything that had happened here, and perhaps together the two of them could still set things right before it was too late. 
Whispering a final prayer to Maeleon, Tevek turned and strode out of the Citadel. He did not look back. 
 
***
 
“It’s…incredible,” Krystia breathed. 
“It’s tough to wrap your head around,” Jason agreed, leaning away from her and slumping into the couch. “I know I haven’t yet.”
Krystia nodded idly as her brain scrambled to process all the information she had plucked from Jason’s memories. He had an Immortal living inside him—an actual, factual Immortal who had recounted a completely different version of history. The Unbound had been the first true Ascendants, and now their spirits lived on in the bodies and minds of modern kings like Areekan. 
The potential ramifications were truly dizzying, but unfortunately there was another problem: Jason also knew about his father and the demons. If she wasn’t careful, he and his friends could unintentionally ruin everything…
“It all makes sense once you work it through,” Krystia breathed. “I’ve always been curious about our true nature, and I’ve met others like us who are as well.”
“Like us?” Tam asked. “Unbound, you mean? I thought your king locked them all up.”
“I’ve visited the prisoners in the Asylum several times now. I’ve been able to ask them questions and read their records.”
Jason frowned. “The king allowed this?”
“He doesn’t know,” Krystia said, “but I needed to get answers for myself.”
Elade eyed her quizzically. “Answers about what, exactly?”
“Everything—our purpose, our meaning, our limits….” Krystia shrugged. “Did you know there are over a thousand of us locked away in that place? Many of them have lived in those walls their entire lives.”
“Probably because they’re dangerous,” the Asgardian woman said. “If some eight-year old started reading my mind, I’m sure I’d want to lock him away, too.”
“You have no idea what these children have gone through,” Krystia snapped a bit more harshly than she had intended. “It’s wrong to lock them away just because they were born different.”
“At least they’re safe. Unbound are treated much worse in other places. In parts of Asgardia, the katagha are set free into the wild, and their survival is left to the mercy of the spirits. If they can survive for a year, they are welcomed back. If not…”
“No offense, but your homeland isn’t exactly the shining beacon of civilization,” Tam muttered. “And treating a person like a monster is the fastest way to transform them into one.”
“I’m just saying the situation here could be a lot worse.”
“That’s not a justification for treating people like shit. Not to me, anyway.”
Sarina shrugged, and Krystia struggled not to glare at the other woman. She had never been overly fond of Asgardian culture, and she could believe that Jason had ever lowered himself to sleeping with this woman. She wasn’t unattractive, by any means—beneath the grime of travel, her green eyes and auburn hair were actually quite striking—but she was clearly a savage just like the rest of her people. Krystia had no idea what a cultured man like him could see in such a brutish thug like her. 
“Since you clearly don’t need us ‘normals’ here, I’m going to scout the nearby area,” Sarina said after a moment. “Gor can come with me.”
“That might not be the best idea,” Jason told her. “There aren’t many chagari in this city, and—”
“I’ll be discreet,” Gor said as he stomped out of his room. “Perhaps there’s something in this city worth spending coin on.”
Jason looked like he was going to protest, but he remained silent as the two brutes left the house. 
“We’re just one big, happy family,” Tam muttered. “All right, so do you think you can help Jace or not?”
“I do,” Krystia said, smiling. “I learned a lot from the prisoners in the Asylum, and I struggled to control my own powers when I was younger.”
“You don’t seem at all concerned about what Jason told you,” Selvhara said.
“I’ve never really believed a lot of Sol’s teachings. I realize that sounds odd coming from a priestess, but teaching the gospel is only one of our duties. My powers developed so quickly I was of much more use treating the sick and wounded than leading sermons.” Krystia smiled and paused for a moment. “But to be honest, it’s probably because I’m happy to hear it. All of you should be. Imagine what this means to people like us! We live in a world where we get locked away, brainwashed, or dropped into the wild as food for beasts…yet we’re the ones who made the modern era possible. We’re the ones who saved the world from the aftermath of the Godswar. It’s ironic.”
“It’s malicious,” Elade murmured. “A lie nurtured for so long it eventually became the truth. And it threatens all of our lives, even now.”
Krystia nodded solemnly, but deep down she was smiling. Elade was different than the last time she had been here. The Dawn’s betrayal had shaken her faith; Krystia could sense a simmering bitterness inside the other woman. They had more in common than ever—both of them had been betrayed by people they loved and trusted. Perhaps when Krystia finally claimed the Solarian throne, she could convince Elade to serve as her champion. 
“I guess the question is: what are we going to do about it?” Tam asked. “Sarina was right, you know. The average person isn’t really going to give a damn about this.”
“We should focus on the here and now,” Jason said. “My father is in this city, and he could be summoning an army of demons for all we know. Elade is a fugitive from the Dawn, Sel has lost her powers, I’m slowly going crazy…and then there’s the fact war could break out at any time.”
Tam grunted. “When you put it that way, maybe we should just lock the door and hide for a few months.”
“Let’s start by seeing what I can do for you,” Krystia said. She legitimately wanted to help him, of course, but the truth was that she needed to figure out a way to keep all of them occupied. If Elade actually managed to find Ethan, all their plans would fall apart in a heartbeat. “I can try a technique I’ve learned recently. It should allow me to understand your powers better and perhaps offer some guidance.”
“Sure, why not?” Jason grunted. “I’m willing to try just about anything at this point.”
“There is one concern—the technique is very…intimate. It involves an even deeper merging of minds and memories than we just shared. I’ll know just about everything about you, and you’ll know everything about me.”
“Wow,” Tam whispered. “So I guess it’s probably a good thing that Sarina isn’t here…”
Krystia smiled sheepishly. She wasn’t completely telling the truth, of course—she was confident in her ability to shield parts of herself from him. She wouldn’t tell him anything about his father or their plans together, but the rest was fair game. 
“It’s a powerful experience,” Elade said. “The vaeyn employ similar techniques on occasion.”
The woman’s thoughts flickered briefly, and Krystia couldn’t help but peek into her memories. She saw an image of another woman—a human woman, surprisingly—whom Elade obviously still had strong feelings about. Apparently they had been lovers at one point, but something terrible had happened…
Krystia pulled away before she was tempted to push any deeper. It really wasn’t her business, but she wondered in quiet amusement how Darius would respond when he learned that his current fantasy conquest enjoyed the company of other women.  
“Like I said, I’m willing to try just about anything at this point,” Jason said. “What do you need me to do?”
“Just relax,” Krystia assured him, placing her hands on either side of his head again. She recalled what Sovan had done, how he had subtly manipulated her consciousness and joined it with his. But at the same time, she erected some mental barriers to shield him from her darkest secrets. “Try not to fight me. Concentrate on my thoughts.”
Their emotions swirled together like a river feeding into an ocean. At first, the stream was gentle; she could only sense the weakest of his surface thoughts like apprehension, doubt, and a small touch of hope. But soon the transfer became a food, and she allowed herself to be dragged away into the deeper recesses of his mind. Jason was terrified—not of her, but of the spirit living inside him, of what it might do to him. He feared his father, of what the man had been willing to sacrifice, and of how now he might even be willing to sacrifice his own son. He feared for Sarina, that he had let her get away and lost what they had together. The swirling terror threatened to suffocate Krystia as she pressed even deeper…
The priests believe they share bonds with one another, she whispered in his mind. They believe they are unified in a way no one else can be, between each other and their king. They are wrong. Their minds touch, but they do not merge. They are pawns of the tether shackling them. They do not understand this. They never can. 
I feel…you, he managed. 
Yes. You have never been this close to anyone before, to be that person. Enter me, Jason, and allow me to enter you. 
Krystia felt him gasp for breath, and then suddenly she broke though. Steadying herself against the deluge of memories and emotions, she tried to slowly drink in his essence. She could see everything from his earliest memories to the present: all his struggles, all his joys. Just as she came to know Sovan, she suddenly knew Jason Moore. She understood him as if they were one person. 
“You do not belong here.”
Krystia choked as if a hand had clasped around her throat. Her eyes shot open and she glanced around, but she was no longer on the couch next to Jason. He wasn’t there at all, and neither were any of his friends. She was lying down on a slab of rock in the middle of a garden she had never seen. It was nighttime, and she felt a cool breeze brush against her skin. 
“What the…?” she stammered. 
“You do not belong here.”
She sat up, a spike of pain shooting into her head as she did so. She glanced about and saw a pale-skinned woman in a bizarre green dress standing nearby.  
“Who are you? Where the hell am I?”
“You must leave,” the strange woman said. “You cannot be here.”
Krystia took a deep breath and tried to relax. She could still feel an odd swirling of Jason’s thoughts in the back of her mind, but it felt so…distant. She was still connected to him; she hadn’t severed their link. But then how…?
“She’s trying to help me.”
Krystia turned. Jason approached from the other side of the garden. He looked just as he had on the couch, but something about him was different. She tried to reach out and touch his mind, and it was only then she realized she was completely powerless. The Aether was gone, and she couldn’t channel.
“My knowledge is for you alone,” the woman told him. “You must understand it.”
“I can’t handle it alone,” Jason protested. “You know this is killing me—you told me so yourself. You told me to find someone else to help, and I did.”
“She cannot be here.”
“You’re the Immortal,” Krystia said, feeling foolish for not realizing the truth immediately.  Everything here felt so real—Jason’s voice, the smell of the nearby flowers, even the cool night air on her skin—that she had almost started to believe it. But this was all just a hallucination woven by this Immortal. 
“You must leave,” Malacross repeated.
“There has to be a way she can help me,” Jason pleaded. “She’s a telepath—an Unbound. She can understand better than anyone else.”
“This one cannot help you.”
“I’m going to die!” Jason nearly screamed. “We both know that. And if I do, what will be left of you? Will you transform into that ball of energy again, or will you dissipate into the Aether like the rest of your kind? I doubt you want to find out.”
The woman’s face remained impassive, and she didn’t reply. She didn’t need to; Krystia understood even if Jason didn’t.
“She doesn’t want me to help you,” Krystia said. “She’s afraid.”
Jason shook his head. “Afraid of what?”
“The Unbound destroyed her people. She’s concerned I might do the same.”
“If I die, she might be destroyed anyway,” he pointed out. “Isn’t it worth taking a chance?”
Malacross exchanged looks with both of them, and Krystia desperately wished she could use her telepathy here. She didn’t even know if it would work on an Immortal, but she had come to rely upon her powers more than ever these past few weeks.
“You already know much,” Malacross said eventually. “You are still a shadow of us, but you have not yet reached your full potential.”
“Then teach me more,” Krystia said. “Let me help him.”
“Such knowledge is dangerous. It destroyed my people and nearly consumed your world.”
“You were willing to share your knowledge with me,” Jason pointed out. “You could have rejected me; you could have stayed in that cube of yours, but you didn’t. There has to be a reason.”
Malacross eyed him wearily. “You are different. You seek knowledge, not power. You wish only to understand, not to control. She is not the same.”
He glanced to Krystia for a moment. “She’s spent her life using her powers to heal the sick and injured.”
“She seeks power.”
“Yes, I do,” Krystia admitted. “I seek the power to free my people and give them a chance to have real lives. I seek the power to correct a great injustice.”
“That is often the beginning,” Malacross whispered. “It is rarely the end.”
“Jason rescued me once, years ago. I owe him my life. Please let me repay him now.”
Krystia reached out and touched Jason’s shoulder. He understood, at least. There was no shame in power, not when it was wielded correctly. Tevek had told her that much. 
Eventually Malacross took a step forward and offered Krystia her hand. Their skin touched, and a new flood of thoughts and images streamed into her mind. Just as it started to overwhelm her, Malacross’s physical body disintegrated in a bright flash…and it was like a release valve had suddenly been opened in Krystia’s mind. Suddenly it all poured over her at once, and she opened her mouth to scream—
And then suddenly she was back on the couch again gasping for air. Her eyes took time to refocus, and she could see the concerned faces of Jason’s friends looming over the two of them. Finally everything started to sharpen and she could make out what they were saying. 
“Are you all right?” Elade asked, her hands flashing with healing magic. 
Krystia nodded faintly and sat up. She was sticky with sweat, and so was Jason. 
 “I’m fine,” she whispered.  
“Wow,” Tam murmured. “So…was it good?”
“You have no idea…”
“Trust me: I really, really want to.”
Jason shoved him out of the way and squeezed Krystia’s hand. “You did it. I don’t know how, but it’s like the pressure is gone. I feel…normal.”
Selvhara looked between them in confusion. “How?” 
Krystia exhaled and closed her eyes. She was exhausted, but otherwise she felt fine—more than fine, actually. She remembered everything clearly now, and the pieces of what Malacross had taught her started to crystallize in her thoughts. It was as invigorating as it was humbling. Sovan had taught her more than she had ever thought possible, but sharing in the mind and memories of an Immortal…
“I understand how to control the power now,” Jason said, rubbing at his head. “Somewhat, at least. I can block out the noise…”
Selvhara squeezed at his shoulder. “What about the Immortal?”
“She shared the burden with me,” Krystia said, smiling as it all made sense. “Some of her knowledge is with me now, and the rest is inside Jason.”
“Oookay,” Tam muttered. “So what does that mean, exactly?”
Jason opened his palms in front of him, and a surge of electricity abruptly crackled between his fingers. “I have no idea,” he whispered, “but I’m going to find out.”
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
“I’ve made many mistakes in my life. You are not one of them.”
—Ethan Moore to Selvhara Narhesti, 2009 AG
 
Ethan Moore clutched at the table and desperately tried to drag himself back to his feet. But he barely had the strength to breathe, let alone hoist up his entire bodyweight. The last summons had taken a heavy toll upon him. The flesh on his hand was especially pale, and he dreaded to see his face in a mirror. His body was not-so-slowly withering away, and the worst part was that he had only summoned three demons so far. He would need an army to complete this mission, but he wasn’t sure how much more of this his body could take. 
His minions stirred about the cellar, cackling to themselves as they reveled in their master’s suffering. If he died, they would rampage through the city. The amount of damage even a few demons could cause was staggering, especially if they started to possess city watchmen. He had used that chaos against the Crell in Lyebel many times over the past few months. 
The cellar door suddenly swung open, and Ethan craned his neck to see Krystia’s face twisted in revulsion at his appearance. 
“By Sol,” she muttered. “What has happened to you?”
“I wear the face of pain and sacrifice,” he bit out. “I’m not surprised you don’t recognize them.”
She scoffed and sat down at the edge of the table to watch him struggle. “I hope you have the energy to carry through on your half of the bargain?”
“Half?” he laughed bitterly before breaking into a coughing fit. “My servants are ready. They’re appraising you right now.”
Her eyes flicked up and scanned the room. Her face briefly scrunched in concentration before she suddenly leapt backwards and pressed herself to a wall. “Sol’s mercy!”
“Sol has nothing to do with them,” Ethan rasped. The draeloth he had summoned was only a few feet away from her, the “mouth” at the center of his muscled chest gaping open. He was always amazed how quiet these things could be when they tried. “Leave her.”
The creature slowly backed away, and Krystia finally leaned down over Ethan and placed a hand on his neck. Her skin grew warm, and the pressure in his chest faded. He felt a bit of his strength return and he eventually hoisted himself up. 
“You’re dying,” she told him. 
“You think I don’t know that?” he snapped. “It gets worse every time.”
“Then it’s time for you to stop.”
For an instant, he mistook her tone for legitimate concern…but then he realized she was thinking about something else. “What has happened?”
“Jason is here.”
Ethan swore under his breath. “How did he get here so quickly?”
“Darius helped them move through the Garos portal. I only learned about it this morning, and I just got done visiting with him.”
“To what end?”
“To keep him alive,” Krystia replied matter-of-factly. “The Immortal he merged with was killing him.”
Ethan grunted. “So he wasn’t strong enough to survive Ascension after all. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised.”
“You have no idea what you’re talking about, but right now we have a bigger problem,” she said. “Elade and Sarina have mapped out a search plan for the city—they’ll track you down in no time if you keep these…creatures…here.”
“There’s nowhere else for them to go. They can’t go near the King’s Tower, and there’s—”
“I know,” she cut him off. “We’ll have to do this without them.”
Ethan snorted. “We can’t do this without them—that’s the whole bloody point! Areekan has a garrison of troops protecting him inside the bowels of the tower, and even you will be powerless with the dampening crystals lacing his private chamber.”
“Then we’ll just have to figure out something, won’t we?”
Ethan closed his eyes and smothered his rage before he lashed out. She might have been his last and only hope in this world for vengeance, but he couldn’t remember a conversation where he hadn’t wanted to slap her at least once. “Perhaps you have yet again forgotten what is at stake here,” he whispered through clenched teeth.”
“Think this through before your bitterness clouds your judgment,” Krystia admonished. “Jason and the others are here, and they know you are too. No matter what else happens in the tower, if we use demons people will know about it—and that means Jason will know you were involved. You won’t be able to frame the Crell for the attack if your fingerprints are all over it. Besides, he knows how bitter I am about Areekan and the Unbound Asylum…eventually he’ll put it all together.”
There were times, Ethan mused, when he was surprised this girl was only twenty years old. She was already thinking ahead, working out contingencies for the future. Perhaps her time with General Iouna was paying off—or perhaps she was just more mature than he gave her credit for. But regardless, she still lacked his experience with war and with people, and she didn’t understand how the world really worked. 
“With the king dead, there will be chaos in the streets,” he said. “Panic makes people want two things: revenge and security. Blaming the Crell will be easy enough—no one will doubt their motive for a second. At the same time, people will be looking to you for security, not explanations. You’ll have to make quick decisions to convince them that they’re safe, but they’ll fall in line once you do.”
“Just because that’s what happened in Galvia doesn’t mean that’s what will happen here.”
“Of course it does. At the end of the day, all people share the same basic fears and motivations, regardless of where they come from.”
Krystia turned and paced across the room in thought. “Regardless, Jason will know, and the Council will be more level-headed than the public. They will want answers, and by Alliance law, it is up to them to officially choose the king’s successor.” 
“Which means they won’t support you regardless and you shouldn’t worry about them,” Ethan told her. “As long as the people are reassured, the Council won’t be able to stop you. I know you Solarians believe your ‘democracy’ is this great and noble thing, but the bottom line is that the Council can’t control the country without an Ascendant.” He paused for a moment and rubbed at his eyes. “You might be right about Jason, though. For all his failings, he’s not stupid. If he learns the truth, he’ll insist on spreading it far and wide. What we need is a way to keep him distracted…or to get him out of the city entirely.”
Krystia nodded. “I have a meeting with his Majesty tomorrow, and I should be able to get a good look at his defenses. Maybe I’ll come up with an alternative.” She pursed her lips. “Has your Crell agent made contact yet?”
“No, but he should soon. Get me all the information you can and I’ll see what we can figure out. The invasion could come any day now.”
“So how do you get rid of these abominations, anyway?” she asked. “Stuff them back into the Void?”
“Not exactly,” Ethan murmured. “But I think I have an idea to keep the vaeyn off our trail.”
“Just don’t cause a panic in the city. And make sure Elade isn’t harmed—she is Unbound, and I have great plans for her.”
“Don’t get your hopes up. She’s still a paladin, and they’re always more trouble than they’re worth in the end.”
Krystia snorted. “I’ll stay in touch. Try not to kill yourself before then.”
She slipped out of the chamber, and Ethan glared at the door a long moment before swearing under his breath. Whether he liked it or not, his fate—Galvia’s fate—rested in the hands of a spoiled Solarian priestess. The very thought made him sick to his stomach. But he had suffered worse indignities before, and if he had to swear fealty to her in order to get his powers back, then so be it. 
“Foolish child,” he rasped.
“I could kill her, master,” one of the demons whispered into his ear. “I would so very much like to taste her…”
“I have other plans for you,” Ethan said “You will draw out the shadow knight and confront her. If you’re strong enough, you’ll get to taste her instead.”
The creatures hissed in obvious glee. He almost pitied them—they should have been afraid of a paladin, especially a vaeyn, but perhaps together they could destroy her. If not, it didn’t really matter. He just needed them to sew enough chaos to keep her occupied. He didn’t really care how—if they had to burn down the city to get her attention, then so be it. 
Ethan smiled. He just needed to remind himself that victory was nearly upon him. One way or another, Galvia would be free. 
Even if that meant leaving Solaria in ashes. 
 
***
 
Elade idled at the side of the street next to a clean but vacant alleyway. She kept her back to the passers-by going about their daily routines and fussed with a piece of parchment, trying to maintain the illusion she was reading a map rather than stalking a particular man. The citizens of Celenest were remarkably friendly, though, even to hooded, scarf-wearing travelers concealing their faces, and she was concerned someone might actually offer to help her find whatever she was looking for. Once they got a closer look at her eyes and skin, her little ruse would be over. 
But thankfully no one tried to initiate a conversation with her, and after a few more minutes of waiting, she finally heard the rhythmic clicking of her target’s horse trotting up behind her.
“Belek!” she blurted out before abruptly steering her own horse into the alleyway. This was a big risk, she knew, but after spending all last night and most of today scouring the city for demons, the cold, hard reality of the situation had finally set in: if she wanted to find Ethan Moore, she was going to need help. 
A few moments later she heard the young knight turn into the alley behind her. She kept her back turned, but once he drew closer she slid off her right gauntlet and held her gray-blue hand up next to her head where he could see it. He immediately gasped in recognition. 
“Dame Devarath!” Belek Talroy stammered. “What are you doing here?”
Elade turned towards him as their horses nuzzled each other, pulling down her scarf so he could at least get a glimpse of her face. “Hello, Squire. I’m glad you’re here.”
He smiled warmly, and his cherubic face was every bit as bright as the last time she had spoken with him. It felt like months since she had sparred with him on the Citadel’s balcony, but in reality it had only been a few weeks. 
“You’re in grave danger, my lady,” he told her after a moment. “Lord Alric has all the knights on alert—if we find you, we’re supposed to bring you back to the Citadel immediately.”
“I know.”
He frowned. “How? He ordered us not to speak with you through Maeleon’s link.”
“The ‘how’ isn’t important,” Elade said. “What matters is that I need your help.”
“I…I can’t do that, my lady,” Talroy whispered. “If Lord Alric found out…”
“You haven’t warned them about me, have you? Just now?”
He shook his head. “No.”
“Good. Listen, Belek: I haven’t done anything wrong.”
He looked her up and down. “The Conclave says that you’re Unbound. The Code forbids your kind serving in the knighthood.”
“The Code is wrong,” Elade snapped more harshly than she’d intended. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “But I’m not here to debate that with you. I’m here because I managed to track down the source of the demons infesting Lyebel. The warlock is hiding out somewhere here in Celenest.”
“A warlock?” Talroy gasped just a bit too loudly. “Why would he come here?”
“Keep your voice down,” she admonished. “I’m not sure yet, but I intend to find out. I want you to help me search for him, but the other knights can’t know about it.”
“Why? There are seven of us in the city now. We could spread out and track him down easily—”
“No,” Elade cut him off, glancing about to make sure they weren’t drawing undue attention. “This warlock has allies in the Lord’s Council, and maybe even within the Dawn. If word gets out we’re looking for him, he’ll disappear. I want to catch him off-guard, but I can’t do it alone. I’m not sure how long he’ll be here, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he packs up and leaves soon. I can’t cover the whole city by myself in that time, especially areas near the King’s Tower.”
Talroy pursed his lips and mulled it over. “Lord Alric hasn’t given me much to do. He mostly just wants me to trot around the city ‘reassuring the common folk with my presence.’”
“Perfect. Here, I made markings on this map of the city—these are the areas I don’t think I’ll be able to cover.”
He took the map and eyed it for a moment before looking back at her. “What happens if I locate him? Contacting you telepathically might be dangerous. It could alert the others.”
“I’ll stop by this alley every eight hours starting at noon today. Let me know where you find him and I’ll take care of the rest.”
Talroy grimaced. He obviously wanted to help her, but he just as obviously didn’t want to end up banished from the knighthood for doing so. Elade just hoped he was the man she thought he was. Otherwise…
“If they find out that I spoke to you, Lord Alric will have my sword,” the young man whispered. “I will lose everything.”
“I know,” Elade said. “But whether or not you believe an Unbound should be trained as a paladin, I hope you don’t believe I am evil.”
He shook his head. “No.”
“All I want to is to track down this warlock before he can do any harm to the people of this city. If you help me, I’ll disappear again and no one will be the wiser.”
For a moment, Elade actually wondered if he might refuse. His face had drained of color, and his fingers were fidgeting inside his gauntlets. But eventually he swallowed heavily and nodded. 
“All right,” Talroy said. “I’ll help.”
“Thank you,” she said, smiling. “I knew I could count on you.”
His expression remained solemn, and his eyes flicked downward. “You probably haven’t heard, but Highlord Dracian…he resigned.”
Elade’s stomach instantly sank. “Why? What happened?”
“According to Lord Alric, Tevek underwent the Binding Ritual, but nothing happened. The Conclave believes Maeleon has denounced him, and they asked for his resignation.”
She swore under her breath. She had wondered all along if Kroll’s “breaking” technique was permanent, but based on what she had learned from Jason, there was a better explanation. In all likelihood, Maeleon hadn’t actually been a true Immortal—he had been one of the original Unbound, and as a result he was a vital part of the great lie that kept modern Unbound in bondage. He had specifically designed his Code to exclude potential threats to his power, and whatever spark of his power remained in the Godstone must have denied Tevek’s powers out of petty vengeance.  
Elade clamped down hard enough on her lip to draw blood. Four years ago she had convinced herself she could start a new life here—she could forget the decades of battle and death and even the forbidden lover for whom she had left it all behind. She had allowed herself to believe there could be a greater purpose in this world than mere survival, and that her power could be used for something really and truly good. 
But now, in the face of what was happening and what she had learned, it all seemed so…empty. Could the servants of a petty and bigoted “god” really be a righteous force in the world? What moral high ground could they claim when they cast down a great man for doing the right thing? The Dawn was smeared with the same bickering and political infighting that blighted every human society. 
“Alric will take over,” she whispered, mostly to herself. “He’ll sabotage everything Tevek worked for.”
“What they’re doing is wrong,” Talroy said soberly. “I’ll help you, my lady. Maybe I can even talk to Lord Alric.”
She glanced up to his earnest face and smiled. If nothing else, there were still good men and women in the Dawn, and this boy—this man—was one of them. Perhaps one day she could get through to them somehow and set all of this right. 
But not today. 
“Don’t bother with Alric; it will just get you into trouble,” Elade said. “I’ll figure something out eventually. Right now, as long as there are men like you in the Dawn, I still have hope.”
His face flushed and he smiled sheepishly. “I’ll meet you here if I find anything.”
“All right. Kuthos rem, Squire.”
“Kuthos rem, my lady,” he replied. 
“Call me Elade,” she said, patting him on the arm.  She pulled her scarf back over her face, and then nudged her mount back into an adjacent street.
As she resumed her search pattern, her thoughts shifted back to Tevek. Over the last few days, she had managed to convince herself that the Conclave would ultimately show him mercy. He was a legendary figure, after all, a man of great renown all over the world. He had granted her an opportunity she probably didn’t even deserve, and in the end it had cost him everything. 
When it came right down to it, the bottom line was that she should have let Kroll die in that alleyway in Lyebel. At the very least, she should have killed him after her interrogation. No one would have asked any questions or had any qualms about his death. He was a murderer and a sadist. The Solarians would try to keep him locked up forever, most likely, but what if he escaped? She would be responsible for all the other people he hurt, just as right now she was responsible for her own exile and that of her closest friend. 
Four years ago, she wouldn’t have hesitated to strike him down. She wouldn’t have done much talking in that cell with him, either. Her people had no qualms about doing whatever was necessary to safeguard their home, even if that meant getting their hands bloody. Pitying an enemy was to show them respect they had not shown others, and treating an enemy with dignity only legitimized whatever travesties they had committed. Nau ka'lith whol lil verin, nau seil whol lil dusqup—no mercy for the wicked, no reprieve for the damned. The shadow knights of the Matriarch had their own code, and she had always followed it to the letter. 
Elade wrinkled her nose at the smell of a fish seller on the side of the street and let out a long sigh. She could rationalize her indecision any way she wanted, but the bigger problem was that she no longer believed those things. Tevek had taught her a different way—a better way—that didn’t rely on self-defeating justifications and an endless cycle of pain and violence. She could have killed Kroll in cold blood in that cell, but she would have hated herself for it…even more than she hated herself right now. He would understand that.
She had never wanted to talk to him more than this moment. He would know exactly what to say. He would probably apologize for insisting they lie to the Dawn in the first place; he would say he should have challenged the unfairness of the Code then, not four years later. It might have delayed her training, but perhaps eventually they would have come around. He would convince her she had done nothing wrong, even as the reality of the situation gnawed at her heart.  
For now, though, regrets about the past didn’t matter. She needed to focus on the here and now, and somewhere in this city a brilliant warlock was plotting to summon in demons on the eve of another war. Her own problems were of little consequence compared to the potential harm he could inflict, and with Talroy’s help, she would track him down. 
Taking a deep breath, Elade stretched her senses out as far as she could and continued the search for Ethan Moore. 
 
***
 
“You haven’t stopped leering at her since we came in here,” Sarina grumbled in between her second and third stein of mead. “I’m sure you can go talk to the barkeep and rent a room.”
“This isn’t Lyebel or Dreen,” Tam said. “It doesn’t work that way here.” 
“What, you pay her directly?”
He snorted. “Prostitution is illegal in Solaria. She’s a dancer, not a whore.”
Sarina eyed the lithe, flirtatious woman flitting her way between tables. “Are you sure there’s a difference?”
“You’re terrible,” he said, shoveling another bite of spiced potatoes into his mouth. “Though I could probably throw down enough gold to tempt a priestess at this point. Galivar knows I haven’t been able to spend any of it yet.”
“There’s nothing worth buying in this part of the city anyway,” Gor muttered. “And this food is terrible.”
“This is the first real Valheim honey-mead I’ve had in months,” Sarina told him. “Lyebel never received any shipments, and they’d never even heard of the stuff in Ikara.”
The chagari glanced down at his own half-empty mug. He had already polished off three others. “Your people are good at one thing, I’ll give them that. Still…it could be sweeter.”
She grunted and rolled her eyes. The three of them sat in a boisterous tavern a few blocks from their house. At first she’d been wary of openly walking about the city, but as Tam had pointed out, no one here gave a damn about the three of them. Jason was the one with the pseudo-god inside him, and Elade was the wanted fugitive. Everyone else was basically invisible. Even Gor didn’t stick out that much—chagari were as welcome as anyone else in Solaria, so long as they kept their claws sheathed and their fangs hidden. She had actually spotted a few of them walking down the street earlier in the day. 
“Now that you mention it,” Tam commented, “I think you owe me for about six steins the last time we visited that tavern north of Isen.”
Sarina frowned and searched her memory. “The Crescent Gate?”
 “That’s the one. You ended up drinking three guards under the table, and then you started a fight with the owner’s daughter.”
“She kept touching Jason. I eventually got sick of it.”
He snorted. “See that’s when most normal people would say something. You just grabbed her arm and punched her.”
“I was drunk,” Sarina said with a shrug. “Besides, she was training to be a shield-maiden. She could take it.”
“The point is that you still owe me for those drinks, and for the nice meal I was forced to abandon when the owner chased us out,” Tam said. 
“That was over two years ago.”
“What’s your point?”
“You were just complaining about not being able to spend your money,” she told him. “So why don’t you just shut up and buy me another stein?”
“Fine,” he muttered with an exaggerated sigh. “But only because I’m afraid of you.”
Sarina chuckled and smacked him on the arm as he signaled for the barkeep to bring them another round. “When were the two of you going to try and convince Jason to sell the rest of the drek we’re hauling around, anyway?”
“Since Krystia fixed him up, I think he might head out to the market today, actually,” Tam said. “You two really need to get this over with, by the way.”
She frowned. “Get what over with?”
“This little tiff you have going. You almost never talk to each other anymore.”
The old pangs of guilt returned, and she gulped down the rest of her mead to try and settle her stomach. “There’s nothing to say.”
Tam sighed. “Can’t you just hit him a few times and then go and get a room or something? That’s how the two of you used to work out your problems.”
“She’s probably afraid he can fight back now,” Gor interjected with a grunt.
Sarina scowled. “So it really doesn’t bother the two of you that he has a goddess living inside him now?”
“Malacross isn’t really a goddess,” Tam pointed out. “She’s—”
“Whatever you want to call it,” she snapped. “The point is that he’s been different ever since he woke up in Lyebel. I knew that cube would change him the moment Elade said he’d used it…”
“Of course it changed him—it would change anyone.” He shrugged. “But he seems mostly fine now.”
“’Healing,’” Sarina said with a snort. “She was basically mind-fucking him.”
“Yeah,” Tam said wistfully. “Jace definitely seemed to enjoy it. I wonder if there’s anything she can teach me….”
“You’re pathetic.”
“Did you see her? She was gorgeous!”
“She’s a bloody toothpick.”
“Not every man wants to be with someone that can beat the hell out of him, you know.”
Sarina glared at him sharply. “So you’re a coward.”
“Hey—”
“If the two of you don’t shut up,” Gor hissed, “I will kill you both.”
He glared at them for a few more seconds before unsheathing a claw and spearing a hunk of meat on his plate. Tam, for his part, simply chuckled under his breath and returned to his potatoes.
“He’s becoming more like them every day,” Sarina said quietly after a moment. “Like other channelers, I mean.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Tam asked. 
“Magic changes people, especially telepathy. I saw it happen to my cousin, Doyd, when he Ascended and claimed the Asgardian throne. I saw it with plenty of others in my family, too. They get these powers, and it completely changes them.”
“Of course it does,” Gor said matter-of-factly. “Power changes men. It always has and it always will.”
“And not for the better,” Sarina agreed. “You saw the way Krystia looked at him. We were invisible to her—everyone who wasn’t a channeler. She doesn’t think we can ever understand her, and it makes her better than us.”
Tam wiped his mouth and leaned back in his chair. “I think you’re reading way too much into this. And in all the years I’ve known you, I don’t think you’ve ever cared what an outsider thought about you. Why does this bother you so much?”
“Jealousy,” Gor said. “She can’t compete as a mate against the other, more powerful females.”
If Sarina had been a channeler, her glare would have cooked the fur from his flesh. “I am not jealous of a toothpick.”
“Lie to yourself if you want; humans are quite good at it,” the chagari replied calmly. “But you shouldn’t be ashamed. There’s nothing wrong with fighting over your mate…even if he is weak and a touch pathetic. I’m certain you could do better.”
“He’s not my ‘mate,’” Sarina growled. “This isn’t about Jason and I—it’s about all of us. We’re a team. We work together. We complement each other.”
Tam frowned. “I’ve heard a lot more insults than compliments lately.”
“You’re an idiot.”
“My point exactly.”
 Sarina started to stand, but Tam grabbed her hand with surprising force and urged her to sit back down. “Listen, I understand what you’re worried about,” he said. “Telepathy freaks people out. I know that.” He paused for a moment and his expression sobered. “When I was about ten, the priest in our little town used to mess around in people’s minds all the time. He’d say it was for our protection, but he was just hoarding secrets to use against people. He was eventually replaced and stripped of his powers, but the damage was done. He extorted people in that town for years and made a killing off it.”
She felt her muscles relax, and she studied him carefully. As always, she couldn’t help but marvel at how easily he seemed to cast aside his dim-witted mantle whenever he needed to. She couldn’t understand why he wasn’t like this all the time. 
“I thought the whole point of the Bound was that abuses of power like that couldn’t happen,” Sarina said after a moment.  
“Yeah, well, they do sometimes,” Tam said. “In theory, the king should know his powers were being misused and take action, but sometimes even Bound slip through the cracks. I doubt people in that town trust their priest even now.” He downed another gulp. “It taught me how to protect myself.”
“Human culture is built on lies,” Gor said. “Just look around this room. The barkeep lies about his suppliers so people will pay more for cheap beer. The dancer lies about mating with these men so they will give her bigger tips. That man in the corner lies about his wife’s withering appearance to save his relationship. Almost everything you do is built on one deception or another.”
Tam grunted. “You’re a big, huggable bundle of joy, you know that?”
“It’s the truth. You fear telepaths because they can shine the light of truth on the lies you tell yourselves and everyone around you.”
“He’s right,” Sarina admitted. “People can’t function without everyday lies.”
“Most can’t,” Gor corrected, swiveling his orange eyes over to her. “What I find curious is why this bothers you so much. Of all the humans I’ve met, you should be the least concerned about standing before a telepath.”
She frowned. “Why?”
“You say what you think and don’t apologize for it. You dress and behave practically. You suffer for it socially because you are honest.” His eyes glimmered as he looked at his glass. “You’re not bothered by the transparency. You’re bothered because Jason’s power makes you feel weak.”
Sarina started to protest but stopped herself. He was right, of course, even if it was uncomfortable to admit it. “We’re supposed to be a team,” she said. “But not all of us can heal wounds with a touch or shoot fire from our fingertips. And if Jason’s power grows…”
Tam smiled. “I know how you feel, but I think you’re exaggerating. I mean let’s face it, I know you could beat me to death with one hand, and you’re a woman. Shouldn’t I be the one feeling weak?”
“Yes,” Gor said. 
They both tossed him an annoyed glare, but after a moment she smiled thinly. “Maybe we just need to give him a chance.”
“If you want to worry about someone changing, I’d be more worried about Sel,” Tam said gravely. “I’m not sure how she’s holding up.”
Gor set down his glass. “Not well. She’s barely eaten since Lyebel, and now she refuses to leave the house.”
“I wish Krystia could have healed her too,” Tam said. 
Sarina nodded and finished her stein. “We all do.”
 
***
 
“That’s almost double what I expected these to fetch in Lyebel,” Jason commented as he set down the chest full of gold bricks. It had taken most of the day, but he had managed to unload every last relic they had.
“The better question is how much you cheated,” Selvhara replied as she sat down on the couch. “Please tell me you weren’t using your telepathy on the hapless merchants.”
Jason grinned sheepishly. He felt like a new man…and by any objective standard, he was. Now that he could finally control his mental abilities, he could appreciate how truly awesome they were. There was a great deal more to learn, of course, but right now he felt amazing. Krystia had taught him so much in their merging; sensing the thoughts and emotions of others was just the beginning. He could manipulate energy well enough to light a candle or create a small electrical current between his fingertips, and he had even been able to heal a small scrape on his arm earlier. They were parlor tricks compared to what more experienced channelers could accomplish, but to him they were all minor miracles.  
“I didn’t push very hard,” he told her after a moment, “but it did make it easier to haggle knowing their limits and expectations.”
“If any of the priests caught you channeling, they would throw you in prison on the spot,” Selvhara said pointedly. “Or they’d bury you in that Unbound Asylum Krystia was talking about earlier.”
“But I wasn’t channeling—that’s the amazing thing,” Jason told her. “There’s no way they could detect my powers.”
“Are you certain?”
“I don’t need the Aether, not with an Immortal living inside me. There’s nothing for them to sense.”
“Until you start hurling something around with your mind because you’ve grown arrogant,” she admonished. “You really don’t understand the depths of these people’s paranoia, Jason. You need to be careful.”
He sighed and wished Tam was here. “Excuse me for feeling good for a change. You have no idea what this is like.”
Jason regretted the words the moment they left his mouth. Selvhara turned away immediately, and he closed his eyes and silently scolded himself. She was far too collected to cry, but he could still feel the waves of pain cascading off of her. He could have stabbed her in the chest and it probably wouldn’t have hurt as much. 
“I’m sorry, that was stupid,” he whispered. 
“It’s all right,” she assured him. “I just wish…” I just wish I could share it with you. I wish I could guide you, give you my experience. This is an amazing, wonderful thing that’s happened to you, and all I can think about is what I’ve lost. It’s selfish. Pathetic. I’m pathetic. 
He walked over to the couch and sat down next to her. He tried to hold onto her but she pushed him away. 
“I’m fine,” she said, smiling tightly. “I wonder where the others went?”
Jason wanted to console her, but even with all his wondrous new abilities he felt entirely helpless here. He thought back to the war all those years ago, and how he had watched his mother die, half-crushed in a pile of rubble. He still dreamt of that day from time to time, and right now it was like he was watching it all over again. Sel had taken his mother’s place from that day forward, and now he felt like he was watching her die too. Day by day she continued to wither away in a world she barely recognized…
 “They probably just got bored,” he said. “When Elade gets back, I was going to ask her if she could try to teach me how to sense demons. Maybe I could help speed things up.”
Selvhara nodded idly. The thought of seeing Ethan again terrifies me. How will he react? How much has he changed in all these years? “I hope you can get through to him. Maybe you can convince him to turn away from whatever he’s planning.”
“I’d like to think so, but we both know dad has never been easily persuaded about anything.”
He was once, but only with me. There was a time I could have told him anything and he would have done it. Then your mother died and guilt consumed him. “I don’t know what’s going on inside his head right now, honestly,” she said instead. “He let you think he was dead for two years and would have probably kept it up indefinitely if we hadn’t learned the truth. Hopefully he won’t even see us coming, and then perhaps we can shock him into letting all of this go.”
Jason frowned at her. “What did dad feel guilty about? Putting mom in danger?”
“Don’t,” she warned, leveling a firm glare at him. “I never gave you permission.”
“It’s hard to tune out when you’re screaming it so loudly.”
“Don’t turn it around and blame me,” she said sharply. “Your father was a powerful telepath, and he learned to control himself well enough.”
Her sudden surge of anger caught him by surprise, but he could feel it was really just feeding off her own guilt. There was something she didn’t want him to know, something just beyond his reach at the edge of her thoughts…
“I told you no!” she insisted, scooting away from him. You don’t want to know about us. Your mother loved you so much, and Ethan did too, in his own way. He just couldn’t bring himself to love her.

“What do you mean he didn’t love her?” Jason asked. Even when the thoughts themselves weren’t coherent in her head, he could see images as they flashed through her memory. She was spending more time with him than his own wife. She understood him in a way Elissa never could…
“Get out!” she shrieked. She reeled back to slap him, but he caught her right hand in a firm grip and then her left when she tried again. He pinned them so she could hardly move. 
He leaned forward. “Just tell me! What are you feeling so guilty about? What did you do?”
Her thoughts crystallized as she tried to wriggle free of his grip. She and his father had been close even while his mother was alive, and now he could see the memory of them making love while his mother was across town...
“Jason!”
He blinked and released his grip. What in the hell was he doing? What had come over him?
“Galivar’s blood,” he breathed as he stumbled backwards into the wall. Selvhara was curled up in a ball on the couch, trembling, and her violet eyes looked upon him as if she had never seen him before. “I’m sorry. I have no idea what got into me…”
His voice died. A wave of nausea hit him like a fist in the gut, and he buried his head in his hands. He had wanted to know, he had needed to know, and for a split second he had been willing to do whatever it took to wrench the truth out of her…
Jason cried. The flood of emotions—both his and hers—overwhelmed him. The tears streaked down his cheeks, and no matter how hard he pressed his fingers into his eyes, they wouldn’t stop. 
“Now you know,” Selvhara whispered. 
Eventually Jason summoned the courage to look up at her. She wasn’t crying, but she wasn’t blinking, either. She was just staring at him, her knees tucked up into her chest. 
“I always assumed you and dad were together,” he whispered. “I just didn’t know when.”
“That’s not what I meant,” she said. “Now you know why people are terrified of the Unbound. Most cannot control themselves.”
He wiped his nose off on his sleeve. “I don’t know why I couldn’t stop. I just…I just had to know.”
“No,” she murmured. “You  had to know because you could know. Power changes everyone, Jason. Even you.”
He stared down at his damp hands. They didn’t seem like they belonged to him. He certainly hadn’t recognized them when they had restrained Sel. He hadn’t recognized himself. 
“That will never happen again,” he said. “Not to you, not to anyone. I swear it.” 
“I know.”
His cheek twitched. “I did the same thing with Adar. We’re here because I…”
Selvhara slowly uncurled and reached out to touch his arm. “It’s a violation. It’s rape. Almost every society with Bound telepaths punishes them severely for misusing such an awesome power. A ball of Aetheric flame can burn a man to cinders, but a secret ripped from an unwilling mind can destroy an empire.”
The silence lingered between them for a moment, but eventually she squeezed his arm again and pulled him onto the couch with her. 
“It wasn’t the same in Lyebel,” she told him. “You couldn’t control this power yet even if you’d wanted to.”
“I wasn’t trying to read his mind until he thought about dad,” Jason said. “But after that, I pushed hard. I had to know what he did. I might have been able to stop it, or to focus less carefully. I don’t know.”
“You’re lucky. You will get a chance to learn from your mistake because I will forgive you.”
He closed his eyes as another welling of tears burst free. He curled into her arms, and she held him just as firmly as when he’d been a boy. 
“I should have told you a long time ago,” Selvhara whispered. “I always assumed you would figure out that your father and I had been together a long time.”
“There’s nothing to feel guilty about,” Jason soothed. “Dad might have seemed gruff and distant, but he was still a man. When his wife died he turned to someone else.”
“Jason, we were together long before your mother died.”
He winced as the memories he’d stolen flashed back to the front of his mind. “Did you know he had a wife?”
“Not at first,” Selvhara said. “It never occurred to me to ask. I had just come back to Torsia for the first time in years, and you know my people don’t marry. I didn’t understand the gravity of the situation until much later.”
“But you didn’t walk away.”
She shook her head. “No. I loved him, just as I loved Tevek. I assumed Ethan could do the same with me and Elissa.”
“What about her?”
“I don’t know,” Selvhara said. “But it was clearly a mistake.”
Jason clenched his teeth and let out a deep breath. “My father’s more than yours. He betrayed my mother…and I bet he doesn’t even regret it.”
“I think he always wondered if I allowed Elissa to die so that I could have him to myself. He never came out and said it, but I could tell he wondered.”
“No one who ever knew you would believe you’d let someone die on purpose.”
Selvhara closed her eyes. “Half her chest was crushed. I couldn’t even—”
“I don’t want to know,” Jason said. “I don’t doubt you for a second and never have. That’s enough for me.”
He clutched her more tightly against him, and she melted into his arms. He could sense her guilt slowly ebbing away, and the Aether swirled around her almost as if it were responding to her shifting emotions. As always, he was amazed that he had spent his entire life unable to perceive the powerful force surrounding them, and he couldn’t imagine what it was like for her to suddenly lose that ability. Sighing, he turned away…but then he belatedly noticed a pair of strange, misty tendrils twirling away from her like the strands of a tattered cloak wafting in the breeze. 
Jason frowned. The Aether really shouldn’t have been clinging to her this tightly,  not without her Ascendant bond, and these tendrils made no sense whatsoever. He stretched out with his mind to try and touch them, but they felt...different. While the rest of the Aether was little more than a cloud of loose vapor, these tendrils were much more concentrated. It was almost like they were alive. 
Alive…and wounded. 
That made even less sense, but he couldn’t ignore what his new senses were telling him. Reaching out again, he poured some of his healing power into the tendrils just like they were living flesh…
Selvhara gasped and stiffened. He pulled away and watched as the tendrils swirled together and merged into a single thread reaching off into the distance.  
“Are you all right?” he asked. “I saw something…I don’t know how to explain it.”
“Goddess,” she whispered, and suddenly a crackle of electricity sparked around her body. Her eyes glowed even more fiercely than normal, and a gust of wind abruptly whipped through the house and tossed the plates and glasses off the table. 
Selvhara lifted off the couch, the gale holding her body upright, and the widest smile he had ever seen stretched across her face. 
“Elush kala ma’tien,” she breathed. “Anvira be merciful, your servant has returned.”
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
“The more her powers continue to grow, the more nervous I become. We cannot afford to let her out of our sight, not even for an instant. She is still Unbound, Your Majesty. Never forget that.”
—High Priest Kaeldar to King Areekan, 2011 AG
 
Krystia hadn’t seen King Tyrius Areekan in person for several years. Even his direct Bound servants were rarely admitted inside his chamber. Only his Voice and his royal guardsmen had complete access, and the former had taken some serious convincing to let her through this time. She could communicate with the king telepathically, of course, but that made prolonged conversations awkward, and direct mental discourse was supposed to be reserved for emergencies anyway. Besides, the whole point of this trip was to see his chamber again first-hand. She needed to understand her limitations here with the dampening crystals in place, as well as get a fresh view of what she and Ethan would be up against. 
She also needed to do this for herself; she needed to plead with the king and his Voice one last time before she could make the final emotional leap towards murder. Even at this stage in their plans, with she and Ethan poised at the king’s doorstep, she could stop it all. A simple whisper to Elade would send her charging in after Ethan, and his death would remove all traces of Krystia’s involvement. And so she was willing to give her king one last chance at redemption, one last opportunity to prove his worth. If he refused, she would be able to look him straight in the eye and condemn him. 
High Priest Kaeldar led her past the dozens of guards, locked doors, and sealed corridors to the bottom of the King’s Tower. Most of the defenses were designed to stop a small army of enemy soldiers, but even in the middle of an attack, her station as a priestess and power as a telepath would allow her to bypass almost everything—until they approached the king’s private chamber. That would be another issue altogether. 
Two heavily armored, broad-shouldered men stood in front of the chamber doorway, both draped in elaborate white tabards and flowing golden capes. There were only twelve royal guardsmen in total, four of whom stood watch over the chamber at any time. They each received special training from the Last Dawn in defensive channeling techniques, as well as the best instruction the Alliance military could offer. Krystia doubted that even Ethan’s strongest demons would be a match for these men. Brute-force combat wasn’t going to be an option, so she needed to test their minds instead. 
As the Voice set to manipulating the door’s Aether locks, Krystia drew upon her powers and reached out into the guardsmen’s minds. They were strong and disciplined, and she knew they were trained to resist all types of attacks from direct physical confrontation to the more subtle intricacies of telepathy. Their minds were considerably tougher to crack than the priests at the Asylum, and even a week ago Krystia doubted that she would have been able to glean even a single stray thought from them. 
But now things were different. Sovan and Malacross had taught her more than she’d ever thought possible, and after just a few heartbeats of searching she could sense the tiny gaps in the guardsmen’s mental armor. With just the right amount of pressure she could slip into their minds and warp their perceptions…
Krystia stopped herself before they sensed her probing, and a faint smile tugged at her lips. Yes, she could deal with these men easily enough. The only true obstacle that remained was the so-called “purification chamber” and its dampening crystals. 
The Voice bypassed the first Aether lock and stepped inside the empty, twenty-foot log steel corridor. He visibly flinched the moment he neared the thrumming crystalline walls, but after a moment he beckoned for Krystia to follow. Her hope was that her newly enhanced powers would allow her to withstand the worst of the draining effect, and so she took a deep breath and followed. 
The sensation was every bit as awful as she remembered. Her stomach churned and her knees weakened, and she nearly lost her balance before the Voice reached out a hand to steady her. It felt as though something was sucking the air out of the room even as she struggled for breath. Closing her eyes, she huddled into Kaeldar’s embrace as he hauled her through the chamber…
And then suddenly her powers returned. Her eyes flicked open, and she expected to be clear of the chamber...but they were still only halfway through. The Aether was almost completely absent in here, yet somehow she no longer needed it. She could sense the thoughts of the High Priest as his own powers weakened; she could sense the thoughts of the guards behind her and the others beyond the door. She could sense almost everything she normally could. There was only one possible explanation. 
Malacross. The Immortal had split a tiny fraction of her essence between Jason and Krystia, and that must have been what was sustaining her now. She wasn’t quite as powerful as normal—she definitely still felt some of the effects from the dampening crystals—but the fact she still possessed any of her powers at all was a miracle. She wasn’t going to need Ethan’s demons to survive this room after all. She could do it all herself thanks to Jason. 
Krystia smiled at the thought even as they finally exited the room and the Aether returned in full force. She acted weak for Kaeldar’s benefit, and the old man squeezed her hand reassuringly as he brought her before the king. 
Tyrius Areekan swiveled towards them as they approached. Krystia hadn’t seen him in at least three or four years, but he looked like he had aged twenty. He sat on the throne as little more than a shriveled husk of ancient flesh, his back hunched from age and his eyes glazed over from atrophy. Yet despite his obvious physical weakness, she could still sense his raw power. 
No, not his power—the power of an ancient Unbound nestled inside his mind, granting him the abilities he needed to run a country. In many ways this man was no better than his Bound; he was still a parasite leaching his channeling ability from another. Despite his pity-inducing appearance, Krystia needed to remember what he truly was….and what he stood for. 
“Your Majesty,” she said, kneeling before him. “I’m humbled you have granted me this audience.”
“It is good to look upon you once again, my child,” Areekan rasped. “I’m afraid I see little these days, but your heart is as bright as ever.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty.” Krystia stood and loosely clasped her fingers together in front of her. “I’ve come to speak with you about Highlord Dracian.”
His face was so addled it was largely unreadable, but he did seem to wince. “I…regret what has happened to him.”
“Lord Alric claims he has been relieved of duty and dismissed from the Dawn,” she said incredulously. “Is there no way you could speak on his behalf?”
“We have no authority over the Last Dawn, as Lord Alric enjoys reminding us,” Kaeldar said. “If they wish to replace Tevek with a new Highlord, there is nothing we can do about it.”
“But it’s not right,” Krystia insisted. “I am no different than Dame Devarath. He asked you to take a chance with me, and you have. I would like to think I have not disappointed any of you.”
“You have exceeded all my hopes and expectations,” Areekan said warmly. “The priesthood looks up to you, and the people respect you. As you grow older, I’m sure your reputation as a healer will only grow across the Alliance.”
She put on her best embarrassed smile. “I thank you for the kind words, and I hope they serve to prove my point. Dame Devarath has proven herself an excellent paladin. She served alongside us at Serogar, and many of our forces owe her their lives.”
“They do indeed,” Areekan agreed soberly. 
“So then how can we stand by and let she and Tevek by dismissed so easily?”
“Krystia,” the Voice said quietly. “There is nothing we can do.”
“I’m just asking if you would be willing to speak with the Conclave,” she protested. “You might not have any official power over them, but I’m sure they’d listen to the recommendations of their closest ally.”
“It will not change anything.”
She frowned. “Are you sure that’s the only reason you don’t wish to get involved?”
“What else would there be?”
“Tevek placed me into your care so that I could have a normal life, but he also wanted me to be an example to you. He wanted you to see how Unbound could be valued members of this society.” Krystia glanced between the two men. “I feel that I’ve proven this to you already, and I wish you to extend the same sympathy to Elade. Please, advocate for her. Defend her rights and those of the man who gave her a new life. If the Last Dawn will not accept her, then let her fight for you, Your Majesty. Let her be our champion if she cannot be theirs.”
Kaeldar’s face tightened, and he exchanged a long look with the king. She didn’t have to probe deeply to know what they were thinking. She knew exactly what they were about to say. 
“You are an exception, my child,” Areekan whispered. “You are a favor for an old friend and loyal ally. I do not regret what I have done or the opportunities I have given you, but there will never be another like you. For every sweet and gentle priestess like Krystia Tharule, there is a malicious, power-hungry revolutionary like Sevel Thorean waiting for the opportunity to seize power. Temptation is humanity’s greatest vice, and those without the restraint of an Ascendant cannot be trusted.”
“Devarath already displays some of those tendencies,” Kaeldar murmured. “Alric is concerned with her disobedience, and that is another reason he does not trust her. Besides…she is a vaeyn.”
Krystia scowled at him. “And what does that have to do with anything?” 
He raised an eyebrow at her tone. “I realize you are still young so I’ll forgive your ignorance, but her people are demon-worshipping savages. They defile their bodies with markings, and the knights of the Matriarch Queen are the most sadistic soldiers in all of Obsidian.” 
Somehow, Krystia managed to hold back a derisive snort. “You don’t know anything about them. Ask General Iouna—he fought with her at Serogar and—”
“This is irrelevant, Krystia,” the Voice interrupted with a tired sigh. “I should never have brought you here. You will just have to learn to accept His Majesty’s decision.”
“It’s all right, old friend,” Areekan said with a gentle smile. “She loves Tevek, and she needed to do this for herself. I do wish things could be different for you, my dear, but they can’t. In time, I believe you’ll understand.”
I understand perfectly, you racist old bastard, she thought to herself. But Areekan was right about one thing: she had needed to do this, but not just for herself. She owed it to Tevek to try, both for his sake and Elade’s. She had given Areekan a last chance, and he had spit in her face—in all of their faces. So be it. 
“Then I’ll take my leave of you, Sire,” she said quietly. 
The Voice led them out of the chamber, but he didn’t speak until they reached the upper levels of the tower. “In the future, I would appreciate more honesty about what you wish to discuss with His Majesty,” the High Priest said sternly.
“He seemed happy enough to see me.”
“That doesn’t mean it was the right decision.”
Krystia grunted softly and stopped. “I hope you’re willing to accept Lord Alric’s politics if he is chosen as Tevek’s successor.”
“As I’ve said several times, it is not our decision.”
“Maybe not, but I doubt the Alliance will ever find a more resilient or loyal ally than Tevek Dracian,” she said. “Keep this in mind if and when the Crell decide to invade.”
“Mind yourself, priestess,” the Voice scolded. “It is not your place to question His Majesty’s will or that of the Council.”
“I thought it was the place of every citizen to question their leaders. Isn’t that the entire purpose of the Council?”
“You are not a citizen—you are a servant of the king,” Kaeldar reminded her. “Now I suggest you relax during your sabbatical. You have a lot on your mind, and when you return I want you clear and focused on the task at hand.”
“I will be,” she promised. “Don’t worry.”
The Voice eyed her carefully for a long moment before nodding and striding away. His footsteps echoed softly off the marble walls, and Krystia couldn’t help but wonder if killing him would be as gratifying as it seemed. 
 
***
 
Onar Tenel sipped at the glass of cold red liquid and grimaced as it burned its way down his throat. His father had once claimed that the local malt was the only way the families of Thesik got through the harsh winters, but Tenel had never particularly cared for it. Still, the taste summoned so many old memories that he couldn’t resist. They were the only things he had left in of this sleepy little town. 
Much had changed in Thesik since the last war. Several cavalry raids had gone after the town’s silos during the first months of the conflict, and near the end an aerial assault had wiped out three of the largest fields. Thesik and its surrounding farms were one of the breadbaskets of the Imperium, though that little tidbit was often forgotten by the imperial elite living in Drakendaar. General Moore had exploited that weakness—instead of attacking more heavily-guarded military targets, he had gone after civilian farms. And the strategy had worked…at least for a while. 
By now everything had been rebuilt, of course, and most people’s lives had gotten back to normal. But Tenel couldn’t believe how foreign everything felt to him. He was only able to visit his family farm once or perhaps twice a year, and each time the old cabin felt less and less like home. Even Chalandra and his children had become strangers. 
Perhaps that was why, in the middle of only his second day here, he had already found his way into this tavern instead of spending time with his wife. Perhaps that was why he felt he needed a few more glasses of whiskey before he could go back and face her. 
Tenel finished the glass and tapped it on the table. He didn’t recognize the bartender anymore, nor any of the handful of other people in here getting drunk far earlier than was socially appropriate. Their anonymity shouldn’t have bothered him, but it did. He felt like he should have been able to pull up a chair and have a conversation with them. 
“Somehow I figured I’d find you here,” a familiar voice said from behind him. 
“Karl!” Tenel gasped, turning. “By the gods, what are you doing here?”
“Looking for you,” Karl Horsch said, shaking the admiral’s hand. “I heard you were in town and wanted to try and catch you.”
Tenel smiled at his old friend. “Coincidence?”
“Actually, yes,” Karl said before ordering a drink of his own. “I’m also hoping it’s an opportunity. Join me outside for a minute, would you?”
Tenel nodded and followed, tossing a few coins on the bar as he did so. “What’s it been, two years?”
“Almost,” Karl said, peering around the nearby streets and alleys. The joy in his eyes dulled the moment they were out of sight, and his expression darkened with concern. “I’m glad you’re all right, Onar. When I heard that the ‘Coats had taken you away, I feared the worst.”
“I wondered when the rumors would start,” Tenel murmured, leaning against the tavern’s outside wall. “What’s this about, Karl?”
“You, mostly. What the hell did they do to you?”
“Nothing bad,” Tenel assured him. “I won’t be able to tell you much more than that.”
Karl grunted. At a glance, the two men could have almost been brothers. Their pale skin, green eyes, and dark hair were shared by most native Crell, but they were also the same age and nearly the same height. They had known each other since they were both simple farm boys. Karl had joined the army when he had turned nineteen, despite Tenel trying to convince him otherwise. His friend had been a strong patriot his entire life, while it had taken the death of a son to push Tenel into service. Now he couldn’t imagine his life any other way.
“Well, I knew you hadn’t done anything wrong,” Karl whispered, “but that doesn’t always mean you’re safe from the bloody ‘Coats.”
“The Zarul recruited me. It’s been a fast couple of weeks on the inside, I’ll tell you that. I wasn’t sure what to expect.” Tenel sighed. “I really have no idea how they covered my absence; I was just told it would be taken care of.”
“Command has had bigger concerns than the loss of one admiral,” Karl said gravely. “When I heard you were here, I was hoping you were on the inside. I need some answers.”
“You know I can’t really say much. Not if I don’t want them to drag me away to a much darker place.”
“Maybe not, but anything is better than nothing. Even with your head in the sand, I assume you’ve heard about the mass reassignments across the Imperium.”
Tenel nodded. So apparently High Command did know about the bizarre shuffling of soldiers from one regiment to another. “I have, yes. But much of the border buildup was going on before I was transferred.”
 
“I’m not talking about the buildup,” Karl said pointedly. “I’m talking about the fifty thousand other troops who’ve vanished.”
Tenel frowned. “What are you talking about?”
His old friend eyed him warily. “You may be a Coat, Onar, but don’t lie to me. If you can’t talk about it, just say so.”
“I’m not lying,” Tenel insisted. “What are you talking about?”
Karl bit his lip and turned away. “The High Sovereign has been taking soldiers out of regiments all over the Imperium for months for some undisclosed operation. Once news about the border buildup hit, everyone assumed that’s where they were going—except there are tens of thousands unaccounted for.”
A knot twisted in Tenel’s stomach. He had just recently learned about the reassignments, of course, but he had no idea that so many soldiers were flat-out missing. “The brass has no idea where they could be?”
“As far as I can tell, High Command has been completely taken out of the loop,” Karl said. “I’m only a Captain, but the higher-ups are in an uproar over it. Thelonius seems to be taking direct control over everything.”
“The military does fall under his jurisdiction,” Tenel pointed out. “Everything does, if he wants it to.”
“Sure, but it’s stupid,” Karl replied bluntly. “He can’t cut out his military advisors like that and not expect there to be consequences.”
Tenel rubbed at his chin. As much as he didn’t want to leak anything important, this man was his oldest friend. He just needed to be careful. “What type of troops are we talking about?”
“Everything from light infantry to heavy cavalry.”
“But what about Imperators?”
“Some, but they’re all Thelonius’s people already.” Karl frowned. “Does that mean something to you?”
“I’m not sure. I noticed the same thing about all the invasion forces—every Imperator is a Bound under the High Sovereign.”
Karl’s brow furrowed in thought. “The other Sovereigns aren’t happy about this either. I’m sure you’ve kept up on Lyebel—Verrator is furious about the Zarul presence there. He’s been insisting Command to take direct action against the rebels for months, but Thelonius won’t allow it. Then there was this fiasco a week ago that the locals are screaming about.”
“I’m well aware of the insurrection,” Tenel said, “but unfortunately I can’t talk about it.”
Karl shot him an annoyed look. “That’s not very helpful.”
Tenel shrugged. “Look, I don’t know what all this is about, but I do know we’re going to invade—and soon.”
“That’s hardly a secret,” Karl muttered. “Unless you know some specifics you’d like to share with me.”
“I don’t, but I couldn’t tell you if I did.” Tenel sighed and grabbed the other man’s arm. “Sovereign Damir put me in charge of planning the invasion, Karl. I have no idea why, but she’s treating me like her own private military advisor.”
His friend’s mouth twitched, and he furtively glanced around again to be certain they were alone. “You know what this looks like.”
I know exactly what it looks like, Tenel thought. Sovereign Damir is trying to take control of the Imperium. “It looks like a lot of things,” he said instead. “None of them good.”
Karl’s eyes studied his face as if searching for a weakness. “Everyone always says the ‘Coats are the ones who really call the shots. I never believed them before, but now…”
“I’m not sure what to say,” Tenel whispered. “But one way or another, we’re about to enter another war.”
Karl nodded. “I thought you might know why the ‘Coats chose you, but it sounds almost random. They’ve never really cared about vorhang like us before. But High Command is about ready to throw a fit.”
“They can’t know anything about me,” Tenel warned. “Not yet, anyway.”
“They won’t hear it from me,” Karl assured him. “I just wish you knew more.”
“So do I.”
They stood in silence for a few moments before Karl clapped his old friend on the back. “What the hell are you doing here at noon, anyway? Where’s Chalandra?”
“Back at the cabin with the kids,” Tenel said. “I told her I wanted to mull around town a bit.”
Karl grunted. “Look, I have most of the day before I have to leave. Let’s go back together and bring her something nice.”
Tenel smiled. “You know, between the two of us, I’ve always thought you were the one who should have gotten married.”
“Nonsense,” the other man said with a thin smile. “Neither of us should be.”
 
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
“We appreciate your assistance in this matter, Your Majesty. I know you would never allow a renegade channeler free in your own capital. The vaeyn is dangerous, both to you and us, and she must be dealt with appropriately.”
—Lord Alric to King Areekan
 
Elade was halfway across one of the pristine white marble bridges in the Sylinar District when a warning tingle suddenly rippled down her spine. Taking in a deep breath, she pulled back on the reins and stretched out with her mind…and the tingle instantly transformed into a full-blown shudder. 
There were demons nearby. 
Her hand instinctively dropped down to the pommel of her sword, and she narrowed her eyes at the seemingly endless rows of high-class estates lining the opposite side of the street. It didn’t take long to pinpoint the demons’ location, and her first instinct was to spur her mount forward and charge straight in. She had been waiting for this moment for several days now, and the faster she pounced upon this warlock, the less chance he would have of eluding her grasp. 
Unfortunately, she was as much of a pariah in Celenest as this warlock was at the moment, and charging forward with her sword drawn would only draw the Solarian soldiers down upon her. No, she would need to be subtle. Dusk was fast approaching, and once the shadows deepened she could flit about the darkness with impunity. Elade briefly considered contacting Talroy and asking for his help, but she didn’t want to risk using their shared mental link and potentially alerting the other knights in the city. Sadly, their next meeting wasn’t scheduled for another two hours, and she wasn’t willing to wait that long. She would have to handle this alone. 
But that was all right. One way or another, it was time to end this chase and unravel the mystery of General Ethan Moore. 
Once she approached within a few blocks of her destination, Elade dismounted and tied her horse off on a nearby pole. This district was crawling with city watchmen, particularly at this hour, and she had already found it difficult to avoid drawing attention to herself while on the main streets. She decided that it was time to try her luck with the shadows instead. They had been her ally once, after all, and there was no reason they couldn’t be again. 
Less than five minutes later she was hunched down in a thick cluster of bushes across the street from the infested mansion. At this range, she could detect three distinct foes within: two on the main level of the house and a third down below in the basement. The latter was definitely the most powerful, though she couldn’t discern a specific breed without seeing it in person. Not that it mattered—she had battled and defeated every type of Void-spawned monstrosity before, and these would be no different. Her more immediate concern was that she didn’t see a particularly promising escape route. The smallest disturbance would undoubtedly summon the city guards, and she doubted she would even be able to make it back to her horse before they arrived. 
But escape was a secondary concern. The demons were her first priority, and as long as she could destroy them and subdue Jason’s father, her task in this city would be completed. Then she could return to the Citadel in peace and face the Conclave’s “justice.”  
Taking in a deep breath, Elade waited patiently for a gap in the pedestrian traffic before she dashed across the street and vaulted over the fence. She half expected a pack of watch hounds to come barking at her from around the corner, but of course they didn’t—animals typically reacted so violently to the presence of demons that General Moore wouldn’t be able to use them as sentries. She slipped up to the closest window and pressed her ear against the glass, but she didn’t hear anything inside. For all intents and purposes, the house appeared deserted. 
While quietly unsheathing her sword, Elade reached out to the Aether and wrapped herself in a field of protective energy. She then glanced up to one of the second floor windows and concentrated on the shadows just inside the pane of glass. A skilled burglar could probably climb the siding, unlock the window, and crawl inside the house…but a channeler didn’t need to rely on such banalities. Instead she folded the shadows between the two empty spaces, and an instant later she vanished from the ground and appeared inside the house just like she had stepped through an invisible doorway. 
Elade found herself inside a modest room with light-hearted decorations suggesting it had likely been the bedroom of a small child at some point. Right now it was unoccupied, and no creatures lurched from the shadows or otherwise reacted to her presence. She crept across the floor as quietly as she could manage, and she had just started to open the door when her nostrils flared at the unmistakable scent of fresh blood. 
Swallowing heavily, she turned towards the closet along the adjacent wall. The room was so dark that a human would have trouble seeing much of anything, but her vaeyn eyes could make out the small smear of blood on the carpet leading into the closet. She couldn’t sense any demons nearby—they were all still past the door—but she readied her weapon just in case and gently nudged open the door. 
And immediately wished she hadn’t. 
The mangled carcass of an adolescent human child hung inside the closet. He had been skinned, likely while still alive, and Elade turned her head away from the gore. She had fought against demons all her life, and she had seen the horrors they could inflict first-hand…but somehow she had never become completely inoculated from the pain or the horror. Perhaps that wasn’t such a bad thing. 
Gritting her teeth, Elade shuffled back to the doorway and cracked open the handle—
 “Is there something we can help you with, paladin?”
Elade raised her sword and dropped into a defensive crouch. She didn’t see anyone at first, but eventually a middle-aged man appeared near the top of the staircase roughly fifteen feet to her right. He wore elaborate, noble-class clothing that would have been impressive if it weren’t drenched in blood. His frilled white tunic and matching gloves were almost entirely red, and he held a serrated dagger in his left hand. He smiled pleasantly, as if offering directions to a stranger. 
“Where is your master, demon?” Elade demanded. She could sense the swirling hatred of the dark creature lurking inside the nobleman’s body, and the normally dormant energy in her tattoos swelled in response to its presence. 
“He does not wish to be disturbed,” the demon said, creeping up another step. “Not even by such a…delicious specimen as yourself.”
Elade stood and extended her sabre. “Release these people now, and I will grant you a quick banishment.”
“But my dear,” a female voice said from behind her, “that wouldn’t let us prove the master wrong.”
A noblewoman emerged from one of the bedrooms behind her. Blood spackled her cheeks and blouse, and her sadistic smile was even more haunting than her husband’s.
“He seems to think we should be afraid of one little paladin,” the man said. “Can you believe that?”
“Last chance,” Elade warned, angling her left foot for better balance as she mentally planned her attack. Ideally, she would prefer to exorcise the demons without harming the host bodies…but considering that she was flanked and outnumbered, there was a chance she’d be forced to kill one or perhaps even both of them. Considering what the demons had forced them to do to their own child, perhaps that would have been the most merciful outcome…
“Come, my pretty little vaeyn,” the noblewoman said. “Show us the darkness in your heart.”
The demons attacked. The woman curled her hands into makeshift claws and pounced, while the man lunged forward with his dagger scything back and forth in front of him. They were daring Elade to harm their host bodies—they would feed off her regret and guilt and become even more powerful. Thankfully, she wasn’t out of options just yet. 
Reaching out to the Aether, Elade summoned her shimmering shield onto her left arm and slammed it into the female’s chin. She staggered backwards, dazed, and Elade quickly shifted her weight and parried away the male’s frenzied attacks. With a well-timed flick of her wrist, she sent his dagger careening away down the stairs before leaning back and kicking him hard in the stomach. 
Against any normal foes, she could have easily cut both of them down before they recovered. But the whole point was not to kill them if she could help it, and so instead she opened her left palm and channeled a bust of searing white light through her fingertips. The demons recoiled at the brilliant flash, and they stumbled momentarily as the senses of their human hosts failed them. 
Utilizing the momentary respite, Elade shaped the Aether into an ancient technique first taught to her by the shadow knights and then again by the Last Dawn. An instant later, a bolt of pure, scintillating radiance erupted from her palm and blasted the noblewoman cleanly in the chest. She unleashed a guttural, inhuman shriek before collapsing to her knees, and suddenly her mouth, nose, and even ears began to glow as if someone had flicked on a glowlamp inside her skull. Just when it seemed as if she might explode, her body slumped to the ground in an unmoving heap. A tiny, disgusting creature of Void energy seeped out of her back, and it reeled and screeched as Elade’s magic sundered its connection to the mortal world. With a final agonized shriek and a last flash of light, the demon vanished. 
Its partner, unfortunately, had recovered just fine. The nobleman dove atop Elade and flattened her to the ground, and her sword skittered away across the carpet. Before he could fasten his hands around her throat, she dismissed her shield and then drove her knees hard up into his gut, hurling him up and over her so hard he crashed through a nearby desk. 
Elade flipped back to her feet and attempted to channel another banishment spell, but the demon recovered quickly. He pounced upon her again, and even with the Aether coursing through her muscles and enhancing her strength, she knew she was still no match for the demon’s raw power. Once he finally secured a grip on her throat, he smashed her into the wall like a ragdoll before slamming her down against the floor. Elade’s vision blurred as her skull cracked against the hard wood, and she tried in vain to pummel the demon off her with a series of rapid jabs to the man’s chest. The creature hissed again before leaning down and sinking his teeth into her throat. 
Elade screamed, but with the noblemen’s body now finally touching hers, the warding glyphs inscribed into her flesh finally unleashed their power. The demon squealed and recoiled, and she wriggled her right hand free and punched him across the chin. She had hoped to stagger the monster long enough to banish him, but he wasn’t finished just yet. He wrapped his arms around her neck and secured her in a tight headlock before rolling hard to his right and dragging her along with him. They crashed violently through the guard railing and plummeted down to the lower level.  
Normally, a fifteen-foot plunge onto a hard floor could easily be lethal, but Elade knew her Aetheric barrier would protect her. The nobleman’s body, unfortunately, wouldn’t be so lucky, and she desperately tried to spin herself about in mid-air to try and take the brunt of the impact. But the descent was too fast and too frantic for her to gain control over their momentum, and the instant they hit the floor she heard the unmistakable crunch of bones shattering. The nobleman’s headlock released, and his corpse sagged listlessly in her grip. 
Gasping for breath, Elade rolled to a knee and performed a cursory self-inspection. As expected, her barrier had protected her from the fall just fine, and a quick healing spell sealed up the gushing bite wound on her neck. The nobleman, sadly, hadn’t been so lucky. Tendrils of energy leaked out from the pores of his face, and after a few seconds another small demon materialized atop his caved-in chest, cackling with sadistic glee. 
Elade didn’t waste any time. Extending her hand, she blasted the monster with a beam of searing light. Its squeals of laughter transformed into wails of agony, and burned away into a pile of fine dust. 
“Gre’as wun oloth,” she whispered, brushing her hand against the nobleman’s cheek. “I’m sorry I didn’t arrive sooner…”
Closing her eyes, Elade took in a deep breath and stretched out with her paladin senses again. The third and largest demon was still here somewhere, and she was mildly surprised it hadn’t shown itself yet—
She had barely formed the thought when the nearby cellar door exploded outwards, showering the ground level in tiny splinters. A massive, eight-foot tall monster stepped through the wreckage, its long, dagger-shaped arms stretching out and looming above her. The disgusting, tooth-filled “mouth” at the center of its torso snarled threateningly, and Elade immediately tumbled away and re-summoned her shield onto her left arm. 
Just as she’d feared, Ethan Moore had summoned a draeloth.  
 “Where is your master?” Elade asked, wishing desperately that she hadn’t dropped her sword. The technique she had used on the smaller demons wouldn’t work on a breed this size; she would need several seconds to channel sufficient power to banish it back into the Void, and it obviously had no intention of giving her that opportunity. Instead she would need to distract it long enough to locate her weapon, and so she quickly reached into the nearby shadows to try and teleport away—
The draeloth attacked. She barely had time to raise her shield before it smashed her with its powerful arms, and the sheer force of the impact hurled her backwards into the stairwell. Miraculously, she managed to keep her balance, and just as its talons scythed towards her head she teleported through the shadows and appeared on the upper balcony. The demon snarled in frustration even as it thrashed through the stairs and sprayed wooden chips across the floor. While it was distracted, Elade dove to her left and recovered her fallen blade.
Wretched female, it growled directly into her mind. I smell your fear.
Come closer that I might taste it…
“Be careful what you wish for, demon,” she warned. “You just might get it.”
Summoning a pair of glimmering Aetheric wings onto her back, Elade lowered her sword and leapt from the balcony. The demon lurched forward, reveling at her seemingly foolish tactic. Its reach was much larger than hers, after all, and its talons viciously slashed through the air in an effort to cut her in half—
And then suddenly she was no longer there. Teleporting through the shadows again, Elade returned to her original position near the nobleman’s corpse. The demon sliced through the now-empty air and briefly lost its balance…at which point she made it pay. With a two-handed slice of her sabre, she cleaved off its right arm at the elbow. The demon recoiled in agony, and the severed limb splattered to the floor and began leaking a black, smoky vapor rather than blood. 
The wound was temporary, of course. Demons were creatures of thought and energy given physical form, and in a few moments the draeloth would regenerate any wounds suffered in the mortal realm. But the pain they felt was very real, and there was always a chance this one would accept her offer for a quick banishment rather than an agonizing discorporation. Not a good chance—but a chance. 
“I ask again, fiend,” Elade shouted. “Where is your master? Tell me, and I shall return you to your home without further suffering.”
The demon’s mouth pivoted back towards her, and for a moment she thought it might actually take her up on her offer. But then the mansion’s front door unexpectedly crashed inward, and a pair of shield-bearing soldiers leapt inside the opening and dropped protectively to a knee. Behind them, several crossbowman leaned into the entryway and leveled their weapons directly at her. 
“Drop your weapon and get on your knees!” the men demanded in near unison. “Now!”
Not a single one of them even acknowledged the massive demon standing barely thirty feet in front of them. Like all of their kind, draeloth were invisible to the naked eye…but the soldiers could see the bloodied corpse of the house’s owner beneath Elade’s feet just fine. 
“This isn’t what you think,” she said, wincing at how feeble the words sounded. “There’s a demon right here!”
“Drop your sword, vaeyn,” the lead soldier threatened. “Or we will kill you.”
“The moment I do, we’re all dead,” Elade replied. “You have to—”
A more cunning demon might have simply waited and allowed the Solarians to remove its only serious threat, while a particularly devious one might have simply possessed one of the soldiers and fired their crossbows itself. The draeloth was neither, however, and instead it simply reared back on its haunches and charged. 
Out of pure instinct, Elade hoisted up her shield and braced herself, and she immediately knew she’d made a mistake. The trigger-happy crossbowmen fired the moment she flinched, and while one bolt whistled cleanly past her head, the second hit her squarely in her right shoulder. She miraculously managed to hold onto her sword despite the pain, but the damage was done…and the demon struck. 
Its remaining talon slashed across her chest and would have killed her instantly if not for her Aetheric barrier and her armor. Even still it tore a wicked gash across her stomach and sent her flying backwards into the corner of the room. Her shield and barrier dissipated as her hold on the Aether waned, and she nearly lost consciousness altogether. But somehow she managed to hoist herself up into a defensible crouch, and she flipped her sabre into her good arm and waited for the demon to come at her again. 
It was only then she realized the draeloth had already lost interest in her. The creature’s maw turned towards the hapless soldiers in the doorway, and its jagged teeth clattered together in anticipation of an easy meal. The demon could easily kill them before they even figured out what was happening; the men were clearly just regular city watchman, and Void creatures were well beyond their area of expertise. They had probably heard the noise outside and come to investigate, and now they were about to die for their vigilance. 
Elade knew she had only one option left. Reaching out to the Aether, she teleported directly in front of the soldiers, and with a desperate warning cry she thrust out her sword to meet the charging creature. 
The demon plowed her over easily, but her sabre slid into its gaping mouth all the way down to the hilt. Empowered by the taste of demonic flesh, the blade erupted in a blinding burst of energy, and soon the entire draeloth was engulfed in a blazing pyre of pure white flame. The creature was dead before it even realized what had happened, but that didn’t prevent its entire weight from crushing down atop its killer. Elade’s right wrist shattered almost immediately, and the air vacated her lungs with a final agonized wheeze. 
The last thing she saw before falling into darkness was the creature’s mouth writhing in pain, its teeth only a breath away from her face. 
 
***
 
Belek Talroy let out yet another tired sigh as his paladin senses yet again failed to detect any demons. He really needed to get back to the temple soon, if for no other reason than to assure Lord Alric he actually was doing something productive with his days. The newly minted Highlord was typically so distracted and overburdened by his other tasks that he seemed to have forgotten about his squire completely, but right now that was a boon. Talroy would rather help Dame Devarath—Elade—than run some mundane errands for his mentor, of course. He only wished he could find some way to shield her from the Conclave’s ire… 
The thought was fresh in his mind as a small patrol of city guardsmen approached his position. They were all on foot, and two of the men were lugging along a wrapped-up body in their arms. It only took Talroy a few seconds to figure out who it was. 
“Sir Knight,” one of the men called out. “Thank Sol we found you. We found the woman you’ve been looking for. She’s…she’s badly hurt.”
Talroy vaulted off his horse and dove towards them in a single motion. Elade was badly wounded—her breastplate had nearly been shredded in half, leaving behind a gray patch of skin mottled with crimson blood. He could tell that she was breathing, and he nearly screamed at the watchmen for being so stupid. Even a first year acolyte would know that someone in her condition shouldn’t be moved around unless it was absolutely necessary…but then he reminded himself that these men were just regular men-at-arms serving in a city with virtually no crime. 
“What the hell happened?” Talroy asked as he channeled his healing magic into her. 
“We heard noise inside one of the mansions three blocks over,” the man explained. “It sounded like some kind of break-in, so we moved up to the door to check it out and found her.”
Talroy grimaced when he noticed that she’d also suffered a shoulder wound—likely from a crossbow bolt that had since been removed. “You shot her?”
“Yes…yes, sir,” another of the men stammered. 
“Lord Alric was very clear that she was not to be harmed!”
“We thought she was going to attack us!” another of the men protested. “But then there was a…”
“A demon,” Talroy finished for him. 
“Yes, sir. We couldn’t even see the creature at first, but then she threw herself in front of it just before it…well, before it killed us.”
“She saved us,” another of the men breathed. “She saved us even after we shot her.”
“She’s a Knight of the Last Dawn,” Talroy told them. “Whatever else you hear about her, remember what she did for you today.”
He might have been a young man, but Talroy could still see the quiet reverence on the men’s faces. He had seen similar looks ever since he had first arrived in Celenest; he might have only been a squire, but the moment any Solarian citizen saw his blue and silver cape, they instantly respected him. The Knights of the Last Dawn were heroes in Solaria, and it sickened him to think of how Lord Alric would sully their reputation if given the chance. Talroy guaranteed these men had heard the name Tevek Dracian before, and they undoubtedly thought of him as a force for righteousness in the world. But would they feel the same in ten years? In twenty?
“We can help you get her to the Temple of Sol,” one of the men offered. “The priests will be able to save her.”
Talroy grimaced. He had managed to stop most of the bleeding, but at this point there was nothing else he could do for her. He was far from a master healer, and if he couldn’t get her to a real priest soon, she could still very easily die.
The problem was that the moment he brought her back to the temple, Lord Alric would have her put in shackles. She would never raise her sword again, at least not while wearing the Last Dawn uniform. Talroy wouldn’t have been surprised if Alric locked her away for good...
But the only other choice was to sit here and let her die. He was out of time and out of options. 
“I’ll carry her to the temple,” Talroy said, hoisting her up in his arms. “I’ll contact the other knights in the city and instruct them to meet you at that mansion just in case there are more demons. But don’t approach until reinforcements arrive—do you understand?”
“Yes, sir,” the lead watchman said with a nod. His eyes fastened on Elade once more. “Do you…do you think she’ll live?”
Talroy swallowed heavily. “I don’t know.”
 
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
“Do what you must to get the vaeyn’s attention. It’s time to finally learn how far our priestess is willing to go.”
—Ethan Moore to his demons shortly before releasing them
 
The basement door burst open, but Ethan Moore didn’t bother to glance up from the maps sprawled across the table in front of him. “Knocking might draw less suspicion.”
Krystia didn’t reply. She didn’t even move for several long, awkward moments, and eventually Ethan sighed and looked up. She stood there stiffly, glaring at him, apparently waiting for him to do something. 
“You ran into trouble, I take it?” he prompted.
“You promised me that you would be subtle,” she hissed through clenched teeth. 
“Ah,” he grunted. “Yes, your paladin friend finally tracked down my minions, but there’s nothing to worry about. She killed all of them.”
“Do you know what they did?”
Ethan shrugged. “Not precisely, no. It takes a great deal of effort for me to share their senses, and I usually don’t bother.”
“They murdered an entire family!” Krystia nearly screamed. “They even butchered a child—the guards found him filleted inside a closet.”
“That must be what finally got the vaeyn’s attention,” he mused. “Regrettable, but they are demons. You can’t expect—”
Ethan never finished the sentence. In one moment he was speaking, and in the next an invisible hand of force wrapped around his waist and flung him out of his chair. He slammed hard into the opposite wall, but he never hit the ground—the hand of force closed around his ankles and held him upside down. 
“You murdered a child!” Krystia screamed. “And you don’t even care!”
Reflexively, Ethan tried to clutch at his chest, but every part of his body was locked in a telekinetic vise. She could probably crush him with a thought if she’d really wanted to, and for a moment he was tempted to taunt her until she finished the job. He didn’t fear death—in his darkest hours, he welcomed it. He was old and tired and sickly, and at least in the Void he might know some measure of peace. 
But no, he couldn’t afford to think that way, not until Galvia was free. Then, perhaps, he would finally join Elissa and his lost comrades in oblivion. 
“Do you have any idea how many children are going to die when you kill Areekan?” he managed between gasps of air. “The Crell will rape and pillage their way through dozens of villages before you can stop them.”
“That’s not the same thing and you know it,” Krystia protested.
“You’re right—it’s far worse. My demons only killed one family, but the death of an Ascendant will destroys thousands. Villagers in the rural areas of Solaria will have to go without priests for months. People will die from simple infections and easily curable diseases.”
Her lip twitched, but she remained silent. Ethan knew he had to be careful not to push her too far, but at the same time he desperately needed to harden her resolve. She couldn’t afford to live in a fantasy world where she was a great liberator slaying an evil king. 
“You truly are a wretched man,” Krystia snarled. “I will make you suffer for what you’ve done.”
Ethan’s arms abruptly wrenched behind his back. He yelped in shock, but she didn’t stop. She twisted his limbs slowly, meticulously, until he heard the sickening pop of tendons and ligaments snapping. He howled in agony and nearly passed out from the pain, but he could feel her reaching into his mind and keeping him conscious. 
“I should kill you right now,” Krystia whispered. “I would be doing the world a favor.”
“More…will die,” he managed. “You must learn to accept it.”
She twirled his body about until he was right-side up again, and he forced himself to match her gaze even through the pain-induced haze. “Elade is missing,” she told him. “A watch patrol found her inside the house and handed her over to one of the knights. Neither of them has been seen since.”
“Then she must be alive.”
“You had better hope so, for your sake,” Krystia said coldly. He could feel her probing around his head again, and for a moment he wondered distantly if she might actually be furious enough to finish him off. “If Elade dies, I will take everything from you. I won’t kill you—that would be too easy. But you need to realize that the only reason you’re capable of scheming—the only reason you’re capable of thinking—is because I allow it. I could turn you into a mindless, drooling wretch in a heartbeat, and there isn’t a damn thing you could do about it.”
“Except that you need me, and you know it,” Ethan reminded her. “Hate me all you want, Krystia, but you still need my help. We are the only people in Torsia who can free the Unbound and win this war against the Crell.”
“I needed you once, but not anymore,” she told him. “You’ve already arranged everything, and since we aren’t using your demons, your usefulness is spent. You’re just an old, pathetic sadist.”
“Maybe,” he whispered, “but the whole reason you chose to ally with me in the first place is because of my experience. I know war, and I know insurrection. You can’t do this alone, and you won’t be able to convince anyone else to help you.”
Her cheek flinched. “I could take anything I need from your mind. I can force others to help me whether they want to or not. You underestimate my power.”
“If you really believed that, you would have already done it,” Ethan said, forcing his voice to remain calm. “Stealing memories isn’t the same thing as living them. You’re also smart enough to realize that a willing ally is far more valuable than a subjugated one.” He forced himself to take a deep breath. “Now if you’re quite finished, put me down. We still have details to work out, and we’re running out of time.”
Krystia glared at him for a moment longer, but he could tell that the bulk of her anger was spent. Eventually she released her spell and dropped him unceremoniously to the floor, and Ethan yelped at the pain shooting through his now useless arms. For several minutes, the only thing he could see was her leather boot in front of his face, but finally she knelt over him and channeled a healing spell into him. 
“I looked over the chamber and got my hands on the most up-to-date information there is on guard rotations, numbers, and everything else we could want,” she said as she worked. “Right now I’m more concerned with the guardsman than the dampening chamber.”
Ethan swallowed and nodded. After another few seconds, the worst of the pain abated, and he could finally move his joints again…if gingerly. “Why is that?”
Krystia smiled. “Thanks to your son, the purification chamber doesn’t affect me anymore. But the guards are well-trained and won’t be easy to dispatch ourselves.”
Ethan slowly crawled his way back to his chair. “Thankfully, we have another option. I made contact with the Zarul agent inside the city, and he informed me that the prisoner from Lyebel—an Unbound Imperator named Garin Kroll—has been transferred to the King’s Tower for interrogation.”
“Are you seriously suggesting we free that monster?”
“I’m suggesting we use every asset available to us,” he said mildly. “Kroll is a powerful warrior, and his ability to sever Ascendant bonds will allow him to cripple any royal guardsman before they can become a threat.”
Krystia’s eyes narrowed. “And then what happens? What are the Crell expecting from you, exactly? They have to realize that we’ll turn on them immediately.”
“They get their war and several early victories, which is all they care about,” Ethan said. “It will be up to us to rally Solaria and punish the Sovereigns for their arrogance.” He tapped a finger against the table. “The other advantage of using Kroll is that he provides you with a perfect cover story. If he and the Zarul Shadow strike at the king just as the Imperium forces engage, this will all look like a Crell plot to seize control of the Alliance government.”
“At which point we swoop in and kill them,” Krystia reasoned. 
“At which point you sweep in and kill them,” he corrected. “My role in all of this must remain secret. But once you have Ascended, you’ll be able to tell the Council that you saved the king from the Crell but were forced to claim his power before he died.”
“You really believe they’ll buy that?”
“Frankly, I don’t really care whether they believe it or not,” Ethan said with a shrug. “But the point is that it will give you political cover. The provinces will be terrified when their Bound are suddenly cut off from the king, and they will be seeking strong leadership. Normally, a twenty-year old queen wouldn’t inspire them with confidence…but when they learn that you personally defeated Areekan’s attackers, they will flock to your banner.”
Krystia sighed as she paced across the basement and mulled it over. Slowly but surely, everything was falling into place…and when she wasn’t looking, Ethan allowed himself a thin, satisfied smile. Soon enough, his magic would be restored, and his people could finally have their vengeance. 
“All right,” she whispered. “So what’s the next step?”
“You’ll need to visit Kroll at the prison and set things in motion,” Ethan told her. “Just be careful not to arouse suspicion—and make sure you don’t underestimate him.”
“I’ll manage.”
“Good. Then let’s look over these floor-plans and plot out our attack. We still have many details to hash out.”
Krystia nodded, and a shadow fell over her face.  “Then let’s get to it.”
 
***
 
“All things considered, you have to admit this is a pretty good day,” Tam commented as he reclined back in his chair and twirled a glass of wine in his fingers. “Jace isn’t dying, Sel has her powers back, and we’re sitting on a pile of gold so large the king of Ikara would be jealous.”
“I doubt that,” Gor grumbled, though his gravelly voice lacked its usual venom. The chagari was sitting on the floor carefully organizing his profits from the sale, and while he wasn’t exactly smiling, his lower fangs kept peeking out from beneath his lips. “Still, it’s a good start.”
“A start for what?” Tam asked with a snort. “Building your own castle?”
Gor’s orange eyes glinted. “We shall see.”
Selvhara smiled. She could feel the joy flowing off of them, and she whispered another silent prayer of thanks to Anvira for restoring her channeling ability. It was hard to believe that she’d only lost her bond for a little more than a week; it had felt like she’d been trapped in a dark room for a small eternity. But thanks to Jason’s miracle, she was once again herself. 
Her smile faded when she turned to face him. Unlike the others, he wasn’t reveling in his pile of riches; he sat opposite her at the table nursing a cup of tea, his eyes strangely distant. He was obviously still reeling from his telepathic assault upon her earlier, and no matter how much Selvhara wanted to console him, she knew he needed to work this through on his own. He had stuck his foot into a very dangerous door, and he needed to learn to close it behind him.
“I wonder what stunt you’ll pull next,” Tam said, turning to Jason with a wry grin. “Has this woman inside your head dropped any hints?”
“I haven’t spoken to her again,” Jason replied quietly. 
“Why not? If I had a goddess living inside me, you can bet I’d be talking with her constantly.”
“Perhaps that’s why she didn’t choose you as her vessel,” Gor chided. 
“Listen here, cat-man,” Tam said. “I could be—”
“There’s someone outside,” Jason interrupted, his brow furrowing. “Sarina and…someone else.”
On cue, the door rattled as someone slammed against it. “Open the fucking door before I break it down,” Sarina growled. 
Jason lunged across the room and pulled the door open. Standing next to Sarina was a tall, armored young man wearing a familiar blue-silver tabard and cape. Elade’s bloodied, unconscious body was resting in his arms. 
 “Goddess,” Selvhara breathed as she leapt out of her chair. “What happened?”
“She tracked down the demons,” the man said. “She killed them, but…”
Channeling a quick burst of Aether to strengthen her muscles, Selvhara plucked Elade’s body from his grip and dashed over to the couch. She summoned her healing magic and probed the vaeyn’s body for injuries. She didn’t seem to be bleeding internally or externally, but she had three broken ribs, a shattered wrist, and a score of other cuts and bruises. 
“Galivar’s blood,” Tam rasped. “Is she going to make it?”
“Yes, but get back and let me work,” Selvhara ordered. “Now.”
The others obeyed without question, and Selvhara took in a deep breath and set to work. She had healed more severe injuries before, but not since the last war. She only hoped she wasn’t out of practice. 
 “How did you find her?” Jason breathed. “Better yet, why did you bring her here?”
“I found him on the street carrying her body back to the temple,” Sarina said. “At first I’d assumed he’d done it himself, but once I got a better look I realized she must have stumbled upon the demons. Thankfully he was willing to see reason and bring her here instead.”
“I was happy for the alternative,” the knight replied. “If I had taken her to the temple, Highlord Alric would have clapped her in irons and dragged her back to the Citadel the moment she was stable. I was fortunate the watch patrol that found her was willing to hand her over.” 
“So am I,” Tam whispered. “I thought the king had ordered all his soldiers to help the Dawn.”
“He did, but they were still in shock from what they’d seen. She suffered most of her wounds protecting them from the demons…after they had already shot her.”
Tam frowned. “They shot her? Why the hell for?”
“They probably couldn’t see the demons she was fighting,” Jason reasoned. “You’re name is Talroy, right?”
The man nodded. “Yes, Belek Talroy, squire of the Highlord. Lady Zharrs told me who you were, and I remembered from something the High—something the former Highlord Dracian once told me.”
Tam cocked an eyebrow. “Lady Zharrs?”
“Is that not the correct title for the cousin of King Zharrs?” Talroy asked gingerly. “I meant no offense. I know you are royalty…”
“I’m sure it’s technically the proper term,” Tam said, chuckling. “I just can’t imagine anyone looking at her and saying ‘lady’ with a straight—ow!”
Selvhara heard the smack even though she wasn’t looking. “You can call me Sarina,” the Asgardian said. “And you can call him ‘idiot.’”
 “Aren’t you going to get in trouble for this, Squire?” Jason asked.
Talroy sighed. “I can tell them she fought me off and escaped using some type of shadow knight technique. They’ll believe me.”
“I thought Knights of the Last Dawn weren’t supposed to lie,” Sarina said. 
“They’re not, but he will be doing Elade a great favor,” Selvhara put in, turning to face them. “We appreciate your discretion, Sir Talroy.”
His puffy cheeks flushed. “Dame Devarath and I are…well, I think we’re friends. She was always willing to teach me new techniques even when the others frowned upon it. I just wish I could convince them to leave her alone.”
Selvhara stood and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Change always starts with one person.”
“Highlord Dracian spoke of you often,” Talroy said. “During our healing exercises, he said we had adopted many techniques you had shown him.”
Her smile faded when she thought about Tevek and what he must still be going through. Jason had been able to restore her powers, but Tevek’s might be lost forever. If Maeleon himself wasn’t willing to reforge the bond….
A moment later, Elade groaned and coughed. Selvhara leaned back over the other woman and helped to steady her. 
“Belek?” the vaeyn murmured, her blue eyes fluttering open. 
“Thank Maeleon you’re all right,” he said, placing a hand on her shoulder. 
“What’s going on? What happened with the demons?”
“They’re dead, and you managed to save the watchmen.”
“He brought you here to us,” Selvhara explained. “Just try and relax. Your body will still take several days to recover.”
Jason knelt down next to them. “Did you find the warlock?”
Elade closed her eyes and shook her head. “No, he wasn’t there. He must have sent the demons to attack.”
“I wonder why,” Jason murmured. “Was there anything important inside the house?”
 “Let her rest,” Selvhara admonished. 
“It’s all right,” Elade said. “No, it was just another random mansion as far as I could tell. The demons possessed or killed the family…I was too late to save them.”
“I doubt there’s anything else you could have done,” Sarina put in. “But why would your father murder some random noble family? That seems vicious, even for him.”
“Because he knows,” Jason whispered. 
“He knows what?”
“He knows we’re looking for him.”
“Wait a moment,” Talroy said, frowning. “This warlock is your father?”
“Ethan Moore, formerly the High General of Galvia and the leader of the Hands of Whitestone,” Jason whispered. “That’s why we’re here—we’re trying to find him before he does any more damage. I hope we can trust you not to blab about it to the rest of the Dawn.”
Elade stirred and winced against the pain. “We can trust Belek. He was helping me in the search.”
Jason bit his lip. “This was all a setup. Dad knew you were looking for him and laid a trap. He wanted to distract you—us—while he did something.”
“There’s no way he could have known about this,” Tam said, shaking his head. “The only other person who knew what we were doing was Krystia. Do you really think she’s working with your crazy dad?”
“No, but he’s a well-connected man. One of his spies in the city could have seen us, and then he probably put two and two together on his own.” Jason waved a dismissive hand. “Regardless, he’ll probably be even harder to find now.” 
They sat in silence for a while, and Selvhara helped Elade remove the damaged armor and thick cloak she had been wearing. At this point there was little more she could do; the woman just needed time and rest. 
“I need to return to the King’s Tower before the other knights start wondering what happened,” Talroy said eventually, clasping Elade’s hand as she smiled up at him. “I’ll check back in at the rendezvous periodically and let you know if I hear anything.”
“Thank you, Belek,” Elade said. “I appreciate it.” 
“Kuthos rem, my lady.”
Talroy turned and left. The rest of them sat in awkward silence, the cheerful spirit of the evening now hopelessly broken. 
“So what do we do now, Jace?” Tam asked finally.
“We wait,” Jason replied, “and hope dad finally makes a mistake.”
 
***
 
The holding cells located in the warrens of the King’s Tower were surprisingly clean, at least compared to most other dank, dark dungeons. The majority of criminals in the Alliance were locked away inside local prisons, but “special” inmates like foreign agents, assassins, and occasionally renegade Unbound were sometimes held here under close guard. Krystia had always found it odd that His Majesty willingly kept the most deadly men and women in the country in such close proximity to his throne room, but apparently he and the Council believed there was no more secure place in the Alliance than right alongside a garrison of elite soldiers. Under normal circumstances, they were probably right. 
But the situation today was far from normal. Krystia had come to speak with Garin Kroll, the Zarul Imperator, and if everything went well she would even plan to release him soon. The thought made her stomach twist into knots, and for the hundredth time today she reminded herself that this was just another necessary evil in her quest to liberate her fellow Unbound. 
Normally, her presence here would attract unwanted attention. While other priests conduct interrogations or saw to the health of the prisoners, her duties only rarely took her away from the temple. Thankfully, she didn’t need official permission to travel where she wanted. Her repeated trips to the Asylum had proven that much. 
Less than a minute after starting up an idle conversation with one of the outside guards, Krystia had all the information she needed. One of the priestesses who visited on a regular basis was named Dailyn, and she adhered to a fairly regular visitation schedule. After gleaning as much as she could about the other woman’s personality and habits from the guards, Krystia returned to the temple and plotted out the rest of her movements. Two hours later, she met Dailyn outside her quarters, telepathically subdued her, and then implanted false memories about her planned visit to the prison that evening. Once she was certain that Areekan hadn’t noticed the sudden incapacitation of one of his followers, Krystia assembled a passable disguise and then returned to the prison. 
It was remarkable, she mused, just how far she had come since her first visit to Headmaster Velle at the Unbound Asylum. For all their experience and power, the Bound simply weren’t capable of defending themselves against her. They were right to fear the Unbound, but locking savants like Krystia and Sovan in prison wasn’t the answer. There had to be a better solution…and one way or another, she was going to find it. 
The prison’s security was more lax than she had expected. She made it past the guards without any trouble, and she couldn’t help but recall the old axiom about prisons being easy to enter but difficult to escape. A few minutes later she located Kroll’s cell, and after taking a final deep breath to prepare herself, she walked over and stood before him.  
His physical appearance was just as she’d expected: tall, muscular, and covered in tattoos that marked him as a true savage. His face had been badly burned, but otherwise he seemed to be in reasonable health. His arms and legs were shackled, and a crystalline suppression collar had been tightened around his neck. At first Krystia thought he was unconscious, but then his eyes finally flicked open.
“You must think me a fool,” he whispered. “You are not Dailyn.”
“No, I’m not,” Krystia said, quickly conjuring a sound-proof bubble around the cell and surrounding area. She would need to be careful if another guard walked by, but she obviously couldn’t take the risk of them overhearing this conversation. “I’ve come to see the man who severs Ascendant bonds. Frankly, I’m not impressed.”
Kroll grunted. “Then step closer and let me show you.”
“You can’t break me, Crell. You and I have something in common.”
His entire face twitched, and he studied her with renewed interest. “Then you should be in a cell with me. Your pitiful king does not appreciate our power.”
“No, he doesn’t,” Krystia said. “But together, we might be able to change that. Your fellow agent has contacted us, and he believes you might be just the weapon we need.”
“Yes,” he whispered thoughtfully. If she didn’t know better, she would have assumed he was probing her mind…but his suppression collar would have prevented him from channeling. “Just release me, and I will take care of everything.”
Krystia snorted. “I need to be certain that you’re capable first. We’ll only have one chance here, and I don’t intend to waste it.”
He remained silent for a long moment before finally shaking his head. “You are one of us. You are smart enough to realize what we are and what we can be.”
“Yes.”
“Then join us,” Kroll said. “Embrace our shared destiny.”
“You may be Unbound, but you’re also Crell. We have nothing in common.”
He frowned. “You still believe in their borders, their nations, their rules,” he murmured. “Why? We are beyond such banalities.”
“I’m not here to debate you,” Krystia said with a dismissive flick of her wrist. “I’m here to decide if you’re worth keeping alive…and there’s only one way to find out for certain.”
She thrust into his mind. He yelped in surprise and pain, and she didn’t bother to be gentle as she scoured his memories. Any spark of pity she might have had for this man dissipated the instant she saw what he’d done—the men he’d butchered, the women he’d raped, the children he’d brutalized…
Krystia nearly pulled back. Kroll’s mind was like a fetid pool of depravity, and it made her sick to think that she was considering unleashing him upon loyal Alliance soldiers. But past all the man’s hate and corruption, she could also feel his power. Just like Ethan, Kroll could be a useful villain, a temporary but necessary evil whose actions would ultimately change all of Torsia for the better. 
He glared at her, seething in impotent rage, as she continued to rummage through his mind. He clearly held great pride in his Unbound heritage; he found “normal” people pitiable, but he absolutely despised the Bound. Krystia followed that particular thread as it wound through his memories, and eventually she located his experiences as a Breaker. She saw mental images of him training with Zarul Imperators, severing their bonds and then allowing his mistress to restore them. The process was as brutally efficient as she had come to expect from the Crell, particularly the Zarul. 
Just before his consciousness threatened to swallow hers, Krystia pulled back and let out a deep breath. She had wondered if learning his breaking technique would be as simple as tearing the information from his mind, but unfortunately that didn’t seem to be the case. Still, she did learn that the Zarul had only trained a handful of other Breakers thus far, and that was perhaps the best news of all. 
“You will suffice,” she told him. “I will contact you soon with more details.”
“If you stand alongside the sheep,” Kroll whispered, “then you will be culled along with the flock. Remember this.”
Krystia snorted. “I remember everything, monster. You, on the other hand, will not be so lucky.”
With a final thrust into his mind, she wiped away all traces of her visit just in case the priests tried to interrogate him again. His body twitched in place before collapsing in an unconscious heap, and she turned away and resumed the rest of Dailyn’s routine. Once she was finished, she slipped back out of the prison and returned to her quarters to plan the rest of her insurrection. 
And the death of her king. 
 
***
 
Darius Iouna gazed wistfully out the window of the castle tower and admired the way the moonlight glinted off the new ballista on top of the forward battlements. Garos might have been more of a fortress than a city, but there was still a certain beauty here if one knew where to look. Regardless, he wasn’t really thinking about the moonlight or the battlements or anything else remotely strategic. He was thinking about Elade…and about how more than anything, he wished she were here with him right now. 
He had spent most of the night chiding himself for his own juvenile fantasies. In any tangible sense, he had more than any man could possibly ask for. He was one of the highest-ranking officers in Torsia’s most powerful military, and his reputation as a war hero commanded him the respect of peasants and aristocrats alike. Most importantly, he had a gorgeous woman waiting for him back in Celenest, and with a few choice words he was certain he could convince her to spend the rest of her life with him and possibly even start a family. 
But she wasn’t the one lighting fire to his dreams each night. Darius knew he was a warrior at heart, and the promise of a new conquest was always more seductive than a battle he’d already won. The problem, of course, was that deep down he knew he couldn’t win this new war. And that made him yearn for victory all the more. 
He had tried to defeat his cravings with logic. Elade wasn’t human—she wasn’t human—she would outlive him by centuries, and they could never have children. He liked the fact that Krystia remained out of harm’s way, but Elade would always be at the forefront of any conflict, constantly threatened by death or injury. He had been taught from a boy that tattoos desecrated the sanctity of unblemished flesh, yet hers were an endemic part of her heritage. He liked short, petite women and she was tall and athletic. 
Those arguments were just as futile, of course, and so instead of accomplishing anything productive before bed, he had been standing here staring into the darkness and wishing he were somewhere else. 
Darius sighed as the door behind him cracked open, and he turned to see the familiar face of his adjutant, Lieutenant Selwin, poking his head inside. His face had completely drained of color. 
“What’s wrong?” Darius asked. 
“Our scouts have sent word from across the border, sir,” the lieutenant murmured. “The Crell invasion forces are on their way.”
Darius closed his eyes and pursed his lips. And so at long last, the day he had been warning the Council about for months had finally come. He offered a silent thanks to Sol that he had been able to fortify Garos so well in the past few weeks. 
“All of their invasion forces?”
Selwin nodded. “Yes, sir. Every force from here to Aman-Dapor.”
“How long?”
“Our estimates remain the same, sir. They’ll cross the border in three days, possibly four.”
“Wake the senior officers and inform them,” he said. “Starting in the morning I want aerial patrols doubled, and I want all civilians evacuated from the city. I’m going to talk to the Council personally and see what else we can muster.”
“Yes, sir,” Selwin said with a brisk salute. He turned to head back out the door, but paused abruptly and glanced back over his shoulder. “They can’t really expect to defeat us with those numbers, can they?”
“The Crell are many things, but they’re not so bloodthirsty that they would start a war they didn’t think they could win. They have something else planned, and it’s our job to be ready for it.”
Selwin smiled thinly. “We will, sir, I know you’ll see to that.”
Darius turned back to the window as the man left. He had fought and commanded many battles since the Ash War, but nothing of the same size or scope as what he knew they were about to face. It seemed like a different lifetime when he’d been serving on the front lines at Isen with the Moore family, and in many ways it was. He was little more than a child, then, a fresh-faced youth with all the hopes, dreams, and idealism parents wished in their sons and daughters. Now he was living that dream, and he had everything a man could want. He held the support of thousands of loyal troops and the love of an amazing woman. 
But he had also seen those things slip away from other men in the last war. Nothing was guaranteed to endure. He could lose his love, his country, perhaps even his own life. One way or another, he knew, this war would decide the future of Torsia—perhaps even the world. This would not be a war to protect the innocence of another country, but the sanctity of Solaria itself. 
Darius placed a gloved hand in the windowsill. He wished that Elade were here again, not as a potential lover but as a soldier. Whatever the Crell had up their sleeves in this attack, he knew he would feel safer having her at his side. He could tell Krystia to contact Jason and let them know what was happening. The other soldiers might protest Elade’s presence, but Darius wasn’t worried about them. He wasn’t going to turn away a potential asset because of a silly paladin witch hunt. 
Taking a deep breath, he turned back to the window and watched as the soft beams of moonlight reflected off the Ash Plains just visible on the horizon. The last war had left untold devastation in its wake. Ashenfel, Lyebel, all of Galvia had been consumed in chaos and death, but precious little of that destruction had spread across the border into Solaria. 
This time, Darius knew, they wouldn’t be so lucky. 
 
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
“True courage comes not from conviction, but from doubt.”
—Shau Losa, Solipean Philosopher
 
“We shouldn’t be surprised,” Jason commented as he leaned back in his chair. “We all knew this was coming. But somehow this makes it…real.”
“We’re ready for them,” Krystia assured him. “And ultimately, this is for the best. Once we’ve broken the reign of the Sovereigns, all of Torsia will finally be free.”
Selvhara stirred in her chair. “Others have made similar predictions in the past. War is rarely so generous with its outcomes.”
“We have the Crell outnumbered three to one—I’m not even sure why they’re risking an invasion now while they’re still reeling from their skirmishes with the Talishites.”
“And that’s exactly why you should be worried,” the elysian replied. “The only predictable outcome of war is that people will die, and conflicts will remain unresolved.”
For a moment, it seemed like Krystia might argue the point, but then she simply turned away and shook her head. She had just arrived at the house a few minutes ago to inform them of the news about the Crell forces mobilizing along the border, and now they all needed to figure out exactly what they were going to do. 
“I wonder if dad already succeeded in his mission,” Jason mused into the silence. “What I wouldn’t give to know his purpose here…”
“If I’d found him sooner, we could have answered that question,” Elade replied. She was looking better after a full night’s rest, but she still hadn’t moved from her position on the couch. 
“That’s hardly your fault,” Jason reminded her, standing and stretching. When they had first arrived, he’d been completely confident that they would track down his father…but now this detour of theirs was looking more and more like a waste. Dad had probably fled the city days ago at this point. 
Closing his eyes, Jason made a silent promise to himself that he would find his father before all of this was over…but for now, he was going to have to let it go. There was something much more important they all needed to do—something the others weren’t going to like one bit. 
“We should return to Garos,” he told them. “We need to be there when the Crell attack.”
“What?” Tam stammered. “You’re kidding, right?”
“No. Remember that vision I told you about before? The one Malacross showed me where we were alone defending the fortress against the Crell? I’m not sure exactly what it means, but I think we need to be there just in case.”
“Just in case what, the crazy woman trapped in your head is right?”
Jason pursed his lips. “I know how it sounds, trust me. But the vision seemed to imply that we were the only ones who could defend the city.”
“Or that we’ll all be annihilated by the Crell.” Tam shook his head. “Look, I know you’ve been feeling weird recently, but this is crazy. If anything, we should be running away from the war right now. We have enough gold to buy a castle in Solipei or Yamata. Hell, we could hire a ship to take us all the way to Calhara if we wanted to.”
“The rest of you can do whatever you want with your gold,” Jason said. “But I’m heading back to Garos, and once the fighting is over, I’m going to track down my father.”
“This is a bad idea, Jason,” Selvhara warned. “You have been given an amazing gift by the gods, but you don’t know how to control it yet. You need to take some time to learn more about what’s happened to you.”
“I plan on it, and the first step is finding out why Malacross was having this premonition,” he told her, struggling to keep his voice calm. He’d assumed he would have to fight with them a little bit, but the expressions on their faces were a lot more obstinate than he’d expected. “I’m not planning on running out in the middle of the Crell army naked—Garos is as well-defended as any fortress in Torsia. I just know I need to be there during the coming siege.”
Krystia placed a hand on his arm. “I’m sure Malacross believes whatever she told you, but I agree with your friends—you should stay clear of the fighting. It’s hard to…”
She trailed off, her eyes flicking back and forth as if she’d just had a personal epiphany. “What’s wrong?” Jason asked. 
“Um…” she muttered, struggling for words. “I don’t want you to get hurt is all.”
“There’s obviously more to it than that. Tell me.”
Her eyes flicked up to his. “It’s just that I had a similar vision recently. I’d dismissed it as a random nightmare until I thought about how closely it resembled yours.”
A cold tingle shuddered down the back of Jason’s neck. “What did you see, exactly?”
“Something terrible happening at Garos,” Krystia whispered. “The Crell burned down the entire city.”
Jason glanced back to the others. “Were any of us there?”
“The only one I saw was Elade, and she was badly wounded.”
“Are you sure this was the future and not the present?” the vaeyn muttered as she struggled to sit up. “The two of you are sharing some fraction of Malacross’s power—that’s probably why you both had the same premonition.”
“Good point,” Tam commented. “It’s all just the same crazy vision from the same crazy lady living inside your crazy head.”
“He’s right,” Sarina put in. “I don’t care what some half-dead spirit tells you—walking into the middle of a warzone based on a dream is insane.”
Krystia cocked an eyebrow. “I thought Asgardians lived for combat?”
“You don’t know anything about us, princess,” Sarina grumbled. “So why don’t you just head back to your temple and do whatever it is you do with your time.”
“Calm down,” Jason admonished, shooting her a warning glare. “We’re just having a pleasant little conversation here.”
“No, you’re wallowing in self-delusion” Sarina told him. “Tam is right for once.”
“Thanks…I guess,” the blond man murmured. “Anyway, the point is that—”
“I’m going,” Elade said quietly. She brought herself to her feet and flexed her right hand to make certain her wrist still worked. “If an attack is coming, I need to be on the front lines.”
“Great,” Sarina muttered. “So you and the cripple can go and hold off the Crell all by yourselves.”
“I will be with them,” Gor said. 
Everyone in the room turned around to stare at the chagari. Jason had to replay the last few moments in his mind just to believe he hadn’t imagined the whole thing. 
“Huh?” he managed after a moment.
“I am going to Garos,” Gor repeated. “I doubt the Solarians would refuse the aid of a chagari mercenary.”
The second silence lasted even longer than the first, but eventually Tam shook his head and picked his jaw up off the floor. 
“Who are you,” he whispered, “and what did you do with Gor?”
“I have no love for the Crell,” Gor said. “Spending time in Lyebel reminded me how they treat my people. If our presence in Garos can make a difference in this war, then I intend to be there.” 
Sarina’s eyes narrowed as she studied the chagari. The guilt is killing you, isn’t it? After what you did during the attack on the rebel compound…
 Jason blinked and turned away. He hadn’t intended to overhear her thoughts, but they had blasted into his mind regardless. Now his curiosity was piqued, of course, and he had to remind himself about Selvhara’s earlier lesson in controlling himself…
“You realize the Solarians probably won’t pay you anything, right?” Tam asked. “Certainly not enough to make a dent in your stack of gold bricks.”
“Gold is useless if there’s nowhere left to spend it,” Gor replied. “If the Crell destroy the Alliance, I will have nowhere else to go.”
Tam frowned. “I’ve never heard you tell a joke before, so I don’t know if you’re kidding. But either way, it’s creeping me out.”
Gor grunted but remained silent, and everyone continued to stare at him blankly for a few more seconds. 
“I’m sure Darius would gladly accept help from any of you,” Krystia said eventually. “But you won’t be able to use the portal to return. With news of a pending attack, the army will be using them constantly to shuffle around troops and supplies.”
“Then we’ll have to set out tonight,” Elade said, wincing as she stretched out her muscles. “Unless we can purchase some griffons, reaching the border in three days won’t be easy.”
“The Legion Generals have already ordered the skies clear, and they’ll probably requisition any extra mounts for their own soldiers. You’ll have to travel on horseback.”
“So that’s it, then?” Tam asked, throwing up his hands. “The three of you are just going to ride off to Garos and hop into the middle of another war? I thought you still had nightmares about the last one!”
“I do,” Jason whispered. “But it doesn’t matter. I need to be there, and anyone else who wants to come is welcome.”
Selvhara sighed. “You know I’ll go with you. I just wish you would reconsider.”
Tam glared at her. “You’re not helping. Look, we all know this doesn’t really have anything to do with his ‘vision’ or whatever. He just feels guilty about leaving the Resistance.”
“This has nothing to do with them,” Jason insisted. “This goes beyond Galvia or Solaria or any other country. The Imperium can’t win this war, not like they did the last one.”
“That’s all well and good, but the six of us aren’t an army, in case you hadn’t noticed. We’re not going to make much of a difference either way.”
“He’s already made up his mind,” Sarina growled. Her green eyes locked on the side of Jason’s head, and he made a conscious effort to avoid reading her thoughts. Not that he needed to—he could feel the rage pouring off her without even trying. The problem was that he didn’t understand the source. She had been even less amicable than normal ever since he had awakened in Lyebel. “There’s no point trying to reason with him.”
“You’re seriously telling me you don’t care what happens?” Jason asked with a forcefulness that surprised him. “You’re the one who willingly joined the Resistance—you’re the one who has actively been fighting the Crell for the past year.”
Sarina recoiled in obvious surprise. “This is different.”
“I don’t see how. If anything, this is more direct than skulking about alleyways chipping away at the Crell one patrol at a time.”
“I just don’t understand what the Alliance has done to earn your loyalty,” Tam put in. “They would shove you, me, Krystia, and Elade inside a cage if they could. Why do you give a damn what happens to them?”
“They’re still better than the alternative,” Jason muttered. “At least the Solarians can be reasoned with.”
Tam scoffed and paced away. “I don’t know how many times you’ve told me to take things more seriously, and here you are willing to put your life in danger for a ridiculously dubious cause. I don’t get it.”
“Then stay here if you want,” Jason told him. “Or go to Solipei and buy yourself that castle, I don’t care. But I have to do this, with or without you.”
With a deep sigh, Tam turned back around and shook his head. “You know, I think that’s what pisses me off the most. You know damn well I’m going with you no matter what you do.”
“What?” Sarina stammered. “You’re actually going with him?”
“First, I’m going to yell at him for a while longer,” Tam said. “And when he doesn’t give in, then yes I’m going with him. Isn’t that how this always works?”
She lifted herself from the wall and glared at all of them. “What the hell is wrong with you people?”
“We’re idiots,” Tam said. “But we’re a team of idiots.”
Sarina turned to Jason. “You’re just using them. A month ago you wouldn’t do something this stupid, but you’ve changed. This…this spirit has messed with your head.”
Jason sighed. “Sarina—”
“No,” she cut him off. “You know what? I was wrong—you haven’t changed a bit. You’re still dragging these people around on your own little quests, not giving a damn about what they want or think or need.”
“That’s…a bit harsher than I would have put it,” Tam murmured. 
“You don’t have to go, either,” Jason said flatly as he finally locked his eyes with hers. “In fact, maybe it is for the best if you just stay here or go back home to Asgardia. At least then we won’t have to listen to you bitch and moan about everything.”
Sarina’s jaw clenched beneath her cheeks, and for an instant Jason wondered if she might throw something at him. But instead she turned and retrieved her backpack, then strode directly for the door. 
“Wait a second,” Tam said, holding out his hands. “There’s no need to be hasty here. Why don’t we all just take a deep breath and settle this like adults for once.”
“It was settled years ago,” Sarina said. “Good luck playing hero. I’m sure your father would be proud.”
The door slammed shut behind her, and Jason stared blankly at the stained wood. Two years ago, she had stormed away in a similar huff, and he hadn’t gone after her. It had only taken him a few hours to regret it. But back then he had been in the wrong; he had done and said some stupid things. He had dragged them numerous empty dig sites deep within Crell territory, and he had nearly gotten them all killed more than once. 
But this time, things were different. He didn’t understand why she was so angry all the time. As a people, Asgardians tended to wear their emotions right on their sleeves, and Sarina was no different. It was one of the things he liked about her so much—she always found a way to cut through the bullshit. But this time she was just angry for no reason, and Jason didn’t feel like coddling her anymore. If she wanted to come back, that was her choice. If not…well, he wouldn’t lose any sleep over it. 
“You probably want to go after her,” Tam said after a moment. “She can run pretty fast, you know.”
“Good for her,” Jason muttered. “We’re packing up. We’ll hit the road as soon as everyone is ready.”
“Sarina is right, you know,” Selvhara whispered. 
He whipped his head back around and glared at her. “Don’t you start.”
“You know we would follow you anywhere. It’s a rare thing to inspire that kind of trust.”
Jason sighed again and ran a hand through his hair. “Seriously, no one else has to go. Elade and I can handle this.”
“I’m not afraid of war, and I don’t care about gold,” Selvhara told him. “I will go to protect as many people as I can, but you’re making a mistake.”
“It wouldn’t be the first time, and it probably won’t be the last,” he said grimly. “Now come on, let’s get moving.”
Krystia stood next to him as the others muddled about and gathered their belongings. She wrapped her hand around his and smiled. You need to be careful.
He looked down upon her, marveling again at how lovely she had become, and how strange it felt to at once barely know a person and at the same time know them more intimately than anyone else. General Iouna was truly a lucky man to have earned the love of such a woman, especially while Jason was stuck with an emotionally stunted barbarian. 
 I will be, he promised. 
Good, she told him, standing up on her tip-toes to give him a quick peck on the lips. “I’ll let Darius know you’re coming,” she said aloud to the others. “Good luck.”
 
***
 
Krystia ran her fingers through Yuar’s coarse hair as she half-heartedly steered him towards the Sylinar District. A part of her wanted to turn around and tell Jason the truth about Garos and the coming war, and she had already backtracked several times with the full intention of doing just that. But the rest of her knew there was nothing else she could do, not if she wanted to go through with her plans to remove King Areekan and liberate the Unbound.
She was also still annoyed with herself about not catching onto the meaning of Jason’s vision until just a few minutes ago. She had seen the details in his memories when they joined minds, but she hadn’t bothered to work out the implications. Now she understood the meaning all too clearly: when Areekan died and the Alliance priests suddenly lost their channeling abilities, Jason and his friends would be the only defenders remaining in Garos. The only question was whether or not they would be able to escape the destruction in time. 
Krystia closed her eyes and forced herself to breathe normally. She was already having trouble coming to terms with the fact she was about to murder a man in cold blood, not to mention send a destructive wave of chaos rippling across the country. Now she was about to send the man who had rescued her at Isen—the man who had literally dragged her out of the ashes of her family—to his death. Her stomach twisted with fear and guilt and pain….but as always, she settled the pangs with assurances that this was ultimately the only way to free her people. It was the only way to right thousands of years of injustice. It was the only way to save Torsia. 
Krystia had almost convinced herself by the time she reached Ethan’s safe house. He was sitting at the table when she walked in, a piece of fruit in one hand and a glass of liquor in the other—though neither appeared to have been touched. Distantly, she wondered just how long he had been sitting in this position. 
“I take it you’ve heard the recent news,” she said. 
Ethan nodded fractionally and gestured to the corner of the room with his chin. Krystia followed his gaze and unwittingly leapt back in shock when she saw another man standing in the shadows. He was human—or at least, he used to be—and he was shrouded in a dark cloak and thick cowl. His skin was deathly pale, and his eyes were as black as burnished chunks of obsidian. 
Apparently, she had been even more distracted than she had realized. Even a Zarul Shadow couldn’t have hidden his presence from her…could he?
“There is work to be done,” the Shadow said, his voice a coarse, cold whisper. “Are you prepared?”
“Of course I am,” Krystia replied, reaching out to probe his thoughts. Even on the surface, his mind was unlike anything she had touched before. Normal human emotions were like a rocky surface, jagged and uneven…but his were as smooth and straight as glass. 
“I’ve gone over all the tactical reports and logistical information, and I have some ideas,” Ethan said. “With his help, infiltrating the King’s Tower shouldn’t be a problem.”
Krystia nodded distantly but kept her eyes fastened on the Shadow. “We need to speak together for a few minutes. Alone.”
She had assumed he would at least put up a token defense, but instead he backed away to the far side of the chamber without as much as an annoyed peep. Forcibly pulling her eyes away, she conjured a sound proof bubble around the table.  
“Your son and his friends are leaving for Garos.”
Ethan’s face twitched. “What?”
“He had a vision,” she explained. “He saw himself and the others as the only defenders of Garos during the attack.”
“Interesting,” he whispered as he set down the fruit and glass and clasped his hands together. “Precognition is a rare talent.”
“So is having an Immortal living inside you,” Krystia replied mildly. “He has taken the vision to mean that he is the only hope of saving the city from the Crell. But of course it could just be predicting that they will all die there.”
Ethan seemed to mull it over for a few moments, though as usual she had a difficult time reaching into his thoughts. He, more than perhaps anyone else she had met, knew exactly how to protect himself from telepathy. Though she was certain she could rip everything out of him if she really tried, and she had no doubt that one day it would come to that…
“Well, there’s nothing we can do about it,” he said after a moment. “Still, I’m surprised the others went with him, especially Selvhara. Without her powers…”
“Jason restored them somehow,” Krystia said. “Apparently whatever the Breakers can do, he can repair. I don’t understand how or why, but I’m hoping perhaps he can teach me. I didn’t want our Crell friend to know this little detail—it might come in useful later.”
“Yes,” Ethan said, a faint smile tugging at his lips. “Yes, it might. So Jason might not be a true Ascendant, but he is full of surprises, isn’t he?”
“I’m sure he’ll have plenty more, assuming he survives the battle,” she murmured. “I know we don’t have a choice but to go forward, and I know having them out of the city is a boon…but I still don’t like sending them to the front lines.”
“They will survive,” Ethan told her, and she could tell that he meant it. “My son may be foolish, but he knows his way around a battlefield. So does Selvhara and his Asgardian huntress.”
Krystia thought about mentioning Sarina’s tantrum but decided against it. If anything, she liked Jason’s odds better without a crazy barbarian tagging along. “Elade will be with them also, no thanks to your demons.”
Ethan grunted. “For now, let’s concentrate on the present, shall we? We have a lot to discuss with our new friend.”
“Yes,” she whispered, glancing back over her shoulder to the Shadow lurking in the corner. “I suppose we do.”
 
***
 
For perhaps the first time in his life, Tevek Dracian didn’t marvel at the Celenest skyline as he flew on griffonback. He barely even acknowledged the sparkling towers or the squadrons of griffon-riders looping about in perfect formation; his mind was singularly focused on the inevitable and likely unpleasant meetings he would need to endure once he landed. He had rehearsed his forthcoming conversation with Gabriel probably a hundred times already, and each time his planned responses grew more and more bitter. He needed to get this off his chest soon before it drove him mad. 


Unlike his last visit, there was no great entourage awaiting him on the landing platform of the King’s Tower. At first he found it odd and perhaps even a touch insulting, but then he belatedly realized how active the city was compared to normal. Guardsmen scurried about the various platforms in near panic, and entire regiments of soldiers had gathered in the streets below. Something important had obviously happened during his trip.


Thankfully, he didn’t have to wait long to get his answer. By the time he had dismounted, the familiar armored figure of Squire Talroy was hustling over to greet him. 


“Lord Dracian,” he said, exasperated. “It’s good to see you, sir.”


“I’m neither a lord nor a sir, Belek,” Tevek said, clapping the younger man on the shoulder. “You can just call me Tevek now.”


“Uh, yes, sir. I mean…Tevek. Sir.”


Tevek smiled. “What’s going on here, son?”


“We received word yesterday that the Crell forces along the border are on the move,” Talroy told him. “They could be in position for an attack as early as the day after tomorrow.”


Tevek closed his eyes and swore under his breath. As if their current problems with demons and Unbound weren’t enough…


 “Highlord Alric, General Iouna, and His Majesty’s Voice all send their regrets for not greeting you personally,” Talroy went on. “They are in the middle of a military briefing.”


“Ah,” Tevek said, nodding. “Then lead the way.”


The younger man winced. “The Highlord promised to meet with you in his office once the meeting was over. In the meantime, he suggested we wait in the lobby.”


“I see,” Tevek murmured, resisting the urge to keel over like he’d just been punched in the gut. Less than two weeks ago, he had arrived in Celenest as an honored guest of the king…and now they didn’t even want his advice about a forthcoming war. Gabriel had worked even more quickly than anyone had anticipated, and unfortunately Areekan must have gone along with it. “I assumed he had no idea how long this meeting would last?”


“Not that I’m aware of,” Talroy said. “For what it’s worth, sir, I can’t believe they’re treating you this way after all you’ve done for them.”


Tevek clapped the man on the back again. “It’s not your fault, son. But let this be a lesson to you that not even paladins can afford to ignore politics.”


Talroy nodded distantly as he glanced back over his shoulder to see if anyone else was within earshot. “There’s something else I should tell you. I’ve been helping Elade.”


“Elade? She’s here?”


“She was, but not anymore. She came here with Jason Moore and the others from Lyebel. She was attempting to hunt down the source of the demonic infestation, and she believed the warlock responsible had moved to Celenest.”


“Did she tell you anything else?”


Talroy swallowed heavily. “She had reason to believe the warlock was Ethan Moore.”


“Ethan?” Tevek gasped. “But that’s…”


He trailed off, and he could almost hear the mental click as all the pieces finally slid together in his mind. The unexplained success of the Resistance in Lyebel, Adar and Ria’s reticence to discuss details of their operation…


“I had heard that General Moore died in the massacre at Tibel a few years ago,” Talroy said, “but apparently he survived and took up demonology. Elade didn’t tell me much more before she left, but she did leave behind this note. I’m afraid I can’t read it.”


Tevek took the scroll of parchment and rolled it open. “It’s written in a vaeyn dialect,” he said, reading it over. The note was longer than he’d expected—she detailed everything that had happened since he had left for the Citadel, including her confrontations with Adar and Lavonde, her trip to Celenest with Jason, and then her battle against the demons here. Now she was apparently on her way to Garos to battle against the Crell…


“Busy girl,” he whispered. 


“Did she say anything interesting?” Talroy asked. 


“Many things. She believes that Ethan is up to something else, and I’m inclined to agree. It’s probably something big, and we need to be ready for it.”


Talroy frowned. “Why do you say that, sir?”


“Because I know how the man thinks. He’s a planner and a manipulator, and this whole situation has his fingerprints all over it.”


“You think he’s helping the Crell?”


“Never,” Tevek said flatly. “At least not directly. Since the end of the war, his all-consuming purpose has been freeing Galvia and avenging the death of King Whitestone. Whatever he’s up to now must be related to the Crell.”


The young man seemed to think it over. “Do you have any ideas how?”


“Not a one,” Tevek conceded with a sigh. “And I’m not sure there’s any way we’re going to know until it’s too late. He found out she was looking for him, so he’ll be careful enough to stay out of sight.”


He rubbed a finger across his temple and tried to physically rub the stress from his mind, but of course it didn’t work. This situation was already untenable with two of his old friends betraying him at the same time, and now this…


“We should go inside,” Tevek said, rolling up the parchment and stuffing it into his pack. “We might as well wait around for Gabriel to finish with his meeting.”


The two men entered the tower and took a seat inside the large office His Majesty had arranged for the knights to use as a temporary command post. They didn’t speak much beyond idle conversation, and Tevek decided to mentally revise his forthcoming conversation with Gabriel one more time. After what felt like hours, the double doors at the end of the room opened and a lean, white-haired man with dark eyes strode in. He smiled at the other two men, but there was no warmth behind it. 


“Hello, Tevek,” Gabriel said. “It’s good to see you.”


“Is it, now?” Tevek asked, struggling to keep his voice calm. Now that he could actually see his old friend in the flesh, his rage threatened to overwhelm him. 


Gabriel’s fake smile vanished, and he turned toward Talroy. “Leave us, Squire.”


“Of course, my lord,” the young man said, flashing a final apologetic glance to Tevek before leaving the room.


Once he was gone, Tevek and Gabriel returned to glaring at each other. The new Highlord’s eyes were legendary for their ability to terrorize younger knights and squires, but Tevek wasn’t as easily impressed. 


“I hear congratulations are in order,” Tevek said.


Gabriel continued to stand despite the empty couch opposite Tevek. For a moment it looked like he was going to pour himself a drink, but instead he remained still. 


“I expected you to be angry,” he said. “I knew you wouldn’t understand.”


“I understand perfectly. The Code obligated you to do what you did. I committed an act of treason against the order, after all, and all crimes need to be punished.”


The corner of Gabriel’s mouth twitched in the same way it always did when he was irritated and didn’t want to show it. “Sarcasm doesn’t become you, old friend.”


“I wasn’t being sarcastic. That’s exactly why you did what you did, isn’t it?”


Gabriel sighed and finally walked over to the bar and poured himself a drink. “You were becoming a liability, Tevek. I had always been able to overlook your recklessness until you took that thing with you to Lyebel. The Highlord’s place is to lead, not to throw himself half-cocked on some absurd quest.”


“That thing?” Tevek replied coldly. “Can you even hear your own words?”


“She’s an abomination. You know what her people are like, the way they live underground surrounded by demons and heretics.” He scoffed in disgust. “And you taught her all our techniques, all our tricks. She cannot be allowed to teach others.”


“You mean to spread Maeleon’s word about right and wrong, good and evil?” Tevek asked. “Yes, clearly that’s a terrible danger.”


“You know exactly what I mean,” Gabriel hissed. “The Dawn’s channeling techniques are sacred, and they have been kept within the order for two thousand years. I am not about to risk letting our most powerful secrets fall into the hands of our enemies.”


Tevek shook his head. “What happened to you? What has made you so paranoid? Torsia is on the verge of another war and you’re worried about one woman.”


“I worry about her because of the war. A rogue paladin is more dangerous now than ever before. What if she decides to join the Crell? What if she shares our secrets with them?”


“You can’t be serious.”


Gabriel finished his glass and then slammed it down on his desk. “She is an Unbound, Tevek. I know this apparently means nothing to you, but to the rest of the world it means she is dangerous. The Imperium is one of the only places in the world where she could avoid being locked away…where do you think she’ll run first?”


Tevek snorted. “So first you convince Areekan to start a witch hunt to find her, then you accuse her of trying to run away from you? Unbelievable.”


“You have allowed your personal feelings for her to override your judgment,” Gabriel said. “Elade is a threat to everyone and everything around her, and I will drag her back to the Citadel in chains if I have to.”


“You don’t even know her!”


“I don’t need to. She is an Unbound, and that is enough. She may do right today, but who is to say what she’ll do tomorrow? Who can rein her in when she decides to do wrong?”


“That’s her choice to make,” Tevek said. “We are all responsible for our own actions.”


“Please, spare me the platitudes,” Gabriel groaned. “I always hoped you’d grow out of that nonsense someday. If you had, perhaps you would have left her in that dungeon where you found her. Or put her out of her misery once you learned her true nature.”


Tevek’s mouth fell open. He hardly even recognized the man in front of him. “What the hell is wrong with you?”


Gabriel took a deep breath and pressed his lips into a thin line. “I am able to see the world for what it is, not for the fantasy you wish it to be. The Unbound are dangerous, Tevek, perhaps even more so than the Crell.” He turned and smiled. “And it is long past time for the Last Dawn to start taking a more active role in the world. We have served at the whims of petty monarchs long enough. By the will of Maeleon and the blessing of the Triumvirate, Obsidian is our world to protect. And that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”


Tevek bit down on his lip as a cold tingle worked its way down his spine. “What are you planning, Gabriel?”


“A new age of enlightenment and justice,” the other man said. “I have started by informing the Alliance Council that we will only assist them against the Crell if they are willing to give us something in return.”


“You mean like the thousands of troops and supplies they assisted us with at Serogar?”


“I mean authority,” Gabriel explained. “If they want our help, then they need to accept our expertise. Under your leadership, our knights were little more than dogs chasing whatever bones the Council decided to throw at your feet. From now on, we will be the ones making the decisions.”


Tevek shook his head. “The Last Dawn is about service, not power. We act where we are needed.”


Gabriel flicked his wrist dismissively. “Like I said, I don’t expect you to understand. The Knights of the Last Dawn are not meant to be servants—we are meant to be leaders. We are the worthy and the righteous, the last blazing light illuminating the world before the fall of darkness. We are the Last Dawn, and the world will follow our example.”


Tevek shook his head. The man in front of him might have worn his old friend’s face and spoken with his old friend’s voice, but he was not Gabriel Alric. 


Or was he?


Grimacing, Tevek replayed all the old conversations in his mind. Gabriel had always been a hardened, bitter man, but he had usually done the right thing in the end. Or had he simply been playing along all those years, picking and choosing his battles while he nodded his head at the right times while he waited for the chance to strike? Had Tevek simply been blind to the truth? Had he been naïve to think two men could disagree amicably with each other? 


“Selvhara once told me to watch you closely,” Tevek whispered. “She warned me never to turn my back on you. I never listened to her.”


“Paint me as the villain all you like if it makes you feel better,” Gabriel said, “but in the end, history will prove me right. It’s time we took center stage and dealt directly with the corruption infesting this world.”


Tevek closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath. “I won’t let you bring her in.”


Gabriel snorted. “You’re past the point of idle protests. Maeleon has judged you, and you have no more say in the matter. At least step aside graciously and try to salvage some dignity in your reputation.”


For a moment, Tevek almost struck him. But of course that’s probably exactly what he wanted, and it would give him all the excuse he needed to lock his old friend in a cell and throw away the key. No, Tevek wasn’t about to make it that easy for him. He still had many friends and a reputation, and Gabriel underestimated him. Tevek might have lost his powers, but that didn’t mean this battle was over. 


He turned on a heel and strode over to the door before glancing back over his shoulder. “I’d wish you luck in the battle,” he said, “but I think you’ll be safe here in this cozy little office of yours.”


“It is the purpose of a Highlord to lead, not to charge recklessly into battle,” Gabriel said. “It’s a pity you never understood that.”


“Neither will the men and women under your command,” Tevek said. “You’ll learn that soon enough.”


He shut the door without waiting for a reply.


 
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
“Never trust a naked woman or a well-dressed man.”
—Galvian saying
 
“So he’s not just a bigot; he’s also a fool,” Krystia growled after Tevek told her about Alric. 
“As am I, apparently, for letting all this happen in the first place,” Tevek said, rubbing at his temples. “I don’t wish to worry you, but I figured you should know.”
“I’d be more worried about Alric—I can be very unpleasant when I’m angry.”
Tevek cocked an eyebrow at her, but she couldn’t hold her stern face for long. Soon her lips cracked into a wry smile, and they shared a hearty chuckle. He wasn’t even sure Krystia was capable of being angry; she was probably the sweetest young woman he had ever known. 
“I worry that Gabriel will make himself a burden during this war,” Tevek said after a moment. “You and I both know the Alliance will need all the help it can get. Whatever the Sovereigns have planned, this conflict could quickly spiral out of control—especially if they have legions of these ‘Breakers’ waiting around to assault His Majesty’s priests.”
“You should speak to the king about your concerns. You should warn him about Alric.”
“I will try, but I’m not sure how accessible he’ll be right now with all the war preparations. Hopefully at least his Voice can spare a few moments for an old friend.”
Krystia held onto his arm tightly for a while, her head pressed firmly into his shoulder, before finally leaning away and sighing. “There has to be something we can do. There has to be a way to change things.”
“There are always ways, but they’re rarely quick or satisfying,” Tevek told her. “A decade ago, I convinced myself that the Conclave would eventually realize that the Unbound weren’t monsters…but they never have. Not much has changed here in Solaria, either. I spent a lot of time thinking about that on the trip here. I wondered if things would have been different if I had been more direct.”
“About Elade?”
“And you, and the others I’ve known. My goal with you was to make sure you had a good life first, not to make a political statement. And I don’t regret that decision.”
Krystia smiled again and squeezed him. “You’ve done more for me than I can ever repay.”
“I just wish it didn’t have to end there.”
“It won’t,” she promised. “When Areekan’s successor takes the throne, I won’t let him or her forget about what you’ve done for me or other Unbound.”
Tevek favored her with a worried look. “I don’t want you getting hurt.”
“You don’t need to worry about me. I have friends in high places, after all.”
“Speaking of,” he said, holding up her hand, “when are you going to marry this general of yours?”
“Uh,” Krystia stuttered, her cheeks flushing. “I…I don’t know.”
“You love him, yes?”
“Of course.”
“Then why not ask him?”
“It’s very personal,” she managed. “And I’m not used to you being so…blunt.”
“I’m not a paladin anymore,” Tevek said with a shrug. “I think that means I can also dispense with the social graces.”
She laughed. “We haven’t talked about it much, but I think we’ve both been too preoccupied with all that’s been going on. We’ll have to wait until the war is over, at least.”’
“Ah.” 
Krystia sank into his arms, and Tevek let out a deep breath as he thought back to all the decisions in his life that had ultimately led him here. As a rule, he had never been fond of regret; it burned a hole in the stomach and little else. Everyone had done something they weren’t proud of at some point in their lives, but dwelling on mistakes was pointless. The sensible course of action was to learn and move on. 
But here things were different: he didn’t regret what he had done. He had placed the lives and safety of those he had saved above political gain. Certainly that was nothing to be ashamed of, especially for a paladin. He was a victim of circumstance and ambition, and that, ultimately, was the root of the problem. He was used to staring down and defeating his enemies blade to blade. He never even considered stabbing them in the back from time to time. 
A knock sounded at her chamber door, and Krystia’s ears perked up. “It’s Darius,” she whispered. “Come in!”
The door opened and General Iouna stepped in. He looked every bit as haggard as Tevek would expect from a man who had probably been buried in meetings for days.
“Highlord,” he said with a nod. “I’m glad to see that you are well.”
“Alive, anyway,” Tevek muttered, standing and shaking the other man’s hand. 
The general smiled tiredly. “I wish you were in that room with us.”
“So do I,” Tevek said, glancing between them. “For now, I need to speak with the Voice. I’ll leave you two alone.”
“I’m sure he’ll be eager to discuss your successor,” Darius commented. “Lord Alric had some…interesting suggestions today.”
“I’m not sure I’ll be able to mediate, but I will make the attempt.” Tevek offered them both a smile and a few parting words, then set out.  
Twenty minutes later, he finally tracked down the man he’d been looking for. The High Priest had retired to his chambers, which unfortunately were nowhere near those of the rest of the clergy—they weren’t even in the same building. Kaeldar lived inside the King’s Tower with his patron, and the halls were crawling with priests, soldiers, councilors, and a seemingly endless entourage of aids and sycophants. Even a man of Tevek’s stature had some trouble parting the crowds in a few places, but fortunately Darius had at least been right about the High Priest: he was in fact very eager to talk to Tevek. 
“His Majesty and I convey our deepest condolences,” the Voice said as he offered Tevek a seat in his lushly decorated quarters. “I wish things had worked out differently between you and the Dawn. I also wish that we could have helped you in some capacity, but I’m sure you understand that our hands are tied.”
“I understand,” Tevek assured him, “but I also realize you don’t really sympathize with my decisions.”
The High Priest’s lips curled as if he had just noticed a bad taste in his mouth. “I was hoping the experience hadn’t embittered you.”
“I wasn’t trying to be bitter; I was simply stating a fact. Though I do admit I find it a bit difficult to accept you joining hands with Gabriel to track down Elade.”
“It’s been a long day, Tevek,” Kaeldar said tiredly. “I’d rather not spend the night regurgitating a very old debate between us.”
“Fair enough. From what General Iouna told me, I’m sure Gabriel isn’t making your task easy.”
Kaeldar sighed. “No, he isn’t. He’s willing to commit the Dawn’s forces to our border defenses, but he is insisting they take a much more active role than normal. He’s also insisting they operate independently of our troops.”
“He’s convinced our role in the world needs to change,” Tevek explained. “He feels I’ve gotten us too involved in the affairs and policies of others. He’s going to make mistakes because of it.”
“And I gather he won’t listen to you?”
“Not anymore. Maybe he never did.” Tevek paused for a long moment. “I’ll be as forward with you as I can. After the battle if things settle down, I plan to find Elade and challenge the Conclave. You may agree with me or you may not, but I’m not looking for your support. What I am looking for is a chance to help you right now.”
“When I heard what happened, I wondered if you might approach me and ask me to serve as one of the king’s priests,” Kaeldar said. “But I assumed you knew that would be impossible. You aren’t a Solarian citizen, and we can’t validate what you’ve done—”
“I’m not interested in becoming a priest,” Tevek said, waving a hand. “But I’m sure you’re as worried about this attack as I am. The Crell have something up their sleeves, and we need to be ready for whatever they decide to throw at you. I just want to be here and offer my sword in His Majesty’s defense.”
Kaeldar frowned. “There was a demonic attack in the city two days ago. His Majesty and I have wondered if that is related to the Crell, since we never solved the demon mystery in Lyebel.”
“Perhaps,” Tevek said. He couldn’t imagine why Ethan would want to try and disrupt his best ally in the cause, but stranger things had happened to men who had made pacts with demons. He might have been a completely different person than before; he might have even been in their thrall by now. “It’s difficult to say with any certainty.”
“Either way,” the Voice said with a wrinkled and weary smile, “His Majesty would be honored to accept the sword of the legendary Tevek Dracian. You can stand beside us during the battle if you like.”
“Then I shall be there,” Tevek said as he smiled and shook the other man’s hand. “Just like always.”
 
***
 
“Why can’t you direct the battle from here?” Krystia asked. “Surely you can find a few priests to relay your orders to the front lines.”
Darius smiled and pulled her tighter against him. “Garos is one of the most fortified places in the Alliance, and I’ll be protected behind two Aetheric barriers and several feet of stone. I think you might be overreacting.”
“That doesn’t answer my question.”
He grunted. Normally, Krystia was quite rational as far as strategy and tactics were concerned—far more than he would have expected from a young woman with virtually zero battlefield experience—but today she seemed downright terrified of him taking the portal back to Garos and conducting the war effort in person. 
“The Legion Generals have a proud tradition of standing alongside their troops during defensive sieges,” he told her. “Once we’ve turned away their initial attack, I’ll be commanding our forces from the safety of one of our outposts, don’t worry.”
“You and I both know ‘tradition’ is a stupid reason to do anything,” Krystia reminded him tartly. “I really think you should stay here.”
He sighed and squeezed her leg slung across his lap. “What’s really bothering you?”
She looked away furtively. “I told you Jason and the others were heading to Garos hoping to join up. I didn’t tell you why.”
“You said they wanted to fight. They’re good people; they can see how important this is—”
“No,” Krystia interrupted. “That might be enough for Elade, but not the others. They’re going because Jason had a vision—he saw the battle going horribly wrong, and he believes he needs to be there to stop it.”
Darius cocked an eyebrow. “And you believe this premonition?”
“I don’t know,” she whispered. “But I’ve touched his mind, Darius; I’ve felt the spirit of the Immortal inside him. She has an unbridled power unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before. Who knows if she might be right?”
“Even if she is, it doesn’t change anything. I need to be at Garos, too—and not just for tradition. A lot of these men and women haven’t faced real combat before, and certainly nothing like siege warfare. They need to see me there with them; they need to understand how much confidence I have in them. After this battle, things will be different.”
Krystia glanced down and closed her eyes, and he put his arm around her. She was actually trembling—he wouldn’t have believed it if he weren’t touching her. Apparently she was putting an awful lot of faith in a random vision…or maybe he had just underestimated how much he meant to her. 
“I’ll be fine,” Darius promised. “And maybe when it’s over we can talk about…the future.”
She looked back up to him, her eyes rimmed with tears. “What do you mean?”
He smiled sheepishly. He spent his days talking to the most important people in the country where a verbal slip-up could have serious political consequences and even jeopardize his career, and yet only now did he feel nervous twinges in his stomach. “I love you, Krystia. I want to spend my life with you.”
The light in her eyes dried the tears in an instant. He had never been as paralyzed by a smile as the one that warmed her face in that moment. 
“If things settle down,” he continued, “we could get ma—”
She placed a finger on his lips and swung herself around on top of him. She kissed him hungrily, and everything else seemed to fade into the background.  His mind flickered to the lustful fantasies of Elade, and a wave of guilt washed over him. What had he been thinking? He had the perfect woman here, and he was going to do the right thing and marry her. He buried the dissonant thoughts and vowed to himself to keep them there, locked away in a place he would never return to. 
Eventually Krystia pulled away softly, her breath tickling his lips, and she looked as beautiful as he had ever seen her. His perfect lover. 
“I want you to ask Highlord Alric to divert more of his knights to Garos,” she whispered. “Just in case.” 
Darius frowned and rubbed a hand through her hair. “We’ve already finalized their deployment. I sent most of the extra knights with General Wystan at the Kurdean Pass. He’s going to need them more than we will.”
“Send more knights to Garos,” Krystia repeated, her blue eyes boring into his. 
Darius started to protest, but he found he couldn’t look away. She seemed to be looking into his very soul…
“You might be right,” he managed, blinking and nodding. He felt an odd pressure in the back of his skull, which probably meant he had a headache coming on. Apparently the stress was getting to him after all. “Wystan should be fine with a few less knights, and Brackengarde is even more fortified than Garos. We could use the extra help, assuming Lord Alric agrees.”
“I’m sure you can convince him. You can be very persuasive when you want to be.”
Darius nodded and looked back into her eyes. She was so lovely, so perfect, and he didn’t understand how he could have ever doubted her. 
“I’ll do what I can,” he told her, rubbing a hand across her cheek. “You have nothing to worry about.”
Krystia smiled. “Do what you can to keep Jason and the others safe, too. I don’t want to see them hurt.”
“They’ll be fine. We’ll all be fine—I promise.”
He kissed her again. Krystia was so mature and confident that he occasionally forgot how inexperienced and vulnerable she really was. But that was all right. He liked the idea of her worrying about him. He liked the idea of returning to her loving embrace after each and every battle. She was just an innocent young woman, after all, and sometimes their minds were so very fragile indeed. 
 
***
 
“You have to visualize exactly where you want to direct the energy from start to finish,” Selvhara whispered into Jason’s ear. “Channeling isn’t like pointing a crossbow and pulling the trigger.”
“But I’m not channeling,” he told her. “Not really.”
Her violet eyes narrowed at him. “Were you this aggravating when you were a university student?”
“Probably. I can’t help it.”
“If you want me to teach you anything, you’ll try.”
Jason grunted. It was the middle of the night, but the moon was nearly full and he could see everything reasonably clearly. The others sat nearby at the fire, watching in mild amusement as he tried to fire lightning from his hands. So far he hadn’t managed to conjure a single spark. 
“Let’s try this again,” he said, extending his arm towards a rock thirty feet away. He couldn’t feel the Aether coursing through him, not like a normal channeler, but he knew he shouldn’t need to. Malacross had shown him how to summon the energy within himself, and Krystia had taught him to control it. Actually doing something with it, unfortunately, was proving to be far more difficult. 
“So if I’m not really aiming,” he whispered, “what does pointing my arm accomplish?”
“Nothing,” Selvhara said, shrugging. A crackle of electricity abruptly rippled up and down her body as she glared at the target, and an instant later a bolt of lightning flashed from her eyes and scorched the stone black. “The gestures are mental tools that help your mind focus, but they’re hardly necessary.”
“Like how I always get sweaty anytime I’m flinging fireballs,” Tam put in. “It’s all for dramatic effect. I wouldn’t want our grunts on the front lines to feel like they’re the only ones working hard.”
“You get sweaty because you panic at the first sign of trouble,” Gor grumbled as he jabbed the fire with a poker. “Or because you nearly burn yourself half the time.”
Tam snorted. “Not half. A third, at most.”
Jason took a deep breath and tried his best to ignore them. He could feel the energy coursing through his body, and he knew he could shape it into many different forms—fire, electricity, or even just a simple beam of light. He had even seen other channelers harness raw Aether and create a beam of coruscating energy capable of disintegrating virtually any substance. 
But first things first. Selvhara had always excelled with lightning, and it seemed like as good a starting point as any. He stared down the length of his arm as if it were a sword pointed at his target, and he felt the hairs along his skin prickling as the energy swelled up inside him. A heartbeat later a sudden surge of power rippled through his body, and a bolt of lightning flashed from his fingertips—
And missed the rock completely. The blast fired off wildly into the forest, and he was lucky he didn’t split a tree in half and start a fire. 
“Nice shot,” Tam commented. “Just don’t try that at Garos unless you’re firing wildly into a squad of enemy soldiers.”
“Perhaps you should go and sit on the rock, then,” Elade suggested with a wry grin. “I have a sneaking suspicion his aim would improve.”
Gor chortled as he shoved a hunk of meat into his mouth, and Jason lowered his arm and sighed. “It was probably a bit much to expect to become a master channeler in a few days,” he murmured.”
“Perhaps,” Selvhara said, placing a reassuring hand on his arm. “Still, you successfully conjured a spark. Now you just need to learn to control it.”
“I have a feeling that’s the hard part.”
“For most of us, yes. But you aren’t playing by the normal rules.”
Jason grunted and glanced down to his arm. His skin still tingled from the blast, and he felt almost…antsy. But it was late, and they needed to be up and moving as early as possible if they wanted to get to Garos in time. 
 “I’ll pick it up again in the morning,” he said. “Thanks for the help.”
As everyone else curled up in their bedrolls near the fire, Jason pulled out his canteen and walked off towards the nearby stream to fill it back up. As usual, his mind wandered as he drank, and he had just filled up the bottle for the second time when a warning tingle abruptly shot down his spine. 
Spinning about, he stretched out his telepathy to the surrounding area. He felt a sudden surge of emotion, and he tried to trace it back to its source. But the stray thoughts vanished into the night wind as quickly as they’d appeared, and all he could sense were the primal emotions of the nearby wildlife. Perhaps he was more tired than he though.  
He had just decided to give up and return to the camp when he heard rustling in the leaves of a nearby tree, and a split-second later a figure leapt out of the branches towards him. Dropping the container, he lifted up his hands to defend himself—
Too late. A swift punch to his stomach knocked the wind from his lungs, and a foot to the back of his knee knocked him down to the ground. He started to cry out for the others but a taut forearm pressed into his neck as the assailant climbed on top of him. 
Jason glanced up into a very familiar pair of green eyes. Strands of auburn hair dangled in his face, and the flicker of emotion he had sensed earlier returned. Sarina held him pinned helplessly for what seemed like minutes before eventually releasing her arm. 
“I could have killed you if I’d wanted to,” she whispered. 
“Congratulations,” he muttered. “You want a prize?”
“What I want is for you to be more careful. You shouldn’t stray so far from the others. You’re not invincible just because you have some spirit living inside you.”
“I never claimed otherwise.”
“Then why the hell are you going to Garos?”
Jason sighed. He wondered how closely she had been shadowing them since they left the city. He had no trouble believing she could manage it—she was a proud Asgardian huntress, after all, and even Selvhara wasn’t nearly as skilled in the wild. What surprised him was that his telepathy hadn’t sensed her at all. Over the past few days he had gotten quite good at detecting the basic presence or absence of thoughts and tracking people with them. Apparently the technique was far from infallible. 
He belatedly remembered that she had somehow managed to track a Shadow back in Taig, and they were ostensibly the masters of the telepathic trickery. Perhaps she simply fell into a trance while tracking that he couldn’t detect; Asgardians tended to rely more upon their instincts than most other people. 
“Sarina,” Jason said eventually, “I told you why I need to go. Something important is going to happen, and I need to be there.”
“Because you think you can stop it?”
“I don’t know,” he conceded. “It just feels…right.”
“Fighting off an army of Crell all by yourself?” she asked. “It definitely sounds like you believe you’re invincible.”
“It’s not like that.”
“Then what is it like? Explain it to me.”
Jason frowned. “I think the better question is why this bothers you so much. You’ve been acting strange ever since I woke up in Lyebel.”
Sarina stayed silent for a long moment before finally leaning backwards away from him. Her thighs remained clamped around his waist. “I’ve seen what this power does to people.”
“You mean channeling?”
“Magic,” she replied. “Call it whatever you want, but it isn’t natural. It twists and corrupts people; it transforms them in ways you can’t predict.”
“You’re speaking about someone specific, aren’t you?” Jason asked. “Tell me.”
She grunted. “Can’t you just pluck it from my mind?”
“No. I won’t do that to you.”
“Since when?”
“Since…since I realized what I was doing,” he managed. “It was wrong even when I used it on Adar in Lyebel. I understand that now. A person’s mind should be their own.”
Sarina seemed to consider for a moment before chewing at her bottom lip. “When I was born, our family had nothing. We were hunters and soldiers, but never shaman. That privilege was reserved for families with much greater honor than ours. But when my cousin, Doyd, challenged the king and killed him, everything changed. Asgardia isn’t like Solaria—kings don’t choose their shaman based on the whims of some Council or house of nobles. They pick family and loyal friends.”
“He offered you the chance to become Bound?” Jason asked. 
“Of course he did, but I didn’t want anything to do with Aether. Everyone I knew was suddenly changing around me. They didn’t care about the hunt anymore, or even the family. The more their powers grew, the more reclusive they became. They thought they were spending all day talking to the spirits, and that took precedence over everything else. I swear some of them would have forgotten to eat if I wasn’t there to remind them.”
“Is that why you left? You never told me.”
“After a while, they didn’t want anything to do with me,” Sarina said bitterly. “Imagine being the only one in your family who can’t channel. Imagine being the only one who can‘t see and talk to the spirit. I just wanted everything to return to the way it used to be.”
She glanced away and closed her eyes. A wave of emotion poured off of her, but it wasn’t sadness—it was something else he had never expected to feel from the savage Sarina Zharrs.
Fear.
Fear of being alone. Fear of being abandoned by people she cared about. Never once had Jason believed she could feel that way about anything. It was so…normal. 
“I want you to be with us,” he told her. “We need you, now more than ever.”
“Why?” she whispered. “I can’t do anything the others can’t. Gor is stronger, Elade is faster, and Selvhara and Tam can channel.”
“And I’d still bet on you in a fight any day of the week,” Jason said, and meant it. “Besides, there’s more to being a team than being the best fighter. And let’s face it: you’re way scarier than Gor when you want to be.”
The faintest smile touched her lips, and her thighs clamped a little more tightly around his waist. “You’re scared of me?”
“Terrified,” he said. “And I think it’s a little weird how much you seem to like that.”
“You act less stupid when you’re afraid. It’s for your own good.”
“Well, I’m still stupid enough to go to Garos. And I want you there with me.” He smiled sheepishly and placed his hands on the outside of her legs. “I missed you.”
“Galivar’s blood,” she grumbled, rolling her eyes. “If you start getting sappy, I’m going to hit you again.”
“I have a feeling you’re going to hit me anyway.”
“I thought about it. It’s not like you could stop me.”
 Jason relaxed his guard for a moment, then abruptly grabbed onto her waist and wrestled her off him. Her right hand came up to slap him, but he got a firm hold on her wrist and held it in place. An instant later he caught her left wrist as well, and with a surprisingly deft move he pinned her arms behind her back before crawling on top of her. Her eyes flashed with a primal challenge as she struggled against his grip. It took every ounce of strength he could muster to hold her in place, though deep down he knew she wasn’t really trying to escape. After a brief struggle she bit at his chin and squeezed him tightly enough with her legs he could hardly breathe. 
Pressing his full body weight down on top of her, he finally brought their lips together. He had kissed her many times, but never like this. The warmth of her breath, the taste of her skin, all of those he could remember. But he had never felt her like this before, the lust and raw animalism seeping from her mind to his. She wrenched her arms from his grip and brought them behind his back to pull him even closer. 
When they finally parted, mouths only the thinnest breath away, her lips stretched into a smile he hadn’t seen in far too long. The way her eyes lit up, the way her cheeks pinched—the entire world seemed to fade into the background.
“Aren’t you supposed to be a telepath?” she asked breathily. 
He nodded and smiled. “Yeah.”
“So then can’t you tell what I’m thinking?”
“If I want to, yes?”
Her legs clamped around his waist so tightly he couldn’t breathe, and she leaned up until her lips brushed against his ear. “So why aren’t you fucking me yet?”
It was, Jason decided, the best question he had heard in a very long time, and he immediately set to correcting it. 
 
 



Chapter Twenty
 
“The day will come when your people will only be remembered in history books—and then I’ll order my men to burn those, too.”
—Crell Commander Xaranos in an open letter to Ethan Moore, 1999 AG
 
Kyle Adar twirled the sword in his hand and stared down the length of the shining silver blade. The weapon was perfectly balanced, and a powerful Aetheric enchantment sharpened and strengthened the steel beyond anything a mundane forge could accomplish. Fifty more swords just like it lined the racks of the rebel’s newly created armory, and Adar couldn’t help but smile in grim satisfaction at their latest victory. Each of these weapons had been “liberated” from a Crell supply convoy outside the city just two days ago, along with several dozen matching suits of light, supple chain armor. The attack had been their biggest victory in the last six months, and they had done it all without Ethan’s help. 
And more importantly, without his demons.  
Much of the credit belonged to their new allies, of course, but Adar wasn’t about to diminish the efforts of his brave fighters who had done the bulk of the legwork. The Solarians were mostly facilitators in the effort, providing reliable communication where before they’d had none. The knights had been more direct; they had protected his soldiers on the battlefield, and the unit hadn’t taken a single casualty in the assault. In the days since, their recruitment efforts had exploded all across the city. 
Unfortunately, Ethan’s influence lingered on in the shadows, and it was making the current situation more difficult than it needed to be. The rebels had an enormous opportunity before them. With the Crell forces on the march towards Solaria, the spooked city watch had its resources spread thin across Lyebel, and both the Alliance soldiers and the Dawn knight wanted to attack the city’s central garrison directly. They believed a quick victory would inspire a full-scale rebellion and be an enormous step towards retaking their country. Even though they would be outnumbered, everyone had a renewed confidence in their ability to overwhelm a lethargic enemy. 
But they didn’t see the whole picture. If Ethan’s mission in Solaria was successful, their Alliance allies would be stripped of their powers sometime during the attack. As a result, Adar didn’t want to send his soldiers into battle, but he also couldn’t afford to tell anyone else the truth. It left him in an awkward position, and he still hadn’t figured out exactly what he was going to do. 
“It’s everything we could have wanted,” Ria commented from behind him. She was inspecting some of the crossbows they had captured, and she favored them with an approving nod. “Say what you will about the Crell, but they know how to forge a sword.”
“Yes,” Adar agreed. “These blades are almost Last Dawn quality.”
“Speaking of, what are you going to tell Lavonde? He still has everyone hell bent on making that attack tomorrow.”
“Including you?”
Ria shrugged. “The priests are a vital asset, but we can still rely on the knights for communication if we have to. As long as you assign at least one knight and one priest to a team, we would still be able to coordinate.”
Adar smiled tightly. “You don’t think Ethan’s going to pull this off, do you?”
Ria grunted and turned away. She was loyal to the cause and to her former general, sometimes to a fault. She had a hard time speaking ill of Ethan, even when he deserved it, and many other others probably would have felt the same way if they’d known he was still alive. But right now it was clear that her faith in Ethan’s grandiose coup had obviously waned. 
“For what it’s worth, I don’t either,” Adar told her. “But I’m not sure I want to take that risk with our soldiers.”
“We can win either way,” Ria said. “Most of the remaining Crell soldiers are scared, middle-aged men who will surrender at the first sign of trouble.”
“Maybe, but they still outnumber us.”
“It doesn’t matter. They already know the city’s lost—I guarantee they’ll start running for the back door the moment we blast through the gate.”
Adar pursed his lips and took a deep breath. Even Ria and her dour pragmatism seemed to have been infected by the hope spreading throughout the ranks. Ethan always used to tell him that victory was the ultimate panacea, and so far the axiom was proving true. Less than a week had passed since his confrontation with Jason and the others, but it already felt like it could have been a year ago. Several small-scale attacks on watch outposts and then the theft of such a large convoy had revitalized everyone, including himself. He felt like a young man again, sitting in the ranks of his nation’s army ready to fight the good fight. He believed in the cause with renewed vigor, and final victory actually seemed like a legitimate—if still distant—possibility. 
But as a leader, it was his job to keep a level head and not get swept up in the moment. He had to weigh the risks he knew, even if they were a secret, versus the potential gains. 
“If we can delay the attack even a day, everything will be different,” Adar said. “We could wait and see if Ethan’s plan worked, then react accordingly.”
“You won’t be able to convince the Solarians to wait,” Ria told him. “They want to coordinate our attack with the Crell border push, and with good reason. The Sovereigns will be so busy dealing with three separate battles that we’ll never be in a better position to catch their local Imperators unaware.”
“We don’t even know if Sovereign Verrator is involved in the main invasion. If his men aren’t on the front line, it won’t matter at all.”
“I can’t imagine his Imperators wouldn’t be involved in a battle right on his border.”
“I’m just saying we don’t know for certain,” Adar said. “Not much has gone the way we thought it would in this city. Hell, we’re still alive, aren’t we?”
Ria sighed and shrugged. “Well what are you going to tell them? What are you going to tell the troops? They’re bloodthirsty right now, and we should ride that momentum as long as we can. In the end, you’re only talking about six priests. Lavonde was suggesting almost a hundred troops for the attack, and you know we’ll still have the paladins regardless of what happens.”
Adar grabbed another of the Crell swords and twirled it about anxiously. This wasn’t an easy decision, but he had made tough choices before. He had chosen to rebuild the Resistance here in Lyebel when almost nothing remained of them but ashes. He had chosen to allow Ethan to use his demons in lieu of channelers just to keep them alive. He had chosen to let Jason go with the full knowledge that he and his friends possessed a secret that could damn them all. 
But this time, things were different. This time he could afford to be patient and wait it out. He could play it safe and weather the storm of the coming battle. There would be plenty of other days to pick fights and score victories. 
Ria, however, was also right. There might never be an opportunity like this again. If Ethan’s plan worked, the Crell would assuredly carry the day on all fronts. Their armies would be marching deeper into Solaria and have renewed vigor themselves. Lyebel would be one of the major funnels for troops and supplies, and the rebels might have to bury themselves deeper in the warrens of Lyebel just to avoid the pending sea of reinforcements. Even if Ethan’s plan failed and the Crell armies were destroyed, the Imperium would still be building up troops here in expectation of an Alliance offensive. 
In other words, the rebels were likely to find themselves at the edge of a blade either way. 
“If we inflict serious damage on the garrison, we’ll be in a better position for whatever happens,” Adar told her after a few minutes. “If we cut off the portal, we’ll slow their reinforcements, and even a minor victory will still bring us more recruits and more support.”
“It would prove we’re much more than a nuisance,” Ria agreed. “We would be a threat, and that means their entire strategy would have to change. We would be on the offensive, dictating the terms of the battle.”
“Or we’ll all be dead when it blows up in our faces.”
“We’ve faced death before, many times,” she said with a grim smile. “We’ve always made it.”
“Yes,” Adar whispered. “I suppose we have.”
He set down the sword and headed off to find Sir Lavonde. It was time to finalize their attack plans. Soon, Lyebel would be free once again.  
And afterwards, all of Galvia. 
 
***
 
Entering the great fortress of Garos on the eve of battle was every bit the adventure Elade had assumed it would be. With the Crell army parked just miles away, the city’s walls and gates were sealed more tightly than a miser’s purse. Even the eastern gate, which was shielded from the Crell by the adjacent river and mountains, was still blockaded by a throng of Solarian troops. 
Fortunately, Selvhara’s reputation in this part of the country carried more weight than anyone of them had anticipated, and she convinced one of the outlying scouts to ferry a message directly to General Iouna. Unfortunately, the general himself didn’t come out to greet them—instead the gate commander dispatched a pair of priests and a Knight of the Last Dawn. 
“Dame Devarath,” the paladin said, removing her helmet once she drew close. Her name was Venaril, if Elade remembered correctly, a Solarian-born recruit who had only been knighted a few months ago. “By the order of Highlord Alric, I command you to surrender you sword and accompany me to the Garos dungeon.”
“You have to be kidding me,” Tam muttered. “Who turns away extra soldiers right before a big battle?”
“Fools,” Gor said, glowering at the knight and her priest companions. 
“I suggest you watch your beast-man’s tongue,” Venaril replied icily. “And you should remind him that this outpost is all that stands between him and bondage.”
“There is no reason for threats or even raised voices,” Selvhara said, stepping between the two groups. “We are friends of General Iouna, and he requested our aid in the defense of Garos. Please, allow us to speak with him.”
“The Alliance has no need for mercenaries,” one of the priests said, his voice dripping with disdain. “Now turn over the vaeyn and ride back where you came from…for your own safety.”
Jason sighed. They were still parked on horseback several hundred yards from the eastern gate, but even from here he could see the dozens of lightly armored infantry carrying pikes, spears, and other anti-cavalry weapons just in case the Crell attempted some type of cavalry raid before the main assault. And despite the fact night had already fallen, he could still make out scores of archers patrolling the walls just inside the battlements as well as the dark shapes of griffons and their riders swirling about overhead. Garos was fully prepared for battle…and right now, he couldn’t help but feel that they were as much the enemy as the Crell. 
“Listen, I guarantee General Iouna will want to see us,” Jason told them. “Please, just send him a missive. We can wait.”
“Our orders come directly from King Areekan,” the priest said, taking a threatening step forward. “We are to detain this rogue paladin until she can be returned to the Dawn Citadel. This is not the general’s decision.”
“Wrong,” a hard voice said from behind them. Riding forward on his yellow steed, fully adorned in ceremonial golden armor and a plumed helmet, was Darius Iouna. “These men and women are here at my personal request, and they will be escorted to the Command Tower immediately.”
The priest turned, his eyes agape. “Sir, you cannot disregard His Majesty’s orders—”
“The Legion Generals serve at the behest of the Lord’s Council, not the king,” Darius said firmly. “His Majesty may control the priesthood, but I command the soldiers in this province.”
Venaril whipped her head about and glared at him. “I don’t take orders from your king or your council, general,” she said haughtily. “And I certainly don’t take orders from you. I am here at the behest of the Conclave of the Last Dawn, and this rogue paladin is mine.”
“Perhaps you forget your place, paladin,” Darius replied coolly. “You serve here at my leisure. I am allowing you to fight with us in good faith as part of an alliance between my government and your Conclave, but if I choose to send you home, that is exactly what you’re going to do. Is that understood?”
“How dare you speak that way to a Knight of the Last Dawn!” Venaril hissed. “The Highlord will hear about this!”
“I’m sure he will. Now step aside—I will not ask again.”
Venaril stirred on her horse, and for a moment Elade thought the other woman might actually call Darius’s bluff—assuming it was a bluff. Elade wanted to defend Garos as much as anyone, but she wasn’t going to let her presence sabotage a centuries-long alliance between the Solarians and the Last Dawn…
“You have crossed a dangerous line here today, General,” Venaril said, tugging at her reins and pivoting away her mount. “When the Unbound inevitably turn upon you and your men, their blood will be on your hands.”
She rode off in a huff, and after a few seconds the priests followed. Darius turned in his saddle and gestured to the smattering of soldiers surrounding them. 
“This woman, this paladin, is our ally,” he told them, raising his voice so that all could hear. “She has fought alongside Alliance forces in numerous battles, and she personally defeated Gaul Teroth, the leader of the demonic hordes at the Serogar Gate. For that alone, many of us owe her our lives—including me. Her comrades are all veterans of the Ash War, and they know and hate the Crell as much as anyone. They have bled for this nation in the past, and they have offered to do so again. Who are we to refuse them that opportunity?”
The soldiers stirred, and Elade wondered if they believed their general. Probably—in her experience, rank-and-file soldiers were more likely to trust their commanding officers than anyone else, even a Knight of the Last Dawn. 
Darius waited a few moments before turning back to the group and smiling. “Follow me.”
It took them the better part of twenty minutes to maneuver through the wooden barricades and slip into the city, during which time Elade was keenly aware of the looks every Solarian soldier was throwing them along the way. She was tempted to pull up the cowl of her cloak and hide her features, but decided against it. There was no point in acting like she was hiding anything—they might as well know who and what she was. 
“I always knew your friendship with a Solarian general would come in handy eventually,” Tam whispered to Jason as they tied up their mounts outside the main tower. “Of course, I always figured we’d use up that favor to get out of trouble, not to sign up for war…”
“It could be worse,” Jason told him with a wry grin. “I doubt Darius would have stuck out his neck if the priests were coming after you.”
“I’ll remember that the next time you ask me to shoot a fireball at the Crell swarming over you.”
“Quiet,” Selvhara scolded them. “There is still much we need to discuss.”
The group wound their way up the tower into Darius’s war room, and Elade was shocked at how much more crowded the building was than it had been just a few days ago. The creation of Aetheric portals had completely changed warfare in Torsia—they made it so trivial to reinforce entrenched positions that modern wars had mostly devolved into hit-and-run skirmishes against smaller outposts. Actual sieges had been relatively rare in the last war, except at places like Isen where no portals had been constructed. 
Darius cleared out the war room with a single gesture, though he signaled for Colonel Ectar to stay behind. “I’m glad Krystia mentioned you were on your way,” the general said once the door closed. “I’ve done what I can to keep the knights busy, but I figured they’d confront you once you actually arrived.”
“I appreciate your help,” Elade told him with a smile. “For a time, I was tempted to turn myself in before we left Celenest. I figured it would make it easier for the others.”
“I’m glad you didn’t,” Darius told her. “I’ll protect you as best I can while you’re here, though I’m not sure how long it will last once the battle is over.”
She nodded. “I’ll figure something out. But for now, we have more important things to discuss.”
His eyes lingered on her for a moment longer before he finally turned and nodded. “You all look tired. I hope your journey wasn’t too taxing.”
“It wasn’t the long hours so much as the lack of sleep,” Tam said, turning and glaring at Jason and Sarina. “Apparently there are a lot of very loud, very rude beasts out there in the wilderness at this time of year.”
Darius cocked a confused eyebrow, and Elade chuckled softly to herself. Ever since Sarina had come back, she and Jason hadn’t been spending much time in the actual camp during the evenings…
“We’ll be fine,” Jason said, abruptly changing the subject. “Have the Crell sent any messengers?”
“No, nothing,” Darius replied, gesturing to the massive map stretched out across the central table. “I’ve been sending sorties of griffon-riders at them most of the day, but they’re well prepared. They travel in tight clusters beneath barriers from their Imperators, and so far the shields are plenty strong enough to block anything our riders can throw at them.”
Selvhara sighed wearily. “I was hoping they might be bluffing just to see how you would respond.”
“They’re definitely coming, but our scouts haven’t spotted any reinforcements from their major garrisons,” Colonel Ectar told them. “Whatever their battle-plan, they’re keeping it close to their chests.”
Elade studied the map. She had never been trained as a tactician in her days as a shadow knight or her time with the Dawn, but even she could recognize how badly the Crell were outnumbered. “They must have some type of secret weapon,” she whispered. “Dragons hidden in the mountain, agents on the inside of the fortress…”
“If they do, they’ve hidden their tricks well.”
“Perhaps they’re counting on the Knights of the Last Dawn fighting with your people,” Tam commented. “The lady knight seemed pretty pissed.”
“She’ll get over it,” Darius said, waving a dismissive hand. “And once the Crell attack, they’ll have better things to worry about than petty politics.”
“The real question,” Gor said, “is whether or not I can trust your men not to shoot me in the back when the first waves of chagari slaves breach your walls.”
Darius chuckled for a moment before realizing Gor was serious. “The Crell aren’t getting inside the walls. Don’t worry about it.”
“Humor me.”
The general pursed his lips. “You won’t have anything to worry about. I’d like to stick you on the northwestern wall—all of you. Honestly, you probably won’t even need to draw your swords.”
“I’ll stand with your archers,” Sarina said. “I guarantee I’m a better shot than any of them.”
Tam made a face at her. “I thought warriors were supposed to be humble.”
“Not in Asgardia,” Jason said with a snicker. “I’ll stand with her. I’m not a great shot, but another crossbow can’t hurt.”
“I’ll be at the front gate,” Elade said. “Just in case.” 
Darius frowned. “I was hoping you’d stay here in the tower with me, actually. I figured you might have some interesting tactical insights.”
Ectar raised his eyebrows at his commander. While it was clear he didn’t mind a few mercenaries helping defend the walls, it was just as obvious he did have an issue with one in the war room. “Are you sure that’s wise, sir?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Elade put in before Darius could respond. “I’m a fighter, not a strategist. I’ll be of most use on the front lines with the other cavalry.”
Darius eyed her for a moment, and she could tell he wanted to refuse. Distantly, she wondered if he actually wanted her tactical insights or if he just wanted to keep her farther from danger. Even in relatively enlightened human societies, males tended to be overprotective to a fault. 
 “All right,” he said after a moment. “You’ll all be assigned under the captain at each post, and they’ll be responsible for relaying orders to the surrounding troops. Let’s go over some of the basics.”
They spent half an hour going over the specifics of their defense plans and also the protocol of the Solarian military. Fortunately, most of them already knew the latter part pretty well, so it didn’t seem like there would be any other problems, at least before the fighting started.
Until the door cracked open and a youngish-looking man poked his head inside. “Sir? I’m sorry to bother you, but there’s someone else here to see you.”
“Can it wait, Selwin?” Darius said with a sigh.
“I’m afraid not, sir.”
Elade could tell from the gravity in the man’s voice that something had gone wrong, and she had a feeling she knew exactly what it was. A moment later, a familiar face stepped inside the room and confirmed her suspicions. 
“General,” Belek Talroy said, glancing furtively to Elade. “There’s a problem, sir. Highlord Alric has informed us that we are to leave Garos immediately unless you turn over custody of Dame Devarath.”
“You can’t be serious,” Selvhara breathed. “What in the void has gotten into him?”
“This Alric guy sounds like a real asshole,” Tam said. “Er, no offense.”
“You have no idea,” Darius muttered under his breath. “I requested more knights from him earlier, and he never sent them. Now this…”
“This has to end,” Elade said stiffly. “I shouldn’t have come here at all; I should have gone straight to Alric in Celenest.”
“Forget him,” Darius said. “She’s not going anywhere, Squire. I’m not going to allow anyone, not even the Highlord of the Last Dawn, to dictate how I lead my soldiers.”
“His Majesty officially requests that you go along with their demands,” Selwin said from the doorway.  
“I serve the Council, Lieutenant, not—”
“And you know they’ll agree,” the man interrupted. He might have been Darius’s adjutant, but judging from his uniform he was also a Bound in service of King Areekan. His priorities—and loyalties—were quite clear. 
“I’m through running,” Elade muttered. “I’m not as valuable as a half dozen knights; let me go and they’ll stay.”
“You can’t really mean that,” Jason said, “not after the way they treated Tevek. Who knows what they’ll do to you?”
Elade closed her eyes and turned away. As much as she appreciated their protection, how could she end this without returning to the Citadel and facing judgment? She wasn’t going to harm the other knights, and she wasn’t willing to spend this war off in some distant, out-of-the-way country. No matter where she went in Solaria, the knights would be around, hounding her every move. Eventually Darius wouldn’t be able to protect her and they or the Solarians would drag her back. 
“There’s no other choice,” she whispered. 
“You shouldn’t go,” Talroy murmured. “I don’t know what’s happening to the others, but everything is changing.” He swallowed heavily. “I think they might even be willing to kill you.”
“What?” Selvhara gasped. “No paladin would ever dare strike another.”
“Lord Alric is capable of anything, and he has nearly full support from the Conclave. I wouldn’t trust any promise he makes.”
Selwin favored the other man with a confused glance. “I would take care what you say, Squire. Word of this might get back to him.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Talroy said. “I wanted to let you know what he said, but I’m not going to let them take you in, and I won’t leave with them either.” He turned towards Darius. “I offer you my sword, General, if you would have it.”
Selwin’s disbelieving gaze flickered between them all. “I can’t believe you would defend her like this. She’s an Unbound. She’s a heretic! Her very presence is an insult to everything we believe in!”
“If you want to be here tomorrow, I suggest you close your mouth, Lieutenant,” Darius warned him. “I welcome your service, Squire Talroy, and offer you a temporary commission as a soldier of the Alliance. You will stand with Elade at the front gates.”
“Thank you, sir,” Talroy said with a nod. “I’ll let Venaril and the other knights know.”
Selwin’s mouth hung open, and Elade wondered what he would do. What if the king ordered the priests to replace Darius? The Solarians couldn’t fight this battle without their Bound. Was Areekan willing to go that far to take her down, or was he just playing nice with Alric? 
Hate and prejudice were a powerful combination, she knew, and not only in human societies. Even among the vaeyn, intolerance of other cultures ran deep. It was ultimately why she had left Maz’Belar in the first place. They hadn’t been able to accept her lover, Varess, for what she was… 
“Go get yourself an ale, Lieutenant,” Darius told his adjutant. “I’ll meet you downstairs in a little while, and we’ll discuss the situation then.”
Selwin’s face twisted in annoyance, but eventually he nodded and left the room. Ectar eventually grunted and followed.
“I’ll go with him and make certain he doesn’t do anything stupid,” the colonel said. He tapped Elade on the shoulder. “As far as I’m concerned, you proved yourself at Serogar. This is all a bunch of bloody nonsense…”
He shut the door behind him, and everyone seemed to let out the same tired sigh. 
“Now that we’re done squabbling with one another, perhaps we should focus upon our real enemy,” Selvhara suggested. 
“Yes,” Darius whispered, his hands balled into tight fists. “Let’s get to work.”
 
***
 
Krystia stood on her balcony gazing down at the sparkling city lights below. A late autumn breeze fluttered her nightgown and chilled her skin, and she could have easily wrapped herself in a protective barrier to block out the cold. But she was scarcely paying attention to the world around her; her mind was focused upon the once distant future that would soon come crashing into the present.  
Everything was finally coming to a head. Her destiny was only a heartbeat away. It was so close she could taste it…and yet she wasn’t fantasizing about the glory of liberating her people or her coming Ascension.  She wasn’t even lamenting all the innocent men and women who were going to die tomorrow because of the choices she had made. 
Instead she was thinking about her wrist, and how good it would feel to have a marriage bracelet wrapped around it. 
It was beyond foolish. She wasn’t a farm girl whose entire life would be determined by the man she married. Soon Krystia would be the queen of Solaria. She would be one of the most powerful people in Torsia and perhaps even the world. She didn’t need money or land to make a life for herself, and she wasn’t worried about growing old alone. She could have any man she wanted. 
But she didn’t want any man; she wanted Darius Iouna, and she was going to get him. 
Krystia smiled to herself at the thought. Of all the crazy things that had happened in the last few weeks, she had never expected Darius to actually propose. They were perfectly content as lovers, even if recently she had become aware of his…limitations. He wasn’t Unbound, and he could never share in her thoughts the way she shared in his.
But that didn’t matter. She still wanted to be with him regardless of how her powers continued to grow. 
And tomorrow, in order to save her people and her country, Krystia was going to place him in mortal danger. She could have manipulated him to stay safe at home, but to do that she would have had to hurt him, and he never would have forgiven her for it if he found out. He was an honorable man of duty and principle, and he wanted to be there with the soldiers he commanded. He was just like Tevek in that regard, and as a younger woman she had gone crazy when he would write to her about the dangerous missions he’d been on. 
Of course, there was no guarantee she would survive either. Her plan was dangerous and very fragile. Even with all the contingencies she had worked out with Ethan, something could go wrong and destroy it all. They could find themselves surrounded by an army of soldiers, and she would either be strung up in the gallows or sent to the Asylum. She would never get the chance to spend her life with Darius. 
Krystia closed her eyes and sighed. As much as she wanted to be with him right now, it didn’t change what she had to do. She was going to free her people and destroy the Crell. She was going to be remembered as Solaria’s greatest ruler, a young priestess-turned-queen who changed the world itself. And she would do it all alongside her great and noble husband. 
The shroud of nightfall had completely blanketed the city when she heard the secret passage inside her chamber slide open. Soft footsteps approached from behind, and she sensed the unmistakable hardened determination of her partner’s disciplined mind. 
“The hour is nearly upon us,” Ethan said. “Are you prepared, my queen?” 
“Yes,” Krystia said. “Yes, I am.”
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
“Pray for peace but expect war.  The battle between good and evil is eternal. Neither can endure without the other forever, and when they inevitably clash, it is we who are left to sift through the ashes, to rebuild what was lost so that tomorrow we may fight once more. It is our desperate struggle. It is our grim legacy. It is our sacred destiny.”
—Tevek Dracian at the end of the Ash War, 2003 AG
 
The Crell army came to a halt just outside the range of Garos’s archers and siege weapons. From this distance, Jason mused, it was surprising how small a force of ten thousand soldiers actually looked. They had originally marched in five neat columns, each encapsulated beneath a translucent, shimmering half sphere of Aetheric energy that shielded them against attacks from the griffon-riding priests swarming protectively about Garos. Now the groups started to break up and scatter, and the Crell Imperators merged their protective bubbles together, creating a single massive dome across their entire army. The majority of their forces consisted of infantry, both the lightly armored human variety and the much bulkier chagari and groll front-line forces. Behind them, two thousand heavily-armored cavalry units prepared for an offensive charge should the walls of Garos collapse. Their polished black armor and crimson banners flooded Jason with unpleasant memories of the end of his childhood and the day he had seen a force ten times this size surround Ashenfel and batter the city to rubble. 
In modern warfare, ground forces were largely ancillary in siege battles. Even in ancient times before men had learned to breed and train flying steeds, it would have taken an army many times this size to batter down the fortress walls or scale them with ladders and siege towers. Today, the course of the battle would be determined by the aerial units of both sides. Either the Crell manticore riders could soften up the Garos defenses and cause a breach in the walls, or the Solarians would hold and force the Crell ground troops to retreat. Jason could make out several large siege catapults in the back of the encroaching army, but even their substantial range was too limited to be of much use without a victory in the skies. Hopefully they wouldn’t have a chance to even fire. 
“This is wrong,” Sarina said from beside him on the fortress wall. She gripped her massive Asgardian longbow tightly, twisting her hand around the grip as she surveyed the encroaching forces in the distance. “The Crell aren’t stupid. They’re not just going to commit suicide.”
Jason nodded faintly. “My father once told me that overestimating an enemy can be every bit as dangerous as underestimating them. When you gave them too much credit, you start to second guess your decisions, and sometimes you even start to believe they are unbeatable. It cripples morale.”
“You don’t really think the Sovereigns are just throwing away their troops, do you?”
“No,” he murmured. “I’d like to, but I know better. Darius does too—he’ll be ready for anything.”
Sarina squinted out to the horizon unflinchingly as the enemy continued to deploy. “In this vision of yours, you never mentioned anything about me or Selvhara. Were we there?”
Jason pursed his lips. “Not that I recall.”
“Any idea why?”
“No, but I didn’t see Gor, either. I don’t know if it means anything, but the only thing the three of you have in common is that you can’t channel.”
“Sel can now, after you healed her.”
Jason shrugged. “Krystia said that true precognitions are so rare they’re almost mythical. And Malacross herself wasn’t convinced that everything she saw was true.”
“You could have mentioned that before insisting we all follow you out here.”
“It’s a little late for regrets.”
“The only ones who are going to regret anything today are the Crell,” Sarina said, scowling. She had applied streaks of green war paint beneath her eyes, and she had tied up her hair into a thatch of fresh dreadlocks. If he didn’t know her so well, he would have been terrified of her right now. 
But he did know her…and he was actually a little terrified anyway. 
Jason turned back to the horizon as a series of high-pitched shrieks echoed across the battlements. A moment later, a squad of Alliance griffon-riders lifted up from the courtyard and soared out over the walls. Darius wasn’t the type of commander to wait and see what tricks his enemy had in store. He would force the Crell manticore riders into combat to defend their vulnerable ground troops, and in the process hopefully draw them into range of the archers on the fortress. The captains on the wall cried out for their soldiers to nock their bows, and Jason glanced down to his crossbow to make sure it was ready just in case. 
As the golden griffons streaked into battle, the matching red blots of the Crell manticore riders took shape in the distance. Behind them, lumbering forward like flying fortresses, were several black-scaled dragons clutching massive crates in their rear talons. 
“It’s just like Isen,” Jason whispered. “Except this time, there’s no Tevek here to save us.”
“This time, we shouldn’t need him,” Sarina told him, placing a hand on his wrist and squeezing. “You always knew this day would come eventually. And I think one way or another, you knew you would be here to see it.”
“I suppose so,” he admitted, turning towards her and smiling. “But I never thought I’d have you here with me.”
She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, well, apparently I can make stupid decisions too.”
Jason squeezed her back as his eyes drifted down towards the northwestern wall. The others were down there, even if they were too far away for him to see them. Whatever happened here today, his friends had to escape this place alive. He was the reason they were all here now risking their lives, and if anything happened to them he wasn’t sure what he would do. He didn’t regret the choice—he still knew that his presence here would be important—but he suddenly wished he had decided to leave all the rest of them out of it. 
Off in the distance, the riders engaged. Flickers of orange-white light sparked across the sky as the channelers hurled fire and lightning at one another. Men and beasts shrieked and died, shredded by giant teeth or consumed in bursts of flame. Parachutes opened as riders tried to abandon their dead mounts, but in the midst of a heated battle neither side was overly careful about avoiding helpless riders, and few actually made it safely to the ground. After several minutes, a few dozen of the manticore riders broke through the Alliance lines and barreled down towards Garos. The wall and battlement captains called their archers to the ready.
Jason lifted his crossbow and took aim. As balls of energy streaked down towards the walls of Garos, the defending Alliance priests steadied themselves and erected a bubble of energy about the fortress. The massive translucent shield shimmered as balls of flame splattered harmlessly across its surface.  The wall of manticore riders veered away, fanning out in all directions to re-engage the Alliance griffons and then attempt to make another pass. As they turned, Jason steadied himself and fired. 
The shield dropped nearly the instant he did so, allowing the archers to retaliate. A barrage of arrows soared outward and many struck home, burying themselves into the underbellies of creatures that had gotten too close. Jason fired freely, shot after shot, until the riders had reengaged the griffons and their captain signaled for a hold. 
Taking in a deep breath, Jason gripped the edge of the battlements as the flood of emotions from the nearby soldiers washed over him. Excitement, fear, anger—they all swirled together into a tight ball of determination. Even in the most experienced soldiers, those who, like him, had seen the long battles and sieges of the last war, still felt the exhilaration and fear of combat as if it were their first time on the battlefield. The difference was how well they kept their poise under the pressure.  
His own thoughts were less focused on the here and now and more on the reality of what all this meant. If any of them had doubted that this was really happening, that somehow despite the imminent threat, the Crell would retreat and the tepid peace would endure, those delusions had now shattered. No matter what happened here today, a wave of devastation was about to sweep over Torsia 
The Third War had begun. 
 
***
 
Despite having personally witnessed Sovereign Damir oversee an attack on the Galvian rebels in Lyebel, Admiral Onar Tenel still marveled at the woman’s remarkable ability to coordinate her troops. Today, she was personally directing three separate armies spread over a thousand miles apart across the Crell-Solaria border, yet she still sat calmly in her throne, legs crossed and hands folded in her lap as if she were listening to another routine report. The only outward sign of her exertion was the occasional twitch of a facial muscle which could have just as easily been a prelude to a sneeze or cough. 
The crystalline mirrors arrayed in front of them flickered back and forth between her various agents, but the images were far too chaotic for Tenel to follow. Instead, she had provided him with something more simplistic but every bit as useful: large, translucent projections of each of the three ongoing battles. The images were miniaturized, of course, just as they would be in a tactical war-gaming map with marble pieces representing regiments of troops. But as far as he could tell, every troop was accounted for in the projection, from the lowliest infantry to the most savage-looking chagari on the front lines. It was rather like a ghostly chessboard—except the opposing player was a thousand miles away. 
High Command used similar channeling techniques to coordinate their military operations, but Tenel had never seen someone maintain three projections at the same time, let alone conjure one with such precise attention to detail. He felt like a disembodied god hovering above the battles as his servants crusaded in his name.  
“I trust you approve, Admiral?” Damir asked. 
“This is all very impressive, Your Eminence,” Tenel replied, trying not to sound quite as awed as he really was. “No commander could ask for a better view.”
“I’m glad you approve,” she said. “We’ve received final confirmation about the Alliance commanders at each outpost. As you suspected, General Iouna is commanding the forces at Garos, while General Wystan is at Brackengarde and General Belyise is at Aman-Dapor.”
Tenel nodded, his eyes flicking between the different battles.  “Make sure Colonel Persk keeps his forces outside the range of their bombards at Aman-Dapor,” he warned. “Belyise is the most aggressive of the three—she’ll risk overextending her reach to get easy kills. We can’t risk provoking her as long as their Bound hold the line.”
“I will let him know.”
“Iouna is the least predictable, but I have a hunch he’ll come at us swinging. Once their riders form up, have our 7th and 9th wings hang back and sweep beneath the primary engagement zone. They should be able to make a quick strafing run on the fortress. It will force Iouna to be more conservative and give our ground troops more protection.”
Damir’s eyes flickered with recognition, and Tenel couldn’t help but smile thinly. For all that could go wrong today, he had to admit it felt good to be sitting at the helm again. Even on the Perilous he had always been surrounded by adjutants barking suggestions in his ear. But not here. Damir didn’t question his analyses; she didn’t doubt his every move or quibble with minutiae. She may have been the one whose powers were ultimately fighting this battle, but here and now Tenel felt like he was the one in control. This was an opportunity unlike anything he had ever experienced before. 
It was up to him not to waste it.
“Iouna is already mobilizing his griffons,” Damir reported. “It seems you were right again, Admiral.”
Tenel’s smile stretched just a bit further. “Order wings one through six to ascend and greet them. Have all other units hold position. It’s time to bunker in and wait for our Solarian insurrectionists to strike.”
 
***
 
Garin Kroll tilted his head upwards at the sound of approaching footsteps outside his cell. He heard a woman’s voice trying to convince one of the guards that she had been given instructions to open Kroll’s cell and speak with him. At first, the guard resisted, but the woman was persistent and persuasive, and soon she continued her approach. 
Kroll smiled fractionally and allowed his arms and legs to go limp. He took a deep breath to calm himself and then concentrated on the Aether around him, drawing the faintest trace into himself as not to upset his suppression collar. 
The hour of reckoning, it seemed, had finally come.”
“Stay at least ten feet away from him, priestess,” the guard warned. “Don’t let the chains fool you—he’s dangerous.”
“Yes, I know the drill, Major,” the woman said with an annoyed tone, stepping in front of the gate. 
Two armored guards stood behind her, both leveling their crossbows at the prisoner through the bars. One unlocked the cell and slid it open just wide enough for her to slip inside. Kroll watched her approach, noting from her slight frame and casual movements that she clearly didn’t possess any significant combat training. 
“Priestess Dailyn said you might be willing to speak with me,” she told him mechanically, and he could tell the words were not hers; she was being telepathically compelled by someone else nearby. “Is there something you wanted to discuss?”
“I’m not really in a talking mood,” Kroll said, “but there might be something else you could do to help me.”
“Of course,” she said, smiling and stepping forward. She leaned down towards his collar…
“Priestess, what are you doing?” the guard called out, dashing forward into the cell. 
He was fast, but not fast enough. The woman managed to grab onto Kroll’s collar and unlatch it from his neck before the man tackled her.
“Thank you,” Kroll said. 
The Aether suddenly surged through his body, banishing his aches and strengthening his muscles. It felt as though he had finally peeked his head above water after a week of drowning. His entire body tingled euphorically as his senses sharpened, and an instant later a crackle of destructive energy sparked off his skin and destroyed the shackles restraining his arms and legs. The guards lowered their weapons and prepared to fire, but they were already too late. 
With a guttural roar, Kroll vaulted to his feet and backhanded the priestess across the face. As she flopped limply to the ground, he conjured a bolt of pure force in his palms and hurled it across the cell. The invisible fist of energy slammed into the nearest guard’s chest, flinging him violently backwards until he crashed into the wall with a sickening crunch of snapping bone. Caught flat-footed, the remaining guard managed to dive out of the way of his companion’s body, but his hesitation bought Kroll the time he needed. Extending a hand, he channeled a crackling burst of lightning into the hapless fool, and he died with a startled shriek of pain and horror. Kroll’s nostrils flared with the acrid stench of burnt flesh.
Beneath him, the priestess struggled to lift herself to her feet. He had clearly broken her jaw, and with another flick of his wrist he could easily sear the flesh from her bones or even crush her feeble body into the stone floor. More than anything he really just wanted to hurt her, to make her suffer for her weakness…but sadly, he couldn’t afford to give her the chance to raise an alarm. So instead he leaned down, cupped his thick hands softly around her skull, and snapped her neck. 
Stepping roughly over the corpses, Kroll took a moment to study his surroundings. Several other guards were already dead near the entryway; they had all been shot in the back with deadly precision. He stepped over their corpses and noticed a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye. A tall man cloaked in black was standing nearby, a slender crossbow in his right hand. His eyes were black and glossy like a polished lump of coal, and his skin was an unnatural pale white. 
Our time is short, the Shadow whispered into his mind. Arm yourself quickly. 
Kroll nodded and procured the best sword he could find. He lamented the loss of his personalized armor back in Lyebel, but it didn’t really matter. The Aether could shield him far more effectively than steel. He had felt like an animal these last weeks, trapped within the limitations of his primitive physical body. It was time to be a god again. 
As the Shadow led him out of the prison area, Kroll stretched out with his mind until he once again felt the reassuring presence of his mistress. She was there, if distant, and he could tell she was distracted by the various battles raging across the border—battles it was now up to him to win. 
The way has been cleared, the Shadow told him, but it will not remain so. All we encounter must die. Break them quickly and quietly. 
Kroll smiled at him. With pleasure.
 
***
 
 “It’s time,” Krystia announced. 
Ethan nodded. A part of him still found it difficult to believe that this day had finally come. After all the sacrifices he had made in the years since the war, after all the friends he had lost and all the people he had killed, everything came down to this. Either they would march into the king’s chamber and assassinate him, or they would be killed in the attempt. It had been so long since he had felt the Aether coursing through him—since he had felt like a whole person—that sometimes it seemed as if he were remembering someone else’s life. 
But that life had been his once, and after today, it would be again. He had placed all his faith in the power and ambition in the young woman standing next to him, and despite all the doubts that had plagued him over these months, he knew she was ready. And maybe, just maybe, she might even make a good queen when all was said and done. 
They stood in an empty corridor of the King’s Tower, only a few levels above Areekan’s private chamber and the guardians that protected it. Krystia’s various diversions were in full swing, and virtually the entire area had been cleaned out. Her confirmation meant that the Zarul agent had been released from his prison and was now carving a path of destruction towards the king’s chamber. It was time for them to follow in his wake. 
The pair slipped quietly through the marble corridors towards their destination. Krystia wore her usual priestess raiment, and Ethan had donned a similar guise. It wasn’t going to deter any serious investigation, but it was enough not to draw second glances, and that was really all that mattered the majority of the time. The robes reminded him of his youth when he had served King Whitestone as a humble priest and not his most trusted general. That Galvia was gone, he knew, but he would have a chance to build a new and more powerful one in its stead—one that would sit upon the ashes of the Imperium and restore their rightful place as the oldest and most influential nation in Torsia. 
Two minutes later, their plan hit its first snag. Krystia froze in her tracks, her eyes flicking back and forth, and Ethan knew something had gone wrong. 
“What is it?” he asked. 
“Warnings from the garrison,” she told him. “They know of the prison break, and the distractions aren’t going to hold them much longer.”
Ethan swore under his breath. They had planned for this contingency, of course, and he had been in enough battles in his lifetime to keep his cool when things didn’t go as planned. What surprised him most was how well Krystia seemed capable of doing the same.  
“This way,” she told him, dashing off down another corridor. 
She must have known there was no one nearby considering how quickly she moved, and Ethan’s withered body struggled to keep pace. Two turns later they stood at one of the major junctions connecting most of the lower levels of the tower. 
“Make sure you stay behind me,” Krystia warned, and extended an arm towards the wall. 
Nodding, Ethan retreated a few steps…and was immediately glad he did. A surge of violet energy erupted from her palm, and the metal support columns shimmered briefly against the assault before crumbling into a cloud of dust. A second blast splintered the stress points in the stone walls, and soon after the entire junction began to collapse. Less than a minute later a pile of rubble covered the corridor, and the dust became so thick Ethan could barely see. Volleys of energy continued to arc out from Krystia’s hands as she sealed the chamber well enough to hold off any Alliance reinforcements for a few more minutes. It certainly wasn’t the most subtle tactic he’d ever seen, but it would work.
Krystia strode past him through the cloud of dust, her blue eyes glimmering like tiny stars inside her head, and Ethan was once again thankful that he had chosen her to aid him. One way or another, Areekan was going to die. 
And a new era was about to begin. 
 
***
 
Tevek Dracian’s hand dropped down to the pommel of his sword when he heard the muffled sounds of a struggle outside the king’s chamber. Ever since he had received word of the prison break in the lower levels, he had a sneaking suspicion that the inmates would make their way here—or rather, one inmate in particular.
“The guards have engaged the intruder,” High Priest Kaeldar said, his voice and face strained in concentration. Areekan himself was virtually insensate—the king was busy trying to coordinate thousands of his Bound on the front lines, and he had no concentration to spare for the world around him. 
“At least now we know their secret weapon,” Tevek murmured and he took another step closer to the door. He had avoided an “I-told-you-so” moment thus far; when he’d learned about Kroll’s presence in the tower prison, he had immediately suggested the man be moved. But to no one’s surprise, his pleas had fallen on deaf ears. 
Still, he had no idea how the man could have possibly escaped. The prison was well-protected, and his special restraints should have suppressed his ability to channel. Had the Crell figured out a technique to beat dampening crystals as well? If so, then the purification chamber outside this room wasn’t going to slow this man down…
“The guards are…” Kaeldar trailed off, his hands shaking meekly. “I can no longer hear them.”
Tevek grimaced, and he wished more than anything that Elade were here with him right now. She had defeated this man in Lyebel before, and she might very well be the only one capable of defeating him now. 
“How could he have escaped?” the Voice rasped. “How could he have gotten this far?”
“He obviously had help from someone on the inside,” Tevek said. “But recriminations can wait. Where are the reinforcements?”
The High Priest’s eyes were blank as he continued shaking his head in disbelief. He had been one of the most powerful people in the Alliance for decades, and now he seemed to be unraveling right before Tevek’s eyes. 
“Kaeldar, focus!” Tevek said, grabbing the other man’s shoulder. “Where are the reinforcements?”
“One of the corridor junctions has collapsed, and the rubble is blocking most of them off,” the Voice whispered. “The rest…”
“The rest what?”
The man’s eyes flicked upwards. “Some of our men have turned against us. They’re being manipulated, controlled…and His Majesty doesn’t have the strength to free them.”
Tevek clenched his jaw so hard it hurt. If Kroll was a powerful enough telepath to twist the minds of elite Solarian soldiers, then the situation was even worse than he feared. “All right,” he murmured. “I’ll make my stand inside the purification chamber. Just keep the door closed.”
“You can’t defeat him,” Kaeldar whispered. “He just carved his way through our best soldiers.”
“I don’t need to defeat him—I just need to delay him long enough for reinforcements to arrive.”
Tevek turned to leave, but Kaeldar’s hand flashed out and grabbed his shoulder. “This is suicide, Tevek,” the Voice told him. “He’s thirty years younger than you, and he’s an Unbound.”
“Not in that room he isn’t,” Tevek said. “And you forget, old friend—I’m a Knight of the Last Dawn, with or without the Aether. I will buy you the time you need.”
He spun on a heel and gestured to the two royal guardsmen standing nervously in front of the door. “Stay in here with your king. If I fail, the three of you can still stop him. Just keep him in that room and don’t give him a chance to channel.”
Tevek might not have been their commander, but the two men nodded their agreement nonetheless. He flashed his most reassuring smile, clapped each man on the shoulder, and then quickly slipped into the purification chamber. A moment later, the door sealed shut behind him. 
For many years, he mused grimly, this room had been his least favorite place in all of Celenest, but now it felt no different to him than anywhere else. There was no pain, no discomfort, just the knowledge of the gift that had been taken from him. And the man responsible was just beyond this door. 
Tevek didn’t have to wait long before it slid open. The bodies of several guardsmen lie dead on the other side. Most had been cleaved in half at sword point, but a few had been struck down from a distance by crossbow bolts. Two men loomed above them—one was tall and muscular with a badly scarred face, while the other was of medium height and medium build with pale skin and eyes like burnished obsidian. 
“Hello, Highlord,” Kroll said, his lips twisted into a wide, sadistic smile. “I had hoped I would see you again, but I never expected to find you standing here. Perhaps the Aether has a sense of humor after all.”
“I wanted to give you the chance to face me as an equal,” Tevek said. 
“Equal,” the man sneered. “There is nothing equal about us, paladin. You are a parasite leeching off your betters—I am the face of the future.”
“Not even another war could make Torsia that ugly,” Tevek murmured. “Besides, you lost the only fair fight you had in Lyebel. I’m sure you had plenty of time to think about that during your time in chains.”
Kroll’s smiled faded. Tevek had faced down plenty of men like this before, and their biggest weakness was always their stubborn pride. If he could slip beneath this man’s skin, he might be able to delay him long enough for help to arrive…
“You are a legend, even in the Imperium,” Kroll said, his voice as cold and sharp as a frozen dagger. “Peasants from Drakendaar to Geriskhad gossip about the great Tevek Dracian and his majestic knights. They whisper about how he battles evil and injustice, and how one day he will come to liberate them from the yoke of the Sovereigns.” He scoffed. “They don’t understand. They don’t see your weakness as I do.”
Tevek glanced over to the pale-skinned man—the Zarul Shadow. “You speak so fondly of your own people. It’s a wonder you’re willing to fight and die for them.”
“The vorhang are pitiable,” Kroll said. “But parasites like you and your knights…you sicken me.”
The Shadow turned and glared at his ally, but Kroll didn’t even seem to notice. He was focused squarely on the paladin in front of him, blade twirling in his hand, just as Tevek wanted. 
“I’m not a Bound anymore,” Tevek said “I’m just a man, and I’m going to kill you.”
Kroll laughed, but the dark figure next to him lifted his crossbow and aimed it at Tevek’s chest. With no Aether and no shield, he had no defense against even a simple weapon, and for a moment he thought the Shadow would end this battle right then and there.  
But thankfully, Kroll was exactly the type of man Tevek suspected him to be. He smacked the Shadow’s weapon just as he fired, and the bolt whistled well wide of its target. 
“No!” Kroll growled. “He is mine.”
“The mistress demands—”
“The mistress will be grateful to have one less leach siphoning away her power,” Kroll hissed. “Your usefulness is at an end.”
The Shadow’s brow furrowed in confusion, but he never had a chance to react. Kroll back-handed his partner across the face, flattening him to the ground, before hoisting up his blade and driving it through the Shadow’s back. 
 “I was cheated out of this chance at Lyebel, but not again,” Kroll proclaimed, ripping his blade free and swiveling his psychotic glare at Tevek. “I am going to kill you, Highlord, and then I’m going to gut this pitiful wretch you call a king.”
Tevek lifted his sword in an abridged salute. “You are certainly welcome to try.”
Kroll lunged forward. Their blades met in a shower of sparks and steel. 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
With an abrupt flick of his wrist, Kyle Adar signaled for his soldiers to take aim at the watchmen standing guard outside the southern gate to the Lyebel garrison. The Crell defenses were even lighter than he’d expected; Ethan’s final demonic attack earlier in the week must have softened up the watch even more than Adar had realized. That, or the Sovereigns were so distracted by their attack on Solaria that they’d forgotten to watch their own flank. Whatever the case, he was going to make these bastards pay for their negligence. 
“Fire!”
The watchmen never stood a chance. A storm of crossbow bolts whistled across the narrow courtyard, and the defenders near the gate were dead within seconds. The two men patrolling the top of the wall didn’t fare any better; they noticed the sudden attack and dashed for the warning bell, but the rebel marksman picked them off before they could take more than a few steps. 
“Move!” Adar ordered, leaping to his feet. The Solarian priest dispelled the shroud of concealing magic he had woven over the unit to hide their approach, and everyone rushed forward towards the gate. All around the garrison, the other rebel squads began their assault as well. Adar had divided them more or less evenly, providing each group with twelve soldiers, one Knight of the Last Dawn, and a Solarian priest. He wasn’t sure how much longer the latter would hold out—if Ethan’s plan succeeded, the Solarian king wouldn’t outlive the day—but as long as his men smashed their way into the garrison soon, it wouldn’t matter. Once they were inside, the paladins could probably handle the rest of the fighting. The local commander would surrender, and Lyebel would belong to Galvia once again. 
Ria took up a position directly across from him and nodded. Adar could see the twinkle of resolve in her eyes. She had been looking forward to this a long time. So had everyone here. 
“Squads two and three are in position,” the priest reported. “They await your command.”
“There’s no reason to hold back,” Adar said. “Go ahead and punch through.”
The priest nodded and sucked in a deep breath. He extended his hands towards the gate, and a few moments later a roaring plume of flame erupted from his fingertips. Normally, it would take forever to burn through a metal portcullis, but the priest wasn’t actually trying to melt the steel bars. He merely softened them up for a few seconds before lashing out with a series of white-purple bolts made of pure Aetheric energy. Less than a minute later the glowing bars of steel buckled and collapsed. 
“Charge!” Adar ordered.  
The rebels poured into the compound, Sir Lavonde and his glimmering Aetheric shield in the lead.  The watchmen inside the gate were prepared for the attack, but it hardly mattered. A third of them dropped beneath the first volley of bolts, and the Solarian priest annihilated several others with a scorching blast of flame. Lavonde, for his part, rushed directly towards the defending Imperators. His shield easily deflected their magical assault, and he cut them down before they could signal for a retreat or rally more of their men from inside.  
“Secure the perimeter,” Adar called out once the skirmish was over. “Once the other squads are ready, we’ll push into the central keep.”
“It’s really happening,” Ria whispered as she stepped up next to him. Her eyes remained fastened on the priest and the paladin along with them. “The outside world finally takes notice, and suddenly the Crell can’t stand against us.”
Adar nodded, and a thin smile tugged at his lips. After all the years of blood and death fighting to regain their homeland—after all the years fighting alone while the rest of Torsia seemed content to sit back and watch—they were finally about to achieve a real, lasting victory. A week ago, he had been ready to give up and commit suicide; now he felt as exhilarated as when he had first joined the Galvian army all those years ago. This time, they were finally on the offensive. This time, their enemies were the ones running scared. This time, Galvia would be free.
The priest shattered the inner doorway with another blast of magic, and Adar unsheathed his sword. 
“For King Whitestone!” he cried out. “For Galvia!”
They charged forward into the keep, racing towards destiny. 
 
***
 
Tevek smashed an elbow into Kroll’s side, knocking the other man backwards into the chamber wall. The paladin hacked downward in an attempt to score a quick killing blow, but Kroll wasn’t defeated so easily. Whipping up his own blade, the Crell deflected the slash just over his head and then jabbed his left fist into Tevek’s jaw. Reeling, Tevek barely managed to hobble away in time before Kroll sliced open his gut and spilled his entrails across the pristine floor. 
This “Breaker” was a skilled fighter—there was no denying that. He was easily as strong as Tevek, and what he lacked in experience he made up for in youth. After just a few minutes of parries and ripostes, Tevek could already feel himself slowing down. Until now, he hadn’t realized just how much he had come to rely upon the Aether to bolster his muscles and compensate for his aging body. 
But it didn’t matter. He had sworn to protect Areekan with his life, and that was exactly what he was going to do. All he needed was a change in tactics—he just needed to fight defensively to force Kroll into wasting time. Even a Breaker couldn’t stand against an entire regiment of elite Alliance soldiers. 
With an annoyed growl, Kroll attacked. He hacked away relentlessly with his broadsword using the confined space to his advantage as he forced Tevek to backpedal and retreat. Steel clattered against steel, but Tevek quickly realized he simply couldn’t keep up with the other man’s sheer ferocity. Kroll’s backswings nicked him in several places, drawing blood beneath the paladin’s armor, though eventually Tevek managed to score a slash across Kroll’s shoulder. 
Both men had been trained to fight in heavy armor, and they were accustomed to taking harmless cuts and scratches as a part of their combat style. Theirs was not a graceful dance, but one of sheer power; they struck with sweeping slashes and brutal thrusts, and both men were happy to pummel with their fists and body as much as their blades. 
“You may be a legend,” Kroll spat as he retreated backwards, lifting his blade defensively and catching his breath, “but you are old and weak. It’s a miracle you survived Lyebel.”
“You were sloppy,” Tevek said with a shrug. “You’re just lucky Elade spared you.”
“A decision I’m sure she already regrets. Has the Dawn banished her yet? Have they strung her up in gallows in terror of her potential? Your order claims to respect strength, but they fear their most powerful member. What does that tell you?”
“It tells me you don’t know as much about us as you believe.”
“I know that you are weak. I know that before this war is over, the mistress will break each and every one of your precious knights.” Kroll smiled. “And you will have exiled the only one who could save you.”
The Breaker leapt forward with a wicked overhead chop, but Tevek was ready. He caught the blow head-on, and for a moment the two men glared at each other, blades locked together, before Tevek pressed the small button on Temperance’s handle. Two dagger-like clamps suddenly popped out of the cross-guard and latched onto Kroll’s blade. Tevek twisted his sword hard, and Kroll’s weapon flipped free of his grip before skittering across the chamber floor. 
The battle could have easily ended right then and there, but Kroll adjusted quickly. With a guttural roar he drove an elbow into Tevek’s chest, then punched him squarely in the chin. The paladin toppled backwards, and he would have completely lost his balance if not for the chamber wall. By the time he recovered, Kroll had already swept up his blade and launched another offensive. 
Tevek knew his time was running short. He was out of tricks, and Kroll’s strength seemed to be waxing even as his continued to wane. He still couldn’t hear the Solarian reinforcements closing in, which meant they could have easily been minutes away—minutes he no longer had. Tevek needed to find a way to force Kroll to let his guard down…and at this point there was only one way he could think to do it. 
Battling off another quick series of slashes, Tevek decided to take a gamble. He risked a wild lunge into Kroll’s defenses, and he managed to clip the Breaker’s forearm…but completely exposed himself in the process. Kroll retaliated with another flurry of strikes, and after swatting Temperance aside, he drove his blade directly through Tevek’s chest. 
The paladin lurched forward, a welling of blood rising up his throat and dribbling out his lips. He was dead—he knew that much for certain. The strength was already leaving his limbs, and blood and bile filled his lungs and choked off his air. His eyes flicked up to Kroll’s, and the Breaker grinned sadistically as he slowly twisted his blade. 
The world became a indecipherable crimson haze, and Tevek’s thoughts flashed to darkness and sorrow he was about to leave behind. In the span of a few weeks, he had lost everything. His powers, his knights, and now even his life. Those he loved most would be chased down across the world or be forced to live their lives in secret, and so much of the light he had sought to bring to Obsidian had already been stamped out before him. The Crell threatened to conquer all of Torsia, and once this man made it past him, they might very well succeed. 
He tried to cling to his lingering rage and bitterness, to somehow summon the will to fight on…but there was nothing left. His knees sagged, and he nearly crumpled to the floor—
And then a single image flashed in his mind: an ageless faeyn woman, her lithe body sheathed in a silver dress, looking down upon him for the first time. Her violent eyes sparkled, and he swore he could feel her hands on his face…
With a defiant roar, Tevek slammed his forehead into Kroll’s face with enough force to shatter the other man’s nose. The Breaker stumbled backwards, his eyes gaping wide in confusion, and Tevek swung Temperance in a final, desperate slash. Blood showered the chamber, and Kroll’s body crumpled to the floor. His head rolled out into the corridor.  
Tevek collapsed to his knees. His body surrendered, and he expected darkness to rush up and greet him. But instead he saw Selvhara’s smiling face looking down at him, and he reached up to hold her hand. 
 
***
 
 
“No!”
Krystia’s shriek echoed up and down the corridor, and she sprinted forward faster than seemed humanly possible. Ethan frowned and struggled to keep up…and then he saw Tevek Dracian’s unmistakable figure slouched limply inside the purification chamber. 
“Tevek, you fool…” Ethan whispered, shaking his head and coming to an abrupt halt. He had known that his old nemesis was here in the King’s Tower, of course, but he had assumed Tevek would be smart enough to stay out of the way. Obviously, Ethan should have known better. Even without his powers, Tevek Dracian was still a paladin, and that meant he was physically incapable of seeing reason. 
 The corridor was littered with bodies. A squad of royal guardsmen had been shot or cut down, and the Shadow’s corpse rested between them. Just outside the chamber, Kroll’s disembodied head stared outward into the corridor, an incredulous glare permanently frozen on his blood-soaked face. 
As Krystia dove atop Tevek’s body and frantically tried to resuscitate him, Ethan closed his eyes and took a deep breath. With everyone else dead, their path to Areekan was clear. He couldn’t have possibly planned this any better.  They had shown up at precisely the perfect moment to blame the Crell for the king’s death, but now they could also work Tevek’s demise into their little drama. The Council would see how many had fallen in defense of the king, and they would turn to Krystia as their only savior. 
Assuming she recovered from the shock of Tevek’s death. Unfortunately, that was no guarantee.
 “Stay still, stay still,” she breathed, her hands trembling even as they closed with magic. The dampening crystals seemed to have little influence on her power, just like she had promised earlier. 
“There’s nothing you can do for him,” Ethan whispered. “But we need to hurry: the other guards will be here soon.” 
Krystia didn’t even turn to acknowledge him. Tears streaked down her face as she clutched Tevek’s body tightly in her arms. The paladin was clearly dead—he had been completely impaled upon Kroll’s broadsword. Ethan didn’t understand how Tevek could have possibly beheaded the Breaker while suffering from such a wound…
But again, Ethan knew he shouldn’t have been surprised. He’d always found it easy to hate Tevek Dracian, from the paladin’s unbreakable idealism to his insipid naiveté…but most of all, Ethan had hated the way everyone else seemed to adore the other man. Tevek preferred the difficult path to the practical one, and somehow he almost always succeeded anyway. His triumphs made men who cloaked themselves in rationalizations and pragmatism—men like Ethan—look like fools or even cowards. Even here, stripped of his powers and twenty years his opponent’s senior, Tevek had taken down a Breaker. It was the kind of impossible victory he had achieved countless times before in his life. It was what made him a hero. It was what made extraordinary women like Selvhara Narhesti turn away from deplorable men like Ethan Moore.
Taking a knee, Ethan leaned down and closed Tevek’s eyes. “Rest well, old friend.”
He remained silent for a long moment, wondering distantly if his withered body was even capable of producing tears at this point, before a sudden crackle of energy rippled across Krystia’s body. Her cheeks were still wet with tears, but she brought herself to her feet. With a flick of her wrist, a brilliant pulse of violet energy erupted from her fingertips and blasted the double doors at the back of the chamber. When the smoke cleared, the door and its frame were gone as if they had never even been there at all. 
Inside, the High Priest Kaeldar and two royal guardsmen stood ready to defend their king. A protective barrier of Aetheric energy glimmered around the priest, and the soldiers held their swords out threateningly. 
“Krystia?” the old man gasped. “By Sol…what happened?”
Her face didn’t even twitch. She stepped forward through the chamber, eyes locked with the Voice. The two guards raised their swords to strike—and then wordlessly crumpled over, their weapons clatteringly harmlessly to the floor. 
Kaeldar’s eyes gaped wide with horror. He stood stiffly, as if he were paralyzed, the only movement was his shaking head. 
“You…” he stammered. “You did this. I always knew taking you in was a mistake. I warned His Majesty not to listen to Tevek, to send you away—”
His words choked off as his entire body abruptly went rigid, and the field of protective energy surrounding him dissipated an instant later. 
“You don’t get to speak his name,” Krystia said, her voice a chilling whisper. She opened her palm, and the High Priest collapsed to the floor next to the guards, clutching at his head. His mouth gaped open in a soundless scream.  
Moments later, the great throne at the center of the room pivoted towards the door. Sitting atop it, hunched and withered, was an ancient man who barely seemed strong enough to breathe. His eyes had gone white from atrophy, but Ethan knew that even with Tyrius Areekan’s mind splintered all across the nation, he was now perfectly aware of those standing before him. 
“Krystia, my child,” he rasped. 
“I was never your child,” she told him, striding forward. “I was never your servant, either. I am the voice of those you damned to a life of imprisonment—the cry of those who have died from your cowardice. The Alliance needs a strong ruler who will stand up to our enemies and bring hope to our allies.”
Krystia moved within a few feet of him, electricity arcing dangerously between her outstretched hands. “They need me.”
The lightning leapt from her fingertips and struck the old man. An explosion of light filled the corridor, and Areekan’s screams echoed across all of Torsia. 
 
***
 
Darius Iouna squinted out the window of the Garos Command Tower, his lip furled in annoyance. Behind him, a dozen priests coordinated their forces on the ground while one of their brethren projected a tactical map on the circular wooden table at the center of the room. He updated the map as he received telepathic reports from the priests deployed on the battlefield. 
“The warding barrier is still holding, sir,” Selwin informed him. “We estimate enemy casualties at near ten percent, and our troops report the last of their manticore wings has now taken flight.”
“Relieve wings four and five,” Darius ordered calmly. “Also, order Captain Vertien to be more aggressive with his archers on the southwestern wall—we’re not trying to conserve arrows here.”
Beside him, one of his lieutenants stirred. “If I may say so, sir, you look…troubled.”
“The Crell are throwing away gifted troops in a futile battle,” he told her. “This makes no sense.”
“Perhaps their bloodlust finally got the better of them.”
Darius sighed. The others didn’t understand. They were so focused upon an easy victory that they couldn’t see the bigger picture. Still, he couldn’t exactly blame them. The army had been looking forward to this war for years, and now that it was finally upon them…
Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a number of massive black blots taking shape on the horizon. Apparently the Crell had finally decided to deploy their dragons.
“The Crell dragons are advancing, sir!” Selwin warned. 
“I do have eyes, you know,” Darius muttered, glancing down to the translucent battle grid. “Have wings eight and eleven break off and engage the southernmost dragon flight. Make certain standby wings eighteen and twenty-one are ready to ascend on my mark.”
He received acknowledgements from all around and watched the grid expectantly. Given how outnumbered they were, the Crell riders were putting up a valiant fight. Their discipline was making the biggest difference; many of the Alliance riders were inexperienced or overly eager, and it was costing them crucial opportunities. By contrast, the Crell manticore divisions held their lines and formations like seasoned veterans—one of the boons of constantly warring against your neighbors. On top of that, their commander was bold and unpredictable. It irritated Darius to no end that their intelligence on current Crell military leadership was so poor. He would have paid a king’s ransom to know who was actually coordinating this battle…
“Several of the remaining Crell wings are breaking formation and setting up attack runs on the fortress, sir,” Selwin reported, clearly baffled. “They seem to be abandoning their ground forces altogether.”
Darius frowned at the tactical map, then glanced out the window and watched the wings of manticore riders break free from their engagements and veer directly for the Garos battlements. In about thirty seconds, the Crell ground troops would be completely exposed; a concentrated attack of griffons could shatter their Aetheric barriers, and after that they would be completely defenseless to an aerial attack.   
“What are you orders, sir?” Selwin prompted. 
 “It’s a trap,” Darius reasoned. “They have to know they won’t get through our barrier in just one pass.”
“Sir?”
He sighed. “Attack their ground forces. Keep wings eight and eleven on the dragons, but all other wings should begin aerial bombardment. The cavalry and siege engines are top priority.”
There were plenty of times in battle, he knew, when a commander’s worst enemy was his own mind. He could over analyze a situation or second guess his decisions, and both could ultimately lead to bitter defeats. If the Crell had something so miraculous up their sleeves that they could turn around this hopeless battle, then no amount of preparation or contingency on his part was going to save them. This was a huge opportunity to end the siege before it really began, and he would be a fool not to take it. 
He turned his gaze to the skyline and watched. As his forces drifted farther away, the red-scaled Crell manticores dove towards Garos in perfect formation. The battlements let loose a barrage of arrows before the priests brought up the shimmering protective barrier once more. Lights flashed from the hands of the encroaching riders as they summoned forth volleys of energy—
And then the men and women standing behind him abruptly shrieked in pain. The tactical map vanished, and Darius whirled about to see Selwin and half his other aides—all Bound—clutch desperately at their heads and drop to their knees. 
“What the hell is going…?”
Darius trailed off as someone else screamed and pointed out the window. He spun back around—
And suddenly the tower detonated around him. A thunderous cacophony of screams and explosions assaulted his ears, and before he even knew what was happening, the force of the blast hurled him across the room. He felt a jagged shard of metal stab through the back of his breastplate, and his shoulder dislocated on impact with the wall. He tried to scream, but his lungs were filled with blood. A cloud of dust and fire filled the room, and the only forms he could make out were those of the Crell dragons veering away from what remained of the Garos Command Tower. 
Darius fell into blackness as the rubble collapsed around him. 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
“The gains of violence are temporary. The echoes of destruction are permanent.”
—Excerpt from Wisdom of Anvira
 
Jason hacked and coughed as he braced himself against the rubble and tried to stand. He had miraculously avoided getting crushed by the huge chunks of stone from obliterated battlements above him, but the explosion had still knocked him from his feet. With the fortress’s protective barrier shattered, the Crell attack had completely decimated their position. Just minutes ago, this battle had seemed like an easy victory; now it had abruptly transformed into a struggle for survival. 
A firm grip clasped his arm as Sarina hoisted him back to his feet. She was covered in dust, but other than a few scratches here and there she seemed fine. Many of the Alliance soldiers near them hadn’t been so lucky. Their unit captain, Vertien, was nowhere to be seen, and most of the archers were now desperately trying to leap off the wall before the Crell manticores swept around for another pass. A few stalwart souls were valiantly firing at the enemy riders as they regrouped a few hundred feet in the distance. 
“What the hell happened?” Jason stammered. “How could they have possibly breached the barrier so easily?”
“I don’t know, but they obviously knew it would happen,” Sarina replied, wiping a hand across her face. “They were planning on it.”
Swearing under his breath, Jason leaned over the edge of the wall…and realized the situation might have been even worse than it seemed. Below them, the infantry and cavalry stationed in the courtyard were in full panic. Many of them seemed to have fallen off their mounts, and some were still clutching at their heads as if something were assaulting their minds….
And then he belatedly understood. 
“Galivar’s blood,” he rasped. “The Bound—the Crell must have found some way to sever all their bonds at once.”
“Not all their bonds,” Sarina said, pointing down to the far side of the courtyard. Selvhara was there, levitating down atop the wounded and desperately trying to mend the worst of their wounds. Her magic was obviously working just fine…
“Then it wasn’t the Crell,” Jason reasoned, a lump of bile rising in his throat. “Something happened to King Areekan.”
His thoughts abruptly shifted to his vision, to Malacross’s grim prediction that he and his friends would stand alone against the Crell…
“We need to move,” Sarina warned. “Now!”
She grabbed the edge of his jacket and dragged him down the nearest staircase. They leapt over what rubble they could and climbed over the rest, and they had just dropped down onto the second level when another round of explosions rocked the battlements. Jason risked a quick glance upwards, and he spotted the Crell manticore riders diving down towards the front gate. Without Bound griffon riders to oppose them, they could blast Garos into a smoking crater with total impunity…
The main gate buckled in a matter of seconds. Fireballs from the Crell Imperators melted the wooden doors, and bursts of raw Aetheric energy disintegrated the metallic locking mechanisms holding them in place. Soon the Alliance infantry holding position inside were scattering away in terror before a single Crell soldier had even set foot inside the fortress. 
“We have to get to the others,” Jason said, dropping to a knee and struggling to catch his breath. 
Sarina pursed her lips, and her green eyes scoured the battlefield for inspiration. “We might be able to escape through the east gate before the Crell surround the city.”
“We’re not leaving. We just need to coordinate a defense.”
She blinked. “Jason, the battle is over. Without Bound, the Solarians can’t—”
“They still have us and Elade,” he interrupted. “We just need to quell the panic and rally what forces we can in the courtyard. If we can find Darius, we might still be able to coordinate something.”
Sarina shook her head and pointed off in the distance. “He’s dead. Look.”
Jason followed her eyes to the Command Tower—or rather, what was left of it. The walls had crumbled in on themselves, leaving behind a smoldering pile of rubble. If anyone had survived, they were buried and unreachable without a full-scale recovery effort. The entire Alliance command staff had been in there, shielded behind a second barrier that had also collapsed. The ranking field commanders would have to take charge of the fighting, but without the Bound, there was no way to effectively manage this many troops. Panic spread faster than flames, the old saying went, and the Solarian lines were already broken. At this point they wouldn’t even be able to organize an orderly retreat….
Sarina abruptly grabbed his arm and flattened him against the stone as another booming roar rumbled across the sky. Peering up, Jason watched in silent horror as a flight of six dragons soared over the fortress, each dropping massive metal crates from their talons. Some smashed inelegantly into standing structures, bursting apart and scattering angry groll shock troops everywhere. Others crushed hapless soldiers below or skidded recklessly into walls. At least one landed cleanly on level ground, however, and it burst open just fifty feet away from Jason and Sarina. 
His first instinct was to run, but of course there was nowhere to go. The battlements above were a death trap, and the courtyard below was flooded with terrified soldiers. The two of them were stuck here…but at least they weren’t completely alone. Off to their direct left, a half dozen terrified Alliance soldiers were scattering away from the crate. 
In that instant, another long dormant instinct kicked in, and Jason drew his sword and rushed forward. “Form up! Form up!”
Sarina nocked an arrow and took aim at the crate. The soldiers glanced between her and Jason as he screamed for them to stand ready. Most of them looked like fresh-faced recruits caught in the middle of their first real battle, but one of them was Jason’s age. He snapped out of his shock first, and he grabbed onto his pike and ordered the others to move up and hold the line. The men obviously heard him, but they were still slow to respond…which meant that perhaps they just needed a little help. 
Form up, Jason ordered into their minds. Defend your country. Defend your homes!
They weren’t exactly telepathic commands—he had no idea if he was even capable of such a thing—but he did push into their subconscious minds and remind them of their duty here. Telepathic inspiration was one of the primary functions of Bound channelers in any modern army, and without the Alliance priests, boosting morale was now apparently up to him. 
Thankfully, the soldiers responded just the way Jason had hoped: their expressions hardened, their minds focused, and they gripped tightly at their pikes as they rushed up to form a defensive line in front of the crate.  
Just in time. Six angry groll smashed through the wood, their axes flailing in savage, barely-contained fury. The behemoths might have had the combined intelligence of a Borden sailor, but they boasted the muscle of a dozen Asgardian warriors. Jason’s mind flashed back to the siege at Fort Isen all those years ago. He had been little more than a boy at the time, completely unprepared for the horrors of war. But today was different. Today he was a man. 
A man who happened to have an Asgardian huntress standing right next to him.  
Sarina fired. Her arrows peppered the lead groll, piercing his throat twice before he managed a single step forward. His companions impatiently shoved his staggering corpse out of the way as they charged forward, axes flailing. Sarina continued to fire, and the Solarians rushed into the fray.
Taking a deep breath, Jason leveled his hand at the groll just as Selvhara had taught him. The creature was a lot bigger than a rock, and he wasn’t too worried about pinpoint accuracy. Lightning crackled in his palm and then flashed between himself and the groll. The creature collapsed forward, a blackened, bloody scorch mark smoldering at the center of its torso. Sarina felled another one at nearly the same instant, burying a pair of arrows in its skull. 
Sensing an opportunity, the Solarians struck. Three of them skewered a groll before it could finish a swing, but the second group wasn’t as lucky. Just as they bit into their target’s flesh, the lumbering monster made a sweeping attack with its axes, shredding two of the soldiers and battering the third prone. The groll, standing still with a pair of pikes jutting out from its legs, roared and slashed down at the remaining soldier. 
Jason released another bolt of lightning, catching the monster in the shoulder. It rumbled sideways, its axes scraping the stone ground and narrowly missing the hapless soldier. An arrow lodged in its head a second later and finished it off.  
The strike had saved the man’s life, but it had also cost Jason precious seconds. The last groll lunged towards him, and he unsheathed his sword in a last-ditch attempt to mount a meager defense. Jason parried the first slash…but he was no match for the groll’s strength. He crumpled beneath the assault and flopped down to a knee, and he fully expected a second axe swipe to splice open his skull. But an arrow pierced through the creature’s arm mid-swing, and Jason felt the whoosh of air rush past his face as the blade missed a killing blow by a quarter inch. 
Jason blinked in shock, and he watched in paralyzed terror as the creature righted itself and prepared for another strike. But just as it lifted its axes one last time, Sarina shot it in the throat. The groll gurgled in surprise and stumbled forward awkwardly…at which point Jason belatedly realized it was about to fall on top of him. Diving hard to his right, he narrowly avoided becoming a permanent indentation in the stone. 
Breathing hard, he took a moment to survey the impressive carnage. These groll were dead, but Garos swarmed with countless others…and more were likely on their way. 
“We can’t hold this position,” Sarina warned. “What do you want to do?”
Jason turned back to the Solarian soldiers still gathering their wits and trying to ignore the corpses of their two squad mates. “We can reinforce the gate. If we can hold off the Crell advance, we might be able to convince them to fall back and regroup. We still have a sizeable advantage in raw numbers.”
She cocked a skeptical eyebrow. “You realize they can just torch this place from the air at any time, right?”
“Yes, but they can’t actually conquer it that way, I bet gold to platinum they’d rather not have to rebuild this place if they don’t have to. It will take them a while to surround the east gate, if they even want to. They might just want to convince everyone here to retreat.”
“I think they’re going to get that wish pretty soon,” Sarina murmured. “Whatever we’re going to do, we need to find the others.”
“Agreed,” Jason said, standing. “Let’s go.”
 
***
 
With a vicious downward slash, Elade severed the groll’s arm at the elbow. The monster screamed as a torrent of dark blood sprayed from the wound, and it whirled about with its remaining axe in a last, desperate attempt to cut down its attacker. 
But Elade was already gone. Charging through the courtyard on her horse, she desperately tried to rally the terrified Solarian troops and contain the flood of Crell shock troops. So far, she had only been moderately successful—the groll had mostly been defeated, but the panic they’d caused was doing far more damage. Without the ability to quickly relay orders, the Alliance field commanders weren’t having much luck keeping their troops in formation, let alone coordinating a counterattack. Elade could barely make out particular voices amongst the screams of the wounded, the crumbling of the fortress walls, and the omnipresent ringing of steel on steel. 
Just beyond the smoking rubble that used to be a well-fortified front gate, Elade could make out an army of heavy Crell infantry marching towards them. They would enter the breach within a few minutes, at which point they would overrun Garos in a matter of minutes. She needed to organize a real defense, but the Solarian troops clearly had little interest in listening to the commands of a paladin-turned-pariah, let alone a vaeyn.
Fortunately, she had just the man for the job.    
Belek, she said through their mental bond. I need you to try and organize the Alliance troops. Take the lead—they’ll listen to you.
What? Talroy stammered. How? We can’t hold—
Focus, Elade told him. Lives are at stake, and it’s up to us to hold everything together. Remember, you’re a Knight of the Last Dawn. They’ll listen to you.
She could almost feel him swallow and nod. All right. I’ll try.
I believe in you. Now get moving.
Gripping tightly on the reins, Elade spun her horse about and surveyed the current battlefield. The groll were dead, and so far the Crell didn’t seem interested in burning down the fortress outright. If Talroy couldn’t rally the troops, then she would order a retreat out of the eastern gate to save as many lives as possible. Unfortunately, the Crell were known for their ruthlessness when it came to survivors; their manticores could chase the runners long into the night, slaughtering them helplessly as they scattered.
But it wasn’t going to come to that. Talroy would find a way to hold the line. That left her the simple task of single-handedly dispatching the Crell aerial armada while on horseback. 
Elade grinned despite herself. If Tevek were here, he would remind her that no paladin ever finished a battle without attempting at least one borderline suicidal maneuver. It might as well have been inscribed in the Code.  
 “Kuthos rem,” she whispered. “It’s time to get creative.”
Sheathing her sword, Elade slid out of her saddle and dashed over towards the still-intact staircase at the rear of the Command Tower. She hopped over the blocks of stone littering the stairs, and as she did so her thoughts unwittingly turned to Darius. As much as she wanted to stop and dig for survivors, she knew that would have to wait. Right now, her first priority was protecting the thousands of vulnerable soldiers still fighting for their lives. 
She climbed as high as she could on the tower before sweeping her eyes across the horizon. A second group of dragons had started their attack run over the fortress, more armored crates clutched in their mighty talons. The black-scaled beasts were awkward and cumbersome compared to the smaller manticore, but they excelled at flyby attacks. They would drop off more groll while their riders peppered the city with blasts of fire, and there was virtually nothing she could do to stop them. Even if she’d had a bow, they probably wouldn’t pay attention to a lone archer. No, she was going to have to make herself an even more tempting target. 
Thankfully, that part would be easy.  
Striding atop the rubble, Elade unsheathed her sword and summoned her Aetheric shield to her arm. Her silver-blue cape whipped in the wind, and she struck as threatening a pose as she could manage. If there was one thing in the world that annoyed the Crell more than a Solarian, it was a Knight of the Last Dawn…and one of the dragons immediately caught sight of her. That was good. With luck, she could goad him into swinging by close enough for her to strike…
A barrage of fireballs almost immediately descended on her position, and Elade crouched down behind her shield. The flames splattered harmlessly away, and she quickly wrapped herself in a mantle of protective energy just in case. At first, the two dragon riders seemed content to fling fiery death at her from a distance, but once they realized they couldn’t penetrate her defenses, one of them steered their mount in for a closer assault. The black dragon roared in anticipation, and the beast dove hard towards the annoyingly resilient paladin…
Elade knew it was now or never. Mentally crossing her fingers, she summoned a set of translucent wings to her back…and then leapt off the tower. 
Even Tevek had never completely mastered flight, Elade knew, and the Dawn only used this technique to safely descend from a fall—or to intimidate potential enemies. But she did her best to soar steadily forward, her shield positioned in front of her to absorb any incoming attacks. She heard one of the riders scream something in Crell, probably a command, and suddenly the dragon adjusted course and opened its massive jaw in anticipation of an easy meal. Elade waited until the creature drew so close it blotted out the sun…and then she teleported through the shadows directly onto its back. 
The riders didn’t have a chance. Elade materialized directly between them in the two-person saddle, and with a quick slash she liberated the back rider’s head from his shoulders.  Blood splashed across her face as the fresh corpse, still secured tightly to the saddle, wildly flopped back and forth. The front rider glanced back over his shoulder in surprise, but she didn’t give him a chance to react: hacking downward across his saddle’s main buckle, she cut free the only thing keeping the man attached to the great beast. With a shriek of terror, he catapulted off the dragon down to the fortress below. 
The beast itself, of course, couldn’t be dispatched so easily. It roared in frustration and began a steep climb to try and buck her off, but Elade clamped her thighs as tightly as she could around the headless corpse to hold herself in place. She couldn’t keep this up for long, but thankfully she knew she wouldn’t have to.  Dismissing her shield, she twirled her blade upside down, clenched it in both hands, and drove it through the remaining saddle and into the dragon’s spine. 
The roar was deafening, and a veritable earthquake shuddered through the beast’s body. Its wings froze in place, and a split second later it was plummeting from the sky. Wrenching her sword free, Elade leapt off the dragon and fanned out her wings in the hopes of slowing her fall. Fate willing, she wouldn’t land on a pack of groll and instantly get torn to shreds…
She almost made it. As she floated away from the dying creature, its writhing tail smacked hard into her flank. Elade careened to the side in a reckless spin, instinctively bringing up her hands to defend herself—and then suddenly cracked full bore into a stone wall. The impact crushed her left arm, and her sword flipped from her fingers as she continued her frantic plunge. Her consciousness waning against the shock and pain, Elade struggled to maintain the protective barrier that had just saved her life and hopefully would again.
Closing her eyes, she prepared for impact.
 
***
 
Adar pinned himself tightly against the stone column as he slammed a fresh cartridge into his crossbow. His team had nearly reached the Lyebel garrison’s command room by the time their Solarian priest had collapsed. Apparently Ethan’s absurd plan had actually come to fruition after all…and Adar still wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. So far, his squad hadn’t suffered any casualties, but he knew the remaining Crell officers wouldn’t surrender without a fight. 
“We could fall back,” Sir Lavonde suggested as he crouched behind his shimmering shield. Occasionally a bolt would ricochet off it harmlessly. “Find out what’s happened in Solaria.”
Adar pursed his lips. They were so close—the portcullis at the end of this hall was the only thing standing between his team and control of Lyebel. “No,” he said. “We’ve come this far, and the Crell won’t be able to stop us now—not if your knights are as good as advertised.”
“I’m not worried about my men,” Lavonde replied. “I’m worried about yours. Without the priests, I can’t guarantee your safety.”
“There are no guarantees in life, let alone war,” Adar murmured. “We’re pushing on.”
“As you wish. I’ll organize a concerted charge with other squads, and then we can—”
The knight cut off when the portcullis at the end of the chamber unexpectedly cranked open. The remaining Crell defenders, already pinned down by fire from the rebels, seemed equally surprised. Adar wondered what the enemy commander could possibly be thinking when suddenly a squad of black-armored men—imperial soldiers, not mere city watchmen—rushed forward through the now-open gate. The front row hunkered down behind heavy tower shields while their comrades in the back squeezed off shots from their crossbows. Adar’s first instinct was to fall back and regroup in the adjacent chamber, but then he belatedly realized the Crell soldiers weren’t firing at the rebels. 
They were firing at their own troops. 
“What the hell…?” Lavonde stammered.
The hair on the back of Adar’s neck tingled. The rebels had already thinned the defenders down to maybe ten watchmen, and they never stood a chance against their own troops. After a quick flurry of shots and stabs, it was all over. The other rebels had stopped firing and pressed themselves more firmly behind cover as they tried to figure out what in the bloody void was going on. 
Just as the initial slaughter concluded, another armored man emerged from within the command room. His armor was indistinguishable from the others, but he was sheathed in a glimmering mantle of Aetheric energy. He didn’t even bother to take cover from the rebels…and he was about to pay for it.  
“Fire!” Adar called out, and he whipped around the corner and pulled the trigger. Bolts splattered harmlessly off the man’s barrier, though his comrades at least had the good sense to duck down behind their shields. Adar swore and glanced back to Lavonde. “That one is yours.”
The paladin’s brow creased. “The other squads are reporting similar incidents. Why would the Crell turn against their own men?”
Adar glanced to his left to see Ria nuzzled against another stone column. She met his eyes and shrugged before firing off a few more shots. Whatever the Crell were up to, they obviously still considered the rebels their enemies, and ultimately that was what mattered. Adar counted a dozen soldiers at most, which didn’t drastically change their previous odds or available strategies. The rebels could either stay here, pinned down, hoping to slowly thin the Crell out before they ran out of ammo, or they could charge and engage them in close combat. Without the support of the priest, the latter option was much less appealing. 
“Hold your positions!” he ordered, sliding in another cartridge. His men obliged, but apparently the Crell had other plans. 
They charged. Adar spun and fired, lodging his first two bolts in a soldier’s shield but catching him in the leg with the third. Three of the Crell front-liners dropped by the time they had made it half way across the corridor. The rebels continued to fire, but then the Imperator stepped forward, and with a single flick of his wrist he changed the course of the battle. 
A rumbling whoosh rippled through the air as a wave of invisible force smashed into the column Adar was using for cover. The stone instantly buckled beneath the assault, and soon the entire pillar collapsed. Adar rolled away and slid his sword from its sheath. By the time the dust cleared, the enemy was upon them. 
He engaged one of the Crell with a scything, two-handed slash. The soldier caught the blow on his shield, but he lost his balance and tripped backwards. The moment he was exposed a bolt lodged into his breastplate, and Adar pounced forward and finished the job with a quick thrust of his own. He ripped his blade free and glanced around as the chamber descended into a chaotic melee. 
Out of the corner of his eye, Adar saw Lavonde charge at the Imperator, his shield leveled forward and his sword clutched tightly behind him. For an instant, it looked like the paladin might reach the channeler before he could respond…but then the Imperator casually flicked open his palm. Lavonde’s shield abruptly vanished, and he gasped and stumbled as if he had been shot. His momentum carried him forward, however, and the Imperator calmly stepped forward, lifted his blade, and cut the paladin down in a single swipe. 
Adar’s stomach sank. This man wasn’t just an Imperator—he was a Breaker. And that meant they were all dead. 
  The battle played out before Adar’s eyes as if it were in slow motion. His men fought gallantly; they held their own against the Crell soldiers, and given time they might have even proven victorious. But without a paladin to protect them, they were completely helpless against a channeler. 
Blast after blast of flame and death leapt from the man’s fingertips, and a veil of choking smoke soon filled the chamber. Other battles across the fortress were undoubtedly playing out in the same manner. Adar didn’t understand why or how, but something had just happened here—something that would soon shake the foundations of Torsia and perhaps all of Obsidian. Adar could have fought to hold off the attack; he could have forced the others to wait until after Ethan’s coup. But he had wanted so desperately to turn the tide of this war…
Or perhaps he had known something like this would happen all along. Perhaps he simply hadn’t cared. Perhaps this was just an easy escape from all the mistakes he had made, all the rationalizations that had kept him following Ethan down darker and darker paths straight into the Void. Perhaps he was just a coward who wanted nothing more than to die like the hero he wished he could be. 
“Kyle, move!” Ria screamed from his left, but he could barely hear here. The Breaker had turned towards him, and he felt her body slam into his side and knock him down as the Imperator let loose another stream of flame. Adar turned and watched Ria Magran’s flesh melt off her body as she shrieked and died a horrific death. 
His eyes remained fixed on her blackened, smoldering skeleton until the flames cast down upon him, stripping away his guilt in a pyre of final judgment. 
 
***
 
Bolts of coruscating power arced between Krystia and Areekan, and the king’s chamber flashed and crackled like a cloud at the center of a thunderstorm. The king had fully withdrawn from his followers in order to pool his Ascendant powers against her, and his defenses were far stronger than she had anticipated. Krystia struck on two fronts. Physically, she battered against his protective Aetheric mantle with blast after blast of energy; mentally, she struck with even more force, thrusting over and over against his telepathic shields in an effort to break through. She was making slow but steady progress, and she had no doubt that she would eventually defeat him.  
The problem was that she was out of time. 
The chamber would be flooded with reinforcements any minute now, and Krystia knew that even she couldn’t stop all of them while simultaneously fending off an Ascendant. Her only hope was to slip past his defenses before they arrived…but at this point, she was completely out of ideas. She thought back to all the lessons she had learned from Sovan, all the secrets she had gleaned from Malacross, but there was no simple answer, no unexpected trick she could use to deceive an ancient man of formidable power. This was a raw battle of two minds, pure and simple, and she needed something to push hers over-the-top.
Krystia’s thoughts shifted to Tevek. He was dead, slain by a savage brute she had all but released herself. She had assumed that Tevek would stay out of the way during the battle, especially since he’d lost his powers, but of course she should have known better. If she had known he would be here, she might have called off the entire attack. Nothing in this world could have convinced her to kill him, directly or otherwise…but she had killed him, hadn’t she? She had arranged to send Tevek to Lyebel in the first place; she was the reason his powers had been stolen and his knighthood had been stripped. Tevek wouldn’t just be alive if not for her—he would probably still be Highlord!
Still, Krystia wasn’t the one who had denied him his powers at the Citadel. She wasn’t the one who had sequestered him here in this city when he should have been at the front of the battle, leading the Dawn against the Crell invasion forces. With him standing alongside their troops at Garos or Brackengarde or Aman-Dapor, the Alliance armies might have been able to pull off a victory even without the priests. 
Krystia also wasn’t responsible for the plight of her people. Hundreds, probably thousands of innocents were going to die in the next few days, all because of an ancient lie that had culminated in two thousand years of systematic bigotry and oppression—a lie that men like Alric and Areekan embraced whole-heartedly. Krystia may have set free the man who killed Tevek, but it was the cowardice and ignorance of other men that had endangered him in the first place. If Areekan was strong enough to do what was right—if he was strong enough to set her people free and give them the help they needed to live normal, fulfilling lives—then she wouldn’t even be here. She would gladly be serving as his priestess. She would be fighting against the Crell instead of her own people. 
If anything, Krystia was the victim here, not the villain. They had forced her hand, and in doing so they had killed Tevek Dracian. Now it was up to her to set things right. 
Krystia screamed in anger, her voice barely audible above the thundering discharge of magic. Her rage stabbed into Areekan’s mind like red-hot steel sliding through naked flesh. His defenses withered, and he released a final, tormented shriek as her magic pierced his protective mantle and burned him to cinders. 
But in that brief instant before he died, Areekan’s mind opened to her…and she greedily drank in his knowledge and power. Just like with Malacross and Jason, the images and thoughts and secrets flooded into her mind. Centuries of memories from dozens of rulers—some of which Areekan himself hadn’t been fully aware of—poured into her mind. She saw each of their faces and each of their lives, all the way back to a mysterious Unbound man who had taken the name Sol almost two millennia earlier. Then came the most important secret of all, the one that had transformed a young acolyte named Tyrius Areekan into one of the world’s most powerful men. 
Ascendancy. 
Krystia sucked in a staggered breath as the energy storm surrounding her finally dissipated. Areekan was gone, and the room fell disturbingly silent. But inside her mind she could sense the terrified thoughts of the king’s Bound fading away, thousands of invisible psychic tendrils breaking and withdrawing. She tried to grab onto them, to somehow hold on to those connections, but one by one they kept slipping away. She focused all her efforts on the last few before they vanished forever, grasping for all of them at once, and this time her grip seemed to hold. Squeezing tightly, she pulled the bonds into herself—
Krystia dropped to her knees, and she felt Ethan try to catch her. He was speaking but she couldn’t hear his voice. Everything around her seemed dulled and muted, like she was trapped inside a waking dream. Within her mind, however, the voices were stronger than ever. But these were not the thoughts of those around her—they were the thoughts of hundreds of men and women once Bound to Areekan, and she could still hear them. They spoke to her in a fevered panic, begging for assurances. 
What happened, my lord? Are you safe? What can we do to serve you?
In only a few brief minutes without his thoughts and power, the priests had lost their way. They were like children, befuddled and helpless in the world without their parents. Krystia could be that for them now. She could take care of them. She could share with them her power, and they would be far stronger than they ever were before.
The king is gone, my children,
but you need not fear, she told them. I am here with you now. Your queen shall protect you. 
 
***
 
The cold autumn air swirled angrily around Selvhara as she hovered some forty feet above and behind the main gate. Her long robe and hair fluttered wildly behind her, and her fingertips surged with electricity. Below, the first wave of Crell troops battered their way into the wall of Alliance infantry. Most of them were chagari, and they attacked with claws, teeth, and swords, all in equal measure. Leveling a finger at a tightly-clustered group, she released a bolt of lightning that jumped from target to target until all that remained were piles of smoldering black fur. 
Just below her to the right, still elevated above the fray, Tam hurled balls of flame into the approaching troops, and Gor, axe in hand, stood watch next to him in case anything slipped through. Their attacks were quick and effective but ultimately short-lived; soon the incoming troops were so intermingled with the Alliance soldiers it became too risky to continue their assault. 
Of all the things that had gone wrong today, however, having too few targets to choose from was never much of a consideration. Selvhara and Tam were the only real defense against the score of manticore riders dipping in and out, bombarding the fortress-city with their own powers. 
“This is insane!” Gor growled. “There’s no way we can hold this gate, not without support!”
“I can’t tell if that’s pessimism or pride in your people,” Tam replied, flinging a dart of flame at one of the exposed chagari below. “Sel, can you see Jason anywhere?”
“No,” she called back, glancing over to the southwest wall. Garos was large enough that picking out individuals from this distance was difficult even on a clear day, let alone during the chaos of battle. They all had seen one of the battlements detonate in the initial volley, of course, and for a moment her heart had stopped when she saw the explosion—but then she had felt Jason’s thoughts brushing against her mind, and she had known he was all right. 
The Alliance forces at the gate are buckling, she said, experimenting with the mental communication he had taught her during their trip. She had mastered many channeling techniques over the years, but telepathy had never been her strongest talent.
We’re coming, Jason promised. Just hold on.
A second flight of dragons roared past overhead, dropping fresh groll shock troopers into the heart of the fortress. One soared past only a hundred feet from where they stood.
“Tam, left claw!” she yelled, twisting herself about as the creature flew past. 
“Got it!”
Selvhara leveled a finger at the creature’s right claw and unleashed another bolt of electricity. Almost simultaneously, Tam flung a ball of flame at the left. The groll inside never stood a chance—Tam’s crate exploded in a fiery burst before it even dropped, and hers splintered cleanly down the middle. Without the dampening enchantment of the crates to protect them, any groll that managed to survive the blast would soon splatter against the ground. 
The dragon’s riders retaliated moments later, flinging a volley of energy balls at the two annoying channelers below. Selvhara summoned a shield of energy in front of her and deflected the brunt of the attack, and Tam did the same. By then the riders were far enough away there was no follow up.
“Next time we hit the dragon,” Tam said. “We need to…” He trailed off as his face darkened in confusion. “What the hell?”
Selvhara followed his eyes. One of the dragons banked sharply across the city, and on its back she caught a pair of glowing wings sprouting from a figure on top of it. The dragon tried to arc back across the fortress, but then it roared in pain and seemed to freeze in mid-air; a few moments later, it was in a dead dive straight for the ground, and Elade deftly flipped from its back.  
“Galivar’s…something,” Tam stammered. “She’s crazy!”
Selvhara shrugged. “She’s a paladin. You get used to it eventually.”
Just as she spoke the words, the dragon’s tail slapped Elade hard into a tower, and her body disappeared from view. Shortly thereafter the dragon’s corpse dropped through an empty building at the center of the fortress, and debris and smoke rose up and concealed the entire area. 
Tam swore viciously. “We need to get over there. We have to—”
“We can’t,” Selvhara said gravely. Even after centuries of warfare and battles, her first instinct was to rush over and help her vaeyn cousin, but thankfully her discipline kept her in place. No single soldier was as important as the mission, and right now that meant they needed to hold the line at any cost. 
To her surprise, apparently Tam understood that as well. “I’m not sure how long Squire Talroy can keep these soldiers together,” he said, clenching his jaw in frustration. “We just need more firepower…”
Almost on cue, the Aether shuddered like a massive beast waking from a long slumber. The mists of power swirled up and around a handful of the Solarian troops….
“Sel!” Tam called. 
“I see it,” she breathed. “I don’t understand. It’s like their bonds have been restored.”
The clarion cry of commanders rallying their troops rang across the battlefield. Unexpectedly bolstered by what she could only describe as a miracle, their lines stiffened and thrust back against the Crell forces. Atop the battlements and towers deeper in the fortress, bolts of energy blasted back at the Crell riders, and the once scattered squads of griffons swung about for a counter attack. 
Jason, she mentally whispered to him. Something is—
I feel it too. 
Selvhara shook her head in disbelief. She had no idea what had just happened, but right now the “how” didn’t really matter. “We need to move to higher ground to help with the dragons and manticores,” she said. “These soldiers can hold the gate on their own.”
“I think you’re right,” Tam agreed. Twin spheres of orange-white flame simmered in his palms, and he flashed her a dopey smile. “The next dragon is mine.”
 
***
 
Onar Tenel chewed on the inside of his lip as his eyes flicked between the tactical maps. Aman-Dapor and Brackengarde would be theirs within the hour, and Legion Generals Iouna and Wystan had been confirmed dead. The remaining Solarian forces were already in full retreat, and with any luck the Imperators would be able to capture or kill General Belyise before she could escape. Despite Tenel’s reservations about the Zarul, this coup, and even the future of the Imperium, almost everything was playing out exactly as Sovereign Damir had promised. King Areekan was gone, and the mighty Alliance military was crumbling before them.
Except at Garos. 
“I don’t understand how this is possible,” Tenel whispered. “If King Areekan is dead, how can his priests still channel? And if he’s not…why can’t all of them still channel?”
A faint smile tugged at Damir’s lips. “The new Solarian queen is obviously even more powerful than I thought,” she said almost wistfully. “But it’s nothing to worry about, Admiral. In time, this may even work to our advantage.”
Grimacing in frustration, Tenel shifted his attention back on the Garos battle. General Moore’s son and elf witch consort had managed to rally the Solarian lines, and against all odds they were actually holding their ground. And now that some of the enemy priests seemed to have miraculously recovered from the death of their king, victory was anything but assured.  
Tenel seethed through clenched teeth. The fact that a war criminal’s son had turned the tide of the battle made him sick. Moore had escaped them in Lyebel, and now he threatened the entire war effort…
“Moore’s day will come, Admiral,” Damir said into the silence. “Keep your mind focused on the battle.”
Tenel winced. Ever since he’d come to the Zarul headquarters, he had wondered if Damir was rummaging through his mind. Now he knew…and the thought sent a chill down his spine. 
“We have a decision to make,” he said. “We’ve crippled the Alliance command staff and heavily damaged the walls and battlements, and they won’t be able to summon reinforcements anytime soon. If we retreat now, we can still save the bulk of our troops. We can regroup and return in a week or so to finish the job.”
Damir’s eyes fastened unblinkingly upon the crystalline mirrors above. “You have an alternative?”
Tenel nodded even though he doubted she could really see him. “We’re not going to breach the front wall, but we still have our basic infantry and your special elite troops standing by. I recommend ordering two manticore wings to break off and concentrate on the northwestern wall. Once they’ve opened a breach, we can deploy the rest of our infantry and force the Solarians to split their defenses.”
“We could punch through the southwestern wall as well.” 
 “We don’t have the time. With their griffons regrouping, most of our flyers will be engaged soon. We need to concentrate on opening another wall or we won’t be able to sustain the assault.” Tenel paused a moment, tapping his fingertips together in thought. “Our last wave of groll shock troopers is on their way; after that, I suggest we begin air dropping our elite troops back behind their lines. If they are as tough as you promise, we should be able to flank the gate defenders.”
“You seem hesitant,” Damir observed. 
“We can still win, but the cost will be high. And if this doesn’t work, most of our soldiers will be trapped. We risk losing everything.”
“Taking Garos now will save lives in the future, Admiral. We press the attack.”
Tenel nodded gravely. “As you wish, Your Eminence.”
 
***
 
Jason and Sarina flattened themselves against a wall as yet another explosion thundered above them. A storm of dust and debris showered down over them, and he coughed and knocked what he could off his hair and forehead. 
“Well, they’re definitely not pulling back,” he commented. “The Crell are nothing if not determined.”
“They still hold almost every advantage,” Sarina said. “How are our friends doing?”
“Another flight of dragons is on the way in; Sel and Tam are going to focus on taking some of them out if they can.”
Sarina glanced upward, shielding her eyes against the sun. “Some of the Alliance griffons have recovered—hopefully they can help.”
“Yes,” Jason said. “Come on, Sel said Elade should be close by.”
“I don’t think anyone could have survived that fall.”
“I didn’t think anyone could leap on a dragon’s back and bring it down,” Jason countered. “She’s full of surprises.”
He hopped back to his feet and dashed around the base of the Command Tower. Corpses littered the nearby streets, though a small handful of soldiers had somehow survived the devastation. Jason yearned to run over and attempt to help them, but sadly his healing skills were still rudimentary at best.  
“There!” Sarina cried out, pointing ahead. 
Up ahead, just a few feet from the base of the tower, Jason spotted Elade’s crumpled body. He sprinted over to her with renewed vigor.
 “No, no, no…” he muttered as he knelt down beside her. The cobblestone surrounding her had buckled from her body’s impact; no human could have possibly survived such a fall. 
Thankfully, Elade wasn’t human. 
“She’s alive,” Sarina stammered, clearly surprised. “How in the hell…?’
“Never underestimate a Knight of the Last Dawn,” Jason said, smiling. Her left arm was clearly broken, but otherwise he didn’t see any serious injuries. Placing a hand upon the gray-blue skin on her neck, he tried to replicate one of the healing techniques Selvhara and Krystia had shown him. A flood of pain abruptly washed over him, and he had to bite down on his lip to maintain his concentration. He wasn’t sure he could ever get used to feeling someone else’s suffering like this…
“She’s coming to,” Sarina said. “Keep doing whatever it is you’re doing.”
Jason nodded. He could feel Malacross’s power coursing through him, and he commanded the Aether into Elade’s flesh to repair her wounds… 
Her breathing shifted, and her eyes fluttered open. It took her a moment for recognition to lighten her face. “Jason…”
 “You’re badly hurt,” he whispered. “I don’t know what else to do.”
Elade winced and yelped as she tried to move her arm.
“It’s broken,” he said. Looking down at her mangled elbow actually made him nauseous. “I’m surprised your hand didn’t fall off.”
“Next time, try shooting the dragon instead of jumping on top of it,” Sarina said. “I’ll loan you a bow.”
Elade managed a dry snort. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”
She lifted her good hand, and blue energy flared across her fingertips. Jason could see the Aether swirling around her, but he had to look away when the bone inside her left arm began to shift and move beneath her skin. 
“Oh, shit,” Sarina whispered. 
Jason nodded. “Yeah, that’s pretty disgusting.”
“No. The Crell are dropping in more troops.”
He glanced up as a dragon soared almost directly over them. Its claws released two more crates; one crashed down on the street only a hundred feet away to the east, and the other leveled a house not much farther down. 
“We have to move,” Jason said, putting his hands around Elade’s arm. “Come on.” 
She stood mostly under her own power. Her arm still hung limply, but at least it wasn’t bent in the wrong direction anymore. He couldn’t believe she wasn’t rolling around in pain crying for her mother—he knew that was exactly what he’d be doing in her place. 
“I’m not going anywhere,” she said, her eyes narrowing at the crates. “Stay back and out of sight until I attack.”
“What?” Sarina blurted out. “You’re crazy. There have to be at least twenty of them.”
The vaeyn’s glowing blue eyes narrowed. Blood was smeared across her cheeks, and her armor looked like it had been run over by a stampede of angry mammoths. All in all, she looked just about as haggard as after her battle with the demons in Celenest, but this time Jason could feel an unbreakable aura of determination surrounding her—an aura remarkably similar to that of a big Taurosian man who had saved Jason’s life at Isen. 
“That’s why I’ll need your help,” Elade told them. “The Crell have sent in Breakers—I can’t just let them run loose in the city.”
“So what do you want us to do, exactly?” Sarina asked sharply. 
Elade shrugged. “Keep me alive.”
Before they could protest, she darted into the long shadows across the street and vanished. Jason shook his head and ran back, Sarina in tow. They found a nook in the remains of a wooden building and crouched down inside it as the Crell troops continued their march through the streets. 
“She’s a fool,” Sarina murmured. “A mad fool.”
“Maybe,” Jason said with a wry grin. “But I almost feel sorry for the Crell. They have no idea what they’re up against.”
“I hope you’re not serious.”
He shrugged. “I said ‘almost.’ Now come on—this battle isn’t over just yet.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
“Justice for the dead. Vengeance for the living.”
—Ethan Moore, 2010 AG
 
Ethan grabbed ahold of Krystia as she lost her balance and collapsed. Her entire body had gone limp, though he could feel her struggling to breathe. Across the chamber, Tyrius Areekan, Ascendant King of Solaria, was dead. Unfortunately, it appeared that Krystia might not be able to contain his power. If she couldn’t, then all of this would have been for nothing…
“Krystia?” Ethan asked, patting her cheeks. “Krystia, can you hear me?”
Her skin was sheathed in cold sweat, and she looked borderline comatose. But without his magic—without the Aether—there was nothing he could do for her. They didn’t have much time before the Solarian reinforcements arrived, and if she hadn’t regained consciousness by then, he was going to be in serious trouble. He wouldn’t be able to explain what had happened. The guards might even shoot him outright.
Ethan caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye. Off to his left, Kaeldar was slowly dragging himself to his feet. Blood trickled from his nose and ears, and his skin had gone almost completely white, but he still managed to hobble over to the body of one of the fallen guardsmen. 
“If you just lie there she might let you live,” Ethan warned. 
The High Priest ignored him. He crawled forward even more frantically and reached out to retrieve one of the fallen crossbows.  
Ethan grimaced at the absurdity of the situation. He had just witnessed perhaps the most awesome spectacle of power the world had seen in centuries, and a feeble old man with a simple weapon could still ruin everything. Ethan’s only defense was his own small, hand-sized crossbow he’d smuggled beneath his fake priestly regalia. The weapon was fitted with a poison-tipped bolt, but it only had one shot. 
Propping Krystia up with one hand, Ethan reached into his robe and pulled free the crossbow with the other. Kaeldar was already lining up a shot…but to Ethan’s surprise, the other man wasn’t aiming at him. He was aiming at Krystia. 
Ethan had only a heartbeat to react. He could have fired first—he should have fired first—but instead he rolled protectively in front of Krystia just as the High Priest pulled the trigger. The first shot pierced Ethan’s shoulder, and the second lodged in his lower back. The strength in his arms drained away, and Krystia’s body slipped from his fingers. He flopped down atop her, helpless.  
With the last of the air in his lungs, Ethan cursed his own stupidity. He had no rational excuse for holding back. He certainly hadn’t been overcome with sudden chivalry or anything else so banal. No, the truth was far more insipid…and far more damning. 
 He had simply reacted, and it was always passion, not reason, that drove reactions. Somewhere deep inside his withered shell of a body, his guilt had boiled over. He had taken a young woman and twisted her life around to suit his needs because that was who he was. That was what he was. He had taken Elissa as a wife because he’d wanted a son, and now she was dead. He had taken Selvhara as a lover because he couldn’t bear to see her in the arms of a better man, and now she had been exiled from her own homeland. 
Ethan had always been good at taking things and using them until they lost their value. Now, as his blood stained Krystia’s white robes, he doubted that any man on Obsidian deserved a pitiful death more than himself. General Ethan Moore, first among the Hands of Whitestone, a man who had survived dozens of battles in the Ash War, stood face-to-face with demons, and cheated death on numerous other occasions…and he had just been killed by an old, broken fop. It was as ironic and humiliating as it was appropriate. 
And then Krystia twitched. Her hand clasped his arm, and Ethan felt a pulsing warmth surge inside him. For an instant, he wondered if she had just healed him with her magic…but then he realized it was so very much more than that. 
I know how much you’ve longed for this, Krystia said into his mind. Take my power as your own and be reborn anew.
Ethan gasped as the world around him exploded in color. His once weary eyes could suddenly see as vividly as a young man’s. A mist-like cloud of energy swirled about the room and wreathed around his body as if welcoming him back to the world of the living. He channeled the power into himself, and in a single, euphoric moment, all of his weakness was abruptly swept away.  
Ethan leaned up and stood. The bolts buried inside his body burned away like kindling, and his flesh closed over the wounds almost instantly. A glimmering mantle of power flashed around him protectively, and he turned and glared down at the old man meekly clutching at a crossbow on the floor. Kaeldar’s fear was tangible now, and Ethan smiled as he felt the emotions of another being wash over him for the first time in more than a decade.  
Krystia tilted her head towards Ethan, gesturing down the corridor. “Our guests are coming soon.”
He heard the sound of booted footfalls racing desperately to save a king who was already dead. “This one needs to be dealt with.”
“Yes, he does,” Krystia said, turning back towards the Voice. “Kneel before your new queen.”
Kaeldar’s hysterical trembling was nearly as sickening as the stench of urine from under his robes. “No,” he managed. “No, I will never kneel before a monster!”
“Perhaps not,” she whispered. “But you will kneel before me.”
Ethan could feel her summon a fist of Aetheric force and pin Kaeldar to the ground. He whimpered pathetically as she mentally forced him to his knees in front of her. 
“I could destroy you as easily as breathing, but I won’t,” Krystia said. “I will grant you the mercy you never showed my kind. But for now…it’s time for you to sleep.”
Kaeldar slouched over on the floor in a puddle of his own piss. Ethan smiled and glanced back to the new queen of Solaria. 
“I’ll take his memories before he wakes,” she said. “I will convince him that we defeated the Crell but couldn’t save the king.”
“The word of the High Priest will go a long way towards sating the Council,” Ethan said, nodding. “Assuming they don’t realize what you did to him.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Krystia said with a shrug. “Right now it’s time to greet out new guests and give them a glimpse of the future.”
For the first time in as long as he could remember, Ethan Moore laughed.  
 
***
 
“They’re changing up their attack pattern,” Selvhara said as she squinted out at the scores of manticore diving down towards the fortress. “With the griffons back in the air, the Crell riders finally have to worry about their flank again.”
“Well, that’s something,” Tam muttered. “We should—look out!”
Selvhara’s head whipped around as one of the attacking chagari warriors snarled and vaulted up onto the platform next to them. Mangy and thin, the creature had obviously been starved as an incentive to fight harder, and she felt a twinge of pity even as she raised her hand and channeled Aether to her fingertips—
She needn’t have bothered. Before the chagari had regained its balance, Gor’s axe scythed through the air and nearly cleaved the other warrior in two. He then unceremoniously kicked the corpse back down onto the troops below. 
“The Crell will attempt to punch another hole in the wall somewhere,” Gor said. “We have them contained here and they know it.”
“He’s right,” Tam agreed with a nod. He was breathing heavily; the constant exertion of channeling was starting to slow him down. “Their second wave of infantry is heading north. There’s not much left for defenses over there.”
“Then that’s where we’re going,” Selvhara declared, grabbing onto his arm. Her hand glowed as she accelerated his body’s recovery, and within a few seconds he looked much better. 
“I know we’ve already abandoned all sense of reason just coming here in the first place,” Tam muttered, “but the three of us can’t stop a wing a manticore.”
“We don’t have to stop them—we just need to thin them out a bit.” She turned back towards Gor. “We’re going to need archer support. Try and get Talroy’s attention and see if he can spare some marksmen to follow us.”
Gor’s tail flicked back and forth. “You really believe he’ll listen to me?”
“You’re the scariest warrior here, so yes,” Tam said with a grunt. “Besides, you have the loudest voice. Come on.”
He and Selvhara hustled across the way, leaping over the bodies and chunks of stone blocking their path, and she tried not to think about the twelve year-old promise she had just broken today. After the siege at Fort Isen, she had told herself numerous times that she would never get involved in another Torsian war again. She had seen enough death for multiple lifetimes, and she was sick of burying the bodies of the young and the innocent. 
But not sick enough to turn and walk away, apparently. Right now she wasn’t certain if that meant she was strong or weak. 
A few minutes later, they reached the tower that unofficially marked the start of the northwestern wall. The structure itself was ruined; the base had been completely blasted apart, and everyone within had either been crushed or incinerated. A few sporadic defenders fired long-range shots at the columns of infantry now approaching their position, and she caught a glimpse of several other wounded men and women desperately trying to keep their comrades alive. She needed to get them organized, but a wing of manticores was already sweeping down to their position. 
“Use the tower as cover,” Selvhara instructed, conjuring up a whirlwind of air and lifting herself up off the ground. “Take out as many as you can.”
“Right,” Tam acknowledged, fire blazing in his palms. “But afterwards, you really need to show me how to fly.”
“Trade secret. Now pay attention.”
With another burst of air, she launched herself near the top of the ruined tower before firing off blasts of energy towards the encroaching manticore. Tam joined in the assault, and soon volleys of blue-white lightning and orange-white flame streaked across the sky. They struck down several of the red winged beasts, but the subsequent retaliation was swifter and stronger than she expected. The Crell Imperators unleashed several volleys of flaming death towards them, and Selvhara barely managed to erect a protective barrier before the streaking fireballs smashed into the tower. Her shield held…but only for an instant. Suddenly the stone at the base of the wall exploded, and a cloud of dust splashed across her eyes. Blinded by the debris, she was vaguely aware of Tam crying out beneath her even as several chunks of rock battered her from the side and knocked her from the air. She landed almost directly on top of him, and she desperately tried to conjure up another barrier before the entire tower collapsed atop them. 
Too late. Her hands flashed with lightning as she tried to blast apart as many of the plummeting stones as possible…but she knew it wouldn’t be enough. She and Tam huddled beneath the barrier as the entire world seemed to crumble around them. 
 
***
 
A week ago, Elade and the others had spent a quiet, comfortable night inside the Willow Vale inn. Now the building was little more than a smoldering pile of rubble. Corpses littered the common room, and she tried not to be sick as she crept over to the closest window and peered outside. The Crell patrol was still there, casually carving their way through the streets en route to the main cluster of Alliance troops. 
Charging a group of six heavily-armed and armored soldiers would be insane even if her left arm weren’t mostly useless, Elade knew, and after her earlier stunt with the dragon she had probably already fulfilled her quota of suicidal maneuvers for one day. But if she allowed the Crell Breaker to reach the surviving Solarian priests, this battle would be over. She needed to do something. 
“Nau ka'lith whol lil verin,” she shouted out the window. “Nau seil whol lil dusqup.”
The odds that these particular Crell understood a single word of the vaeyn tongue was likely somewhere between slim and none. But the foreign speech instantly got their attention, and they turned and unleashed a volley of crossbow bolts in her direction.
Her Aetheric shield flashed into existence on her right arm, but Elade hardly even needed it—between the rubble and the shattered windowsill, she had plenty of cover. Of course, the Crell Breaker leading the squad had far more than mere bolts at his disposal. 
A coruscating blast of energy slammed into her shield just seconds later, and for an instant she feared it might actually be strong enough to break through. The shimmering, translucent disc started to flicker like a dying glowlamp, and it took every scrap of power she could muster to withstand the assault. This particular Breaker might have been an even more powerful channeler than Kroll, and that grim realization made her remember one of the last taunts he had hurled her way.
You don’t even know what you are capable of. You play with swords when you could dominate minds.
Elade grimaced. Kroll might have been right; her channeling ability might not have been as strong as other Unbound. But today she didn’t need to be a powerful sorceress. 
Today she was a Knight of the Last Dawn, and that would be enough. 
Just as the Breaker summoned another blast of energy to his palms, Elade teleported through the shadows to the half-buried window of another ruined building just across the street. One of the other Crell soldiers spotted her after a few seconds of searching, and he pointed her out to the other troops. This time they didn’t even bother firing their crossbows; they unsheathed their swords and stormed her position instead. 
Elade kept her shield angled towards them, marveling at how awkward it felt in her right hand. The Crell didn’t charge recklessly—they had obviously been warned to take her seriously—and they slowed to a near crawl once they closed in on her cover. Gritting her teeth, she dove out through the window and rang her shield across the nearest man’s sword before hopping back into the long shadows cast by one off the still-standing buildings. This time, the soldiers took the bait: they lunged towards her nearly in unison, assuming they could overwhelm her defenses with a concerted attack. 
They were probably right. But the instant they swung their swords, she teleported through the shadows again and reappeared underneath a stone overhang twenty feet behind the rest of their unit. Smiling thinly to herself, Elade dismissed her shield and drew her sword—
And then suddenly the Breaker appeared right next to her. 
After over a century of fighting demons, mercenaries, and monsters, Elade wasn’t easily surprised. But this time she froze in place for at least a full second, and the Breaker took advantage of it. He backhanded her viciously with his gauntlet, and she barely managed to keep her balance as she staggered backwards. He pressed his attack hard and fast, trying to keep her on the defensive, and her inability to switch to a two-handed grip made it considerably more difficult to fend off his furious attacks. Worse, the rest of his squad had now turned back towards her, and despite her clever little distractions, she was about to face off against all six of them regardless. 
Elade improvised. Rolling off one of the man’s attacks and twirling to his left, she deftly placed him between her and his men to provide her some cover. She split her concentration between her channeling and her swordplay, shuffling into a defensive stance while conjuring a brilliant burst of light at the center of the Crell formation. The soldiers reeled in temporary shock and blindness, but the spell cost her precious seconds. The Breaker slashed her left leg at her waist all the way to her knee, and she had to frantically roll away to avoid being cleaved in half with his backswing.   
But she had bought herself a few precious seconds, and she intended to use them. After parrying another blow wide, Elade sprinted away from the Breaker straight into the rest of his still-reeling squad mates. She cut down two of the soldiers before they even knew she was there, and she hacked off the arm of a third just as he managed to blink away the afterimage of her radiant assault. 
Then her time was up. The two remaining soldiers had recovered, and she danced between them in a blur of steel and sparks before she finally managed to roll out of their range and catch her breath. The battle for the Garos streets raged on down the hill behind her, and she was still outnumbered three-to-one here. The Breaker’s armor hadn’t even been scratched, and the two remaining soldiers were clearly incensed at the loss of their comrades.
“There’s nowhere else to run, elf,” the Breaker sneered. “I’m going to rip out those pretty eyes of yours and feed them to the groll.”
“How charming,” Elade murmured as she sized up the three men. Despite her wounds, she had no doubt that she could take out the two soldiers. She was even reasonably confident she could handle the Breaker. But all three of them at once…
With a bestial scream, the Breaker charged. Elade hefted up her blade, and the ring of clattering steel echoed across the streets. 
 
***
 
Thrusting out his arm, Jason unleashed another jagged bolt of lightning at the pile of rubble. The blast shattered a four-foot wide chunk of rock, and one of the Crell soldiers who’d been using it as cover went soaring backwards like an insect flicked from a burning leaf. The soldiers with him, unfortunately, seemed perfectly fine, and Jason dropped back down behind his own cover just as a pair of arrows whistled past his head. 
 “This is a lot more draining than I imagined,” he muttered as he struggled to catch his breath. “How does Sel make this look so bloody easy?”
“Because she’s not a prissy little bard pretending to be a warrior,” Sarina growled, firing off another shot of her own before ducking back down. 
“I’m not a bard,” Jason protested. “I’m a terrible singer and you know it.”
“I didn’t say you were a good bard.”
“I really hate you sometimes.”
“Just the way I like it. Now keep your head down.”
Jason frowned. “What are you—”
Sarina abruptly grabbed onto his shoulder and used him as leverage to vault over their cover. He winced in pain, then peeked up to see what was going on….and watched her drop the last Crell soldier with a perfectly-placed shot right through the visor of his helmet. 
“We need to move again,” she called over her shoulder even as he lunged forward behind a different rocky outcropping. “I lost two of them; they’re circling around somewhere.”
Jason dove down behind her. “I’m open to suggestions.”
They had already bounced from cover three times, and each time they survived he considered it a new miracle. He was about ready to keel over from fatigue, and even his relentless partner was starting to slow down. He hadn’t seen her breathing this heavily since their all-night session on the forest floor just a few nights ago…
“I don’t see anywhere else to go,” Sarina commented. She already had another arrow knocked, but her quiver was running dangerously low at this point. “We’re effectively cut off.”
Jason risked a quick peek over the rubble. He felt like they had killed a hundred Crell by now, though in reality it was probably closer to a dozen. Unfortunately, they were now locked in something of a stalemate where each side tried to score a cheap kill past increasingly dense cover. Elade was nearby somewhere, at least in theory.  It was always possible that she’d already gotten herself killed 
“Can’t you wave your hands and deflect their attacks or something,” Sarina asked after a moment. 
“Don’t you think I’d be doing that if I could?” he asked tartly. “Remind me to ask for more pointers when this is all over.”
“I think your aim is a bigger problem at this point. Tam’s a better shot when he’s drunk.”
Jason laughed. The comment wasn’t even particularly funny, but for some reason right now it seemed downright hilarious. All he wanted to do was lie down and sleep for a week or two or six…
“I’m glad you came, you know,” he whispered, placing a hand on her leg. “At least we get to do this together—”
“Oh, for the love of Asgard,” Sarina grunted. “You must be really tired if you’re getting sappy already.”
“Pretty much. I just wanted to…wait, what the hell is that?”
A low rumble thundered in the distance, and at first Jason thought they were about to be run down by a herd of stampeding groll. But then he recognized the familiar clomping of heavy cavalry in mid charge, and a few seconds later five Alliance cavalry thundered around the corner in a perfect triangle. Their leader, a puffy-cheeked young man with a silver-blue tabard, lowered a glimmering Aetheric shield in front of his mount. Soon the barrier widened until it was protecting all the riders behind him, and the Crell arrows and energy bolts splattered harmlessly aside. 
Sarina knew an opportunity when she saw one, and she vaulted over their cover once more and fired. Sucking in a deep breath, Jason leaned up to join her assault…and then a warning tingle abruptly shot down his spine. He sensed a cold mind lurking somewhere off to their left, but his eyes couldn’t pick out anything. He concentrated harder, feeling around with his telepathy to try and latch onto a target…
And then Jason whirled around and unleashed an arcing bolt of lightning towards one of the nearby columns. The stone ruptured beneath the assault, and the Crell soldier who had been slinking around behind it barely managed a startled yelp before a thousand pounds of rock crushed him into a bloody pulp. 
“Much better,” Sarina said, tossing him a wry grin. “Talroy and his cavalry can take care of this mess. We need to find Elade.”
Jason nodded. “She has to be nearby somewhere…”
“She is.” 
Sarina pointed off to her left. Masked behind the smoking pillars of what used to be a house, her tattered armor soaked in blood and her left arm dangling limply, Elade knelt helplessly on the ground before a towering Crell soldier.
 
***
 
Elade’s sabre sliced through the soldier’s breastplate, piercing his heart in a single, crisp thrust. His corpse collapsed atop a growing pile of bodies, and she twirled her bloody blade about to deter the Crell Breaker before he could make another charging sweep. After what felt like an eternity of hit-and-fade strikes, she had finally eliminated the rest of his unit. She just wasn’t sure she had anything left for the big man himself.
“You don’t fight like a paladin,” the Breaker commented as he hurled another sphere of flame in her direction. Elade sheathed her weapon in a protective barrier and easily batted aside the miniature fireball. “And you certainly don’t fight like any elf I’ve ever seen.”
“You fight exactly like plenty of other Crell,” Elade replied. “Maybe you just need to get out more.”
“Kroll was right about you,” the man went on, ignoring her. “You could be so much more than another lackey of the weak, but instead you shackle yourself to the empty platitudes of false gods.”
“It doesn’t take divine inspiration to realize that your so-called mistress is insane. You and your ilk might not be Bound, but you’re still slaves to her will.”
He smiled. “We are slaves to nothing and to no one. We are the children of the Aether itself, born to save this world from the parasites infesting it.”
“Right,” Elade murmured, shifting another step to her left. Off in the distance, she heard the familiar thunder of a cavalry charge, and she mentally confirmed that Squire Talroy had successfully organized the Alliance soldiers. Slowly but surely, the battle was turning in their favor. “Do yourself a favor and surrender before it’s too late. Save as many of your soldiers as you can.”
“Their lives are irrelevant,” the Breaker said with a shrug. “This war is already over—surely even you can see that.”
“Then you might as well put down your sword and stop fighting.”
He chuckled and shifted to a two-handed grip on his serrated broadsword. The weapon wasn’t particularly well-balanced or graceful, but Elade had no doubt that it could cut through virtually anything. Judging from the man’s bulk and stance, he clearly wasn’t big on fighting defensively anyway. He was as tall as Tevek with the power of a man in his prime.
“I have been told you cannot be broken,” the Breaker said. “Perhaps I can find a way.”
Elade sighed. Tevek had once told her that the best part of the Last Dawn’s reputation was how often it cowed men into submission before they threw away their lives. Evidently this new generation of Crell hadn’t received the missive. 
The Breaker attacked. He was faster than he looked, if still a bit awkward. He used wide, arcing slashes, any of which would have easily been enough to cleave her in two had she not flipped out of the way. Elade slipped beneath his defenses several times, but even her Dawn-forged blade had trouble piercing his thick armor without a direct hit. He wouldn’t go down easily. 
Where Kroll had been a sadistic ball of tightly-focused rage, this man was a cunning, disciplined warrior. He was still arrogant, however, and before her plummet from dragonback and subsequent collision with the tower, Elade had no doubt she could have taken him down without too much trouble. But between battle fatigue and a useless arm, she was barely able to hold her ground. Soon enough he would connect with one of his fearsome swings, and then it would all be over. 
Which meant it was time for her to change the rules.
“Kroll really wanted me to join you,” Elade commented between breaths, retreating backwards and channeling as subtly as she could manage. “I can see why—you could all use some practice with your swordplay.”
“You should have listened to him,” the Breaker said. “Now you get to die along with these worthless vorhang.”
“He wasn’t very persuasive,” she replied with a shrug. “But he did teach me one thing.”
“And what is that?”
Grinning, Elade pounced forward. The maneuver was quick and unexpected, and she caught him completely flat-footed. But her sabre deflected harmlessly off his breastplate, and the recoil knocked her dangerously off balance. She was in too close for him to strike with his sword, so he reacted purely with brawn instead—he punched her with his gauntlet and flattened her to the ground. Without her protective Aetheric mantle, he would have broken her jaw and knocked out most of her teeth; even with it, the blow still hurt like hell. Blood filled her mouth, and it took all her remaining strength to drag herself to her knees in front of him. 
The Breaker loomed over her, sword in hand, wanting desperately to finish her—but his muscles twitched uncontrollably in response to the electricity coursing through them. 
“Don’t feel bad,” Elade murmured. “That trick worked on me too.”
With a final exhausted grunt, she slashed her sabre across his body and severed his arm at the elbow. The Breaker crumpled to his knees and gasped in horror at the fountain of blood, and with the last of her strength Elade drove her sword through the visor of his helmet. He toppled backwards onto the pile of rubble, and she collapsed in the opposite direction. 
Elade was vaguely aware of someone rushing over towards her, but she couldn’t even summon the energy to stand. Soon a familiar face looked down upon her, and she smiled. 
“Sol’s mercy,” Jason gasped, panting as he placed a hand on her cheek. “Are you all right?”
“I’m great, thanks for asking,” Elade muttered. “I thought I told you to cover me.”
“We got pinned down,” Sarina explained. “Besides, you looked like you had everything under control.”
Jason grunted. “The Alliance cavalry showed up and finished them off. It looks like they’ve driven the Crell back at the front gate and are spreading out cleaning up the groll in the rest of the city.”
“Good. What about Selvhara and the others?”
He glanced off into the distance and wiped the thick layer of grime from his brow. “I’m not sure. They went to try and protect the northwestern wall, but I lost contact with Sel a few minutes ago. She could be unconscious or…”
Elade clenched her jaw and sat up, and she tried her best to ignore the sickening taste of blood in her mouth. “Help me up,” she said with a cough. “And let’s get moving.”
 
***
 
Selvhara hacked and coughed as she swept the dust out of her eyes. The sunlight burned brightly on her face, and sweat and soot plastered strands of silver hair to her skin. Rocks jabbed into her back, and she struggled to roll away and figure out where she was.  
The tower she and Tam had been using for cover had been obliterated, and apparently she’d managed to deflect enough of the debris to save her life. Lifting her hands to her forehead, she channeled healing magic into her wounds and confirmed that nothing was broken. A moment later, she heard Tam groan next to her. 
“Tam?” she asked, diving over to him. Given the size of the gash on his forehead, he was lucky to be alive, let alone conscious. “Can you hear me?”
“Yes,” he croaked. After a few seconds his eyes abruptly widened in horror. “Oh, shit!”
 “What? What’s wrong?”
He swallowed heavily and focused his eyes on her. “I can’t move my legs.”
“I know,” Selvhara said, smiling. “They’re buried, you dimwit.”
He glanced down to the pile of small rocks covering the lower half of his body. “Oh.”
Shaking her head, she stabilized the worst of his wounds before helping him to his feet. Miraculously, the wall they’d come here to guard was still standing. Solarian archers had reinforced their position, and the once-encroaching Crell infantry were now in full retreat. 
“I wondered when you’d get up,” a familiar voice said from behind them. A heartbeat later, a set of feline claws wrapped around the lip of the battlements, and Gor hoisted himself up over the rubble next to them. 
“I’m glad you’re all right,” Selvhara told him. “But there are stairs on the other side of the tower, you know.”
“The stairs were annihilated. I assumed I was the only one who could get up here to dig you out.”
“Aw, I knew you cared, big guy” Tam said with a cough. 
Gor snorted. “I figured you kept the key to your stash in your jacket somewhere. I wanted to make sure I got here before the other scavengers.”
Selvhara smiled and glanced back over the wall. “The Crell are in full retreat.”
“Yes, once they realized they weren’t going to breach the wall, they pulled back.” The chagari flashed a toothy smile of his own. “We held.”
Selvhara glanced back over her shoulder. Almost every building on this side of the city had been at least partially destroyed. Bodies littered the fortress, the Command Tower had collapsed, and they still didn’t know precisely what had happened with the Solarian priests. They might have held Garos, but somehow this didn’t feel much like a victory. 
And the war, she knew, had only just begun. 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
“The future is merely an echo of the past.”
—Inscribed outside the Elerian Historical Archive
 
An armored limb jutted out from the pile of rubble that had once been the Garos Command Tower, and Elade grimaced as she frantically hurled aside another chunk of stone. The arm wasn’t moving, which made it disturbingly identical to the other four she had found so far. 
“There’s another one about two yards in,” she called back over her shoulder. 
Gor leaned down to help her hoist a larger slab out of the way, though at this point the chagari was probably doing four-fifths of the work. Every few minutes one of the Solarian griffons would swoop by and carry off one of the larger pieces to a central pile, and the remaining field commanders had organized their troops to pitch in wherever they could. It was going to be a long, grim night digging up and identifying the dead en masse, but if they managed to save anyone it would all be worth it. Right now, of course, Elade was hoping to save a very particular person.
The previous four bodies—mostly Darius’s various adjutants—had been badly mangled. Some had been crushed to a pulp outright, while others had been burned so grievously they were barely recognizable. Elade’s memories flashed back to all her years serving as a shadow knight in the grand army of Maz’Belar. She had counted more dead in her life than she cared to admit, but it didn’t make this task any easier. Perhaps that was for the best—sifting through corpses should never be a thoughtless chore for anyone. 
Finally Gor lifted the last massive chunk of stone away, and Elade leaned in to check the body. The armor and tabard definitely belonged to an officer, but his head was still buried. Fearing the worst, she reached in her hand and touched the man’s skin. It was cold and lifeless, and she didn’t need the Aether to know that this man was dead. Sighing, she continued digging out the smaller stones concealing the rest of the body. She was halfway done when she heard a cough and froze. 
 “Can you hear me?”
Another cough. Elade continued digging even as she cursed at her enfeebled left arm. Selvhara’s healing magic had set the bone and numbed the pain, but she wasn’t going to be swinging anything for a week. A minute later, they cleared away enough of the rubble that she recognized the body as Colonel Ectar; two minutes after that, Gor finally pulled the corpse free. Her heart sank…but then she realized there was yet another body hidden inside. Buried beneath a last pile of debris was a a thirty-something blonde man covered in dust and smeared in blood. His eyes were closed, but he was breathing. 
 “Darius,” Elade breathed, knocking as much of the dust off of him as she could. “He’s alive!”
She placed her hands against him and channeled her strongest healing technique. He was badly hurt—he had a broken arm and leg, and several of his ribs had been severely bruised. But he was alive…and with proper care, he would be all right. 
His eyes slowly fluttered open, and Elade rubbed the last bit of dust from his forehead. “Darius, can you hear me?”
“Yes,” he gasped, pain darkening his face. “Wha…?”
“Don’t talk,” she soothed, keeping a hand on him while the others cleared off his body. “The Tower was destroyed with you inside. You’re buried but we’re getting you out. The battle is over.” He tried to speak again, but she placed her hands over his mouth. “I’ll explain later. Just relax and let us get you out of there, General.”
He looked at her as if seeing her for the first time, a faint smile on his lips. Elade clutched his hand and held on tightly. 
 
***
 
Two hours later, the recovery effort was still going strong. The wounded had been carried or flown to a central infirmary, and between Selvhara and the surviving Solarian priests they had all been stabilized. Scouts had been dispatched into the nearby wilderness to search for any stragglers, and squads of griffon patrolled the skies just in case the Crell had more aerial reinforcements on the way. 
For now, at least, the situation seemed reasonably under control, and Jason let out a deep breath and collapsed against the infirmary floor. He wasn’t sure he’d ever been this drained physically or mentally; he felt like he had just run a dozen laps around the university grounds while simultaneously reciting Gan’s entire treatise on the socio-political effects of hyper-nationalism. 
All he wanted to do was sleep, but for the moment he was content to marvel that all of his friends had survived. He also couldn’t help but wonder about the fact his vision had come to pass after all. What did it mean for his future? Would he receive further guidance? Or was this just a lucky coincidence. 
Amidst his reverie, Belek Talroy approached the group. His round face and pudgy nose had lost a lot of the youthfulness Jason had seen in it only a day before. The squire had been trained in combat and probably even fought a few small battles, but he had almost certainly never seen death or chaos on this scale before. War was a brutal teacher, his father had always said, even for men who willingly chose to walk the path of death. Jason could still remember every detail of his first serious battle with perfect clarity. 
“Any news from Celenest?” Jason asked. 
Talroy visibly flinched. “Mostly that the Highlord isn’t very happy with me right now.”
“Well, he’s a fool. You fought bravely and saved a lot of lives.”
“Yes, you did,” Elade agreed. She slumped down next to Jason and peeled off the remaining bits of her armor. 
“Thank you, but…” Talroy trailed off and sighed. “According to Lord Alric, Crell agents penetrated the King’s Tower and assassinated King Areekan. The guards killed the Crell before they could escape, but the damage was done.”
Jason closed his eyes and swore under his breath. “So it’s just as bad as we feared. Without an Ascendant, the Solarians can’t possibly hold the line for long.”
“If Areekan is dead, how are the priests here still able to channel?” Selvhara asked. “None of them have wanted to speak to me about it.”
“I don’t know for certain,” Talroy said, “but the rumor is that one of the king’s priestesses captured the essence of Sol and Ascended. Evidently she managed to maintain some of Areekan’s bonds.”
“That’s not possible,” Tam breathed. “Or is it?”
“I don’t think so,” Jason said. “But if it is, there’s only one person in Celenest who could pull it off.”
“Krystia,” Elade reasoned. “It was her, wasn’t it?”
Talroy shook his head. “I don’t know—no one will give me a straight answer.”
“If it is her, and the Council figures out that she’s Unbound…”
“The Alliance might tear itself apart without the Crell’s help,” Tam finished. “Well, this is just fantastic news, isn’t it?”
“I’m afraid it gets worse,” Talroy said, glancing away. “The Crell assassins killed dozens of guards during the attack. Highlord Dracian was with them.”
“Anvira have mercy,” Selvhara gasped. She clamped her hands over her mouth and sank to her knees. “Tevek…”
Talroy swallowed heavily, and Jason buried his face in his hands. He couldn’t think of anything to say, and neither could anyone else. By the time he finally glanced back up, Sel had buried herself in Tam’s arms. Jason couldn’t even bring himself to look at her; the storm of rage and sorrow pouring off her was nearly overwhelming. He turned to Elade instead, and he belatedly realized that he couldn’t sense anything from her at all. No anger, no sadness…it was like he was staring at a wall.
“Have you heard any reports from Brackengarde or Aman-Dapor?” she asked into the silence.
“Nothing,” Talroy said. “Lord Alric says we have to assume they’ve both fallen.”
“Which means they could march on Celenest before the first snowfall. Without priests, the Alliance army doesn’t stand a chance.”
The silence lingered once more, and Jason felt sick to his stomach. His friends might have survived Garos, but Solaria would soon be burning around them. The greatest hero of his childhood was dead, and the oldest Ascendant King in Torsia had just joined him. 
Eventually Talroy stirred. “Highlord Alric is planning to return Tevek’s body to the Citadel for an honored burial.”
“Of course he is,” Elade whispered. Jason still couldn’t feel anything from her, but he didn’t need to—her glowing blue eyes had gone as cold as an Asgardian winter. “Now that Tevek’s dead, he’s useful again.”
Tam frowned. “Where else would they take him?”
“Don’t you understand? Alric can use this funeral to gain political favor. He can generate sympathy for himself and for the Dawn, and in the process he’ll sweep the current scandal under the rug. In a few weeks, no one will even remember how the Conclave treated Tevek. They’ll just remember that their Highlord was slain, and they will rally around their new one as they thirst for vengeance.”
“But…Lord Dracian does belong at the Citadel,” Talroy said. “At least he can be buried along with the other—”
“No!” Elade nearly screamed. Her mental walls finally crumbled, and her rage flooded over Jason so hard and so fast he thought he might lose consciousness.  “They betrayed him. They cast him out. He’s better than they are.”
Selvhara pulled herself from Tam’s arms, tears still streaking down her face. “Yes, but he still belongs with his fallen brothers and sisters.”
For an instant, Jason thought Elade might actually argue the point. But then her mental walls locked back into place, and her thoughts became a mystery to him once more. 
 “Why?” she asked quietly.
“Because he was a Knight of the Last Dawn,” Selvhara said. “The Conclave might have been wrong to reject him, but that doesn’t change what Tevek was or how he should be remembered.”
“What about Alric?”
“So what about Alric? He just gets away with this?”
“This isn’t about Alric or his politics. This is about Tevek and what he would want—what he deserves. Regardless of what happened, I think you know that’s where he would want to be.”
The vaeyn’s lip twisted, and she slowly rose to her feet. “He lost everything because of me,” she said, her voice wavering like it might crack at any second. “He came back to Celenest for me. Now he’s dead because of me.”
Selvhara shook her head. “This isn’t your fault. Tevek made a choice—a choice he would make again, given the chance. He was proud of you. He believed in the power of redemption, and you’ve proven him right.”
Elade pivoted away and crossed her arms. “He’ll be remembered for bringing an exile into the Dawn—that’s what will stand out to the Conclave.”
“Forget the Conclave. Tevek was a hero across Calhara and Torsia. Nothing they ever do can change that.”
Elade closed her eyes. The mournful silence hung between them all, and Jason reached out and joined hands with Selvhara. He could still feel the pain inside her, but as usual she had found a way to bury her despair beneath a mountain of resolve. She would continue to grieve for a long time, but he doubted anyone here would ever see it on her face again. 
 “I need to be there when they bury him,” Elade said softly after a moment. “I don’t care what Alric says.”
Tam sighed. “You saw what that idiot was willing to do here today. He pulled his men from the front line just because you were here. You can’t just walk right up to him in Celenest.”
“I have to confront him at some point, and I refuse to spend this entire war trying to avoid him.”
“Then we will help you,” Selvhara promised. “We’ll all ride to Celenest together and confront Alric as a group. If he won’t take you back in, then you should come with us.”
Elade raised an eyebrow. “To what end?”
“That’s a good question,” Tam said. “The Crell will be back here eventually, and you know they’ll be pushing hard in the south.”
“It’s hard to predict what the Sovereigns will do next,” Talroy said distantly. “The Galvian Resistance launched an attack on the Lyebel garrison today, and when they arrived the Crell soldiers were already killing each other.”
“What?” Jason asked. “That makes no sense.”
“I know, but it’s the truth. Squads of imperial soldiers led by Breakers slaughtered the city watchmen. They might have killed the rebels, too—we lost contact with our knights in Lyebel hours ago.”
“When it rains…” Tam muttered. “What the hell is going on here, Jace? What do we do?”
All of them were looking at him, even the two knights. Jason was perfectly accustomed to calling the shots as they moved from dig site to dig site, but this was different. This time it wasn’t about following him to a new stash; it was just about following him. Only a few days ago he’d been surprised when they came with him to Garos, and now this. They all had their own reasons for joining up with his little troupe, but the battle between Crell and Solaria—or Crell and Galvia—had never really been their war. Not like it was to him and his family. 
But perhaps things were different now. They had all seen these Crell Breakers in action, and they clearly understood that the Sovereigns wouldn’t stop coming until all of Torsia was forced to live under their boot. 
“We go back to Celenest,” Jason said. “We put Tevek to rest, and then we try and track down my father. We still don’t know what he’s up to, but I have a feeling he knows a lot more about what’s going on than we do.”
“I suppose anything is better than staying here,” Tam murmured. 
Jason glanced between them, and he could see the resolve in each of their faces. Perhaps this war was personal for all of them now.  Perhaps it always had been.
“Then we’ll set out in the morning,” he told them. “For now, there are still a lot of hurt people out there who could use our help.”
 
***
 
Onar Tenel stared blankly at the battle projections long after his input was necessary or relevant. The Crell Imperium had won two great victories today despite some minor setbacks. Garos remained standing, but in the grand scheme of the war, one failed siege would likely end up as little more than a historical footnote. Scattered and demoralized, the Solarians would have a hard time recovering before it was too late.  
Still, Tenel couldn’t bring himself to completely dismiss this defeat. For him, Garos was personal. The thought of losing to the heir of Ethan Moore made his stomach turn, and the bitter taste in his mouth called to mind all the horrors of Geriskhad and the death of Tenel’s only son…
Moore’s day will come, Admiral,” Damir whispered from behind him. She had hardly said a word over the last hour despite the continued skirmishes at Brackengarde and Aman-Dapor. She had also been smiling thinly the entire time…and each time he turned around a cold chill shuddered down his spine. 
“I hope so,” Tenel said. “I know it’s still early, but if you wish me to plan the next stage of the invasion, I will need more information on whatever reinforcements we have available, especially in the north. That is, unless High Sovereign Thelonius is planning on directing the rest of this war himself.”
“You will get whatever reinforcements you need,” she assured him. “But first I want to show you something.”
The crystalline mirrors shimmered from translucent to opaque as she stood from her throne and stepped over towards the chamber’s double doors. Tenel paused awkwardly for a second, confused, but then quickly fell in step with her. Her gait was surprisingly brisk for a woman of her modest stature, and she led him down several corridors he swore he had never seen before. But given that the complex was essentially a giant labyrinth, it was difficult to be certain.  
Eventually they spiraled down a long staircase and approached another pair of double doors nearly identical to those protecting her chamber. Damir casually flicked her chin, and after a brief delay the invisible locking mechanisms began clicking open. Tenel wasn’t sure what to expect on the other side. Another chamber filled with crystalline mirrors? A special storage facility stocked with powerful Aether-infused weapons?  A giant repository filled with all the Zarul’s darkest secrets?
“I wasn’t able to provide you with additional reinforcements during the invasion because our soldiers were needed elsewhere,” Damir said. “Thankfully, after today that will no longer be the case.”
 The doors finally opened…and Tenel’s jaw dropped open.
Inside the chamber were several dozen heavily-armored men and women. He recognized their faces from his trips to the Vortex Chamber—they were all Breakers, and they had obviously been in battle recently. 
But their presence was far less surprising than the other men in the room. There were four of them in total, each gagged and shackled at the wrists as they hung upside-down from the ceiling. Upon closer inspection, Tenel realized they had also been fitted with several of the spiked crystalline bracelets the Zarul employed to neutralize enemy channelers. He didn’t recognize any of these individuals, but they clearly weren’t warriors. They were overly pale and gaunt, and their clothing was clearly upper-class despite the numerous tears and splotches of blood. 
“I don’t understand,” Tenel whispered. “Who are these people?”
“Old friends whose time had finally come,” Damir told him. “Their removal heralds the dawn of the new age, Admiral—an age where the Imperium will no longer be burdened by politics or petty power-brokering between fools.”
Tenel frowned as his eyes darted between the hanging men. Were they high-ranking members of the old nobility, then? He was hardly an expert on the inner workings of court politics, but he still found it strange that he didn’t recognize any of them. What could they possibly—?
The color abruptly drained from his face. Four well-dressed men, their faces pale and their bodies gaunt as if they rarely ate or stepped outside…
The truth stabbed him like a shiv through the gut. All his darkest suspicions about the Zarul, all the crazy, impossible scenarios he’d concocted in his long days alone…suddenly they all clicked together in his mind like the pieces of an enormous puzzle. 
“When did you kill High Sovereign Thelonius?” Tenel asked, his voice a brittle whisper.
“Nearly two years ago,” Damir said. “But then, I’m sure you’ve already figured that out by now.”
Tenel tried to swallow but his throat had gone dry. Two years ago, the Ishthare Rebellion had shaken the very core of the Imperium, and many believed the people’s confidence in their leaders had been irreparably damaged. Tenel had played a vital role in the conflict; his forces had defeated the insurrectionist armada at Veinshel Harbor. Afterwards, the High Sovereign had declared victory over the upstart Sovereign from Tracordia named Variska Ishthare. He claimed that she’d been defeated, and that he had taken her Ascendant power as his own. But instead…
“Was there ever a real Zarul Sovereign?” Tenel asked. “Or did you kill her too?”
Alexandra Damir—or rather, Variska Ishthare—turned and smiled at him. “Of course, though I replaced Damir long before the rebellion began. She was the first piece in the puzzle, as it were, and clearly the most important.”
“You killed her and Thelonius, but the other Sovereigns had no idea. That was why you weren’t surprised when the Solarian girl managed to hold on to some of Areekan’s priests—you had done exactly the same thing with both Damir and Thelonius before. You took control of their Bound, and no one in the Imperium was the wiser…not even the Bound themselves, I’d wager.”
“They felt a hiccup in their powers, of course, but nothing that couldn’t easily be dismissed by their caring and benevolent Sovereign.”
Tenel forced himself to breathe as he glanced back up to the four men hanging in the room. “And now you’ve captured the four remaining Sovereigns…and you’re going to kill them, too.”
Ishthare took a step forward, a predatory glint in her eye. “Yes.”
The admiral struggled not to be sick. While he had been commanding their invasion forces, Ishthare had dispatched thousands of her troops and their Breaker commanders against each of the other Sovereigns. Tenel thought back to his friend Horsch and his stories of how paranoid High Command had become over the past few months…and he realized how right they’d been. Sovereign Ishthare and her Green Coats had been in command of the Imperium for two years and no one had even known it…
“The question you need to be asking, Admiral, is where your allegiance lies,” Ishthare said. “I needed your skills to plan and execute the attack on the Alliance, and so this deception was an unfortunate necessity. I also needed to test your loyalties, and in that regard I’m afraid you have given us all mixed results. You are loyal to your country—that I do not doubt. But how loyal are you to its leaders?”
Tenel’s lip quivered. “I am loyal to the Imperium and its people. That has never changed.”
“But will you be loyal to me?” Ishthare asked. “Can I trust you to lead my forces into battle and crush the Alliance?”
Tenel knew he was trapped. He had no outs, no means of escaping this web. Ishthare could see through him as clearly as a piece of glass. His life—and certainly that of his family—hung in the balance before her judgment. 
“I believe in the Imperium,” he told her. “I believe in the rule of law and the stability of a centralized government. I believe it is our destiny to bring that freedom to the world, because no one can truly be free until they are secure.” He paused. “I don’t know what you believe.”
Ishthare smiled again. “I believe our great nation has grown tired and weak. Over the last few decades we have become complacent. Our message of strength and unity has been diluted by petty squabbles amongst our leaders. We have allowed rebellions to fester inside our own border. We have tolerated dissent amongst those we have conquered. We allow these threats to our security to endure, and because of that our people have lost their way.”
She turned and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I believe it is time for us to defeat our enemies, both at home and abroad, and bring the people of Torsia the peace and safety they deserve.”
Tenel glanced up to the hanging men. “And what about them?”
“They cannot see past themselves. They cannot understand the serpent that has been slithering its way through this empire for so long. I tried to show them once, but when they refused to listen to my pleas, I knew I would have to be more…direct.”
“What of High Command?” What of the other officers?”
“Those who have proven their usefulness will have a place at my side,” Ishthare said matter-of-factly. “Those who do not will be purged along with the rest of the corruption infecting the Imperium.”
“I see,” Tenel murmured.
“As I said, Admiral, we stand at the dawn of a new age…and the time has come for you to make a decision. We are burdened with glorious purpose, you and I. We have been called to rebuild Torsia—to rebuild Obsidian.  The only question is whether or not we will answer.”
“And what happens if I refuse?”
“Then I will allow you to return home with your family,” Ishthare said. “I offer you a true choice, Admiral. If you wish to walk away, I will respect your decision. If not…then we can ensure the future and security of our Imperium together. So will you serve me, Onar Tenel?
Tenel thoughts flicked back to his home village, to the townsfolk he barely knew and the family he had almost forgotten. He wasn’t a farmer anymore, and he certainly wasn’t a husband. He was a soldier, through and through…and he would be lying to himself by pretending to be anything else.  
He also couldn’t deny how much he still yearned for vengeance. Moore and his Elf Witch were still out there somewhere, and here Tenel could make sure they were punished for their crimes. Sitting at home on his farm he would wonder about their fate, and he would always regret not taking the opportunity to grant his son a final peace. 
“Yes,” he said, standing stiffly and clasping his hands behind his back. “Yes, I will.”
“I never doubted it,” Ishthare told him. She nodded to the door behind him and a Coat stepped up behind him. “Escort the Admiral back to his chambers. See to it that he’s provided with everything he needs.”
“Of course, Mistress.”
“Oh, and I almost forgot, Admiral. Is there anyone in High Command you trust? Those you believe would serve us well and put aside their own petty ambitions?”
“A few,” Tenel said, his thoughts turning to his friend Horsch. 
“Prepare me a list of names as soon as you can. I will make certain to contact them.”
Tenel nodded, then turned and left the chamber. Behind him echoed the dying screams of the Crell Sovereigns….and last vestiges of the old Imperium.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
“The death of an Ascendant heralds a new dawn. The murder of an Ascendant heralds a new age.”
—Vizean Lagour, Izarian philosopher, 356 AG
 
Krystia Tharule forced herself to smile politely even as the councilors arrayed across the table bickered endlessly with one another. She didn’t need her telepathy to see how their fear and doubt had stripped them of all reason and sensibility. They were like a group of unruly children thrust into the chaos of the world for the first time, and they had no idea what to do without their domineering parents. Krystia didn’t hate them—she pitied them and their insular existence. 
“I’m perfectly willing to answer your questions, but first everyone needs to calm down,” she said, doing her best to sound authoritative but not angered. “Lord Margove, why don’t you go first? I know you wished to ask me something.”
“I wish to ask you many things,” he said, his voice a bitter sneer, “but why don’t we start with the basics. High Priest Kaeldar seems unable to recall much of anything, and the reports from the surviving guardsmen were vague at best. How is it that you, a priestess living within the temple, managed to respond to a threat inside the King’s Tower before the rest of the royal garrison? And then how did you stop two deadly Crell assassins before they penetrated the chamber defenses?”
“Your Majesty,” Krystia corrected. 
Margrove frowned and cocked his head. “Excuse me?”
“When you address me, the proper title is ‘Your Majesty.’”
He glared at her incredulously, his mouth hanging open. Finally he broke into a bitter laugh. “I assume this is some ill-fated attempt at humor?”
“On the contrary, I am quite serious,” Krystia assured him. “In times of great distress, it is even more imperative for us to adhere to proper protocol.”
His laughter died. “You are not our queen. This Council has not selected a proper heir—”
“And it is no longer required to do so,” she interrupted coolly. “I carry within me the spirit of Sol and the memories of King Areekan and all his predecessors. By all rights, I am the legitimate ruler of the Alliance, just as you are one of its chosen Councilors.”
The silence melted into confusion, and Krystia again forced herself to smile politely. As tempting as it was to simply reach out with her mind and forcibly quash their doubts, she decided that wielding her telepathy like a bludgeon was a bit extreme—at least for now. Hopefully reason could still win the day. But if not…
“With all due respect, priestess,” Lady Savilen replied evenly, “that is not your decision to make. The successor to the throne is chosen by this Council, not you.”
Krystia smiled at the older woman as she leaned back in her throne and crossed her legs. “Unfortunately, the Rite of Ascension is a luxury we cannot afford. Our great nation faces an unprecedented threat. With the fall of Brackengarde and Aman-Dapor, we are now in a battle for our very survival. We cannot abide doubt or hesitation under such perilous circumstances—instead, we must concentrate all our available resources upon the Crell. We must turn the tide of this war before it consumes us all.”
“The Rite of Ascension is not a luxury,” Savilen protested. “It is the very essence of our democracy.”
“You represent your province, Lady Savilen, just as the others represent theirs. That is the essence of our democracy. The monarch is meant to coordinate the Lord’s Council, and that’s exactly what I plan to do. I wish to work with you to defeat the Crell.”
“What you wish is irrelevant,” Margrove snapped, standing in his seat. “You are a placeholder—a bookmark. Being present at the king’s murder is coincidence, not entitlement.”
“I’m sure all of us appreciate what you were able to do, Priestess Tharule,” Lord Jeracho added diplomatically. “You saved the lives of two royal guardsmen and shielded the spirit of Sol against a malicious and cowardly attack upon the very heart of our Alliance. We are also incredibly fortunate that you were able to sustain King Areekan’s bond with our forces at Garos. Without their support, we would have lost the north as well. Truly, we are very grateful for what you have done.”
Krystia smiled. Jeracho’s province in the south was already under siege from the Crell, but that wasn’t why he was placating her. He meant what he said and seemed genuinely annoyed with the others. His attitude gave her a small bit of hope that this wouldn’t have to end as badly as she’d feared. 
“I thank you for your kind words,” she said with a nod. “And Lord Jeracho brings up a very important point: in maintaining our position at Garos, we have thwarted a vital part of the Crell invasion plan. Another Rite of Ascension would leave us vulnerable on every front—the enemy might even be able to march on Celenest before we recovered.”
Savilen shook her head. “You can’t hide behind veiled threats and fear-mongering to justify an unlawful Ascension. We all acknowledge the need for swift and decisive action here, but we cannot dismiss our basic principles so easily.”
“More importantly,” Margrove added, “if you were able to maintain a bond with so many of the king’s servants, I’m sure your lawfully appointed successor will have similar luck.”
“What exactly are you basing that on, Edgar?” Tamas blurted out. “As far as I know, this has never happened before.”
Margrove grunted. “She’s barely more than a child—how could she accomplish such a unique feat?”
“Because she’s not like any ruler you’ve ever had,” a stiff voice from the back of the room chimed in. Gabriel Alric, Highlord of the Last Dawn, stood from his advisor seat behind the Council. “Only two people in your government were even aware of her true nature, and now one is dead and the other traumatized.”
Krystia met his stern gaze. His face was expressionless, but she could see the contempt simmering in his eyes. She understood how he felt—if Alric hadn’t conspired to cast Tevek from the Dawn, he would still be alive. A part of her was tempted to burn the new Highlord to cinders right where he stood, political consequences be damned. 
“Regrettably,” Alric continued as the councilors turned to face him, “our previous Highlord harbored many secrets, some of which are only just coming to the forefront now. I’m sure many of you were quite fond of Tevek Dracian, and he was my oldest and closest friend. But these last few weeks before his valiant death in the defense of your king, we became aware of several of his…indiscretions. One of which some of you may be aware of already—a former Knight of the Last Dawn whose identity as an Unbound was concealed from us for four years.”
“You mean the vaeyn who fought alongside our forces at Serogar, and who General Iouna commissioned to fight for us at Garos?” Lord Alistan asked pointedly. “She is also responsible for saving the Galvian Resistance in Lyebel.”
Alric tossed the man an annoyed glance. “Assertions which do not dismiss the fact she willingly lied about her heritage to the Conclave with the support of Highlord Dracian. But the fate of Dame Devarath is not the concern of this Council—instead, I turn you to one of the Highlord’s earlier projects, your resident priestess-turned-queen.”
Their gazes swept towards Krystia. Alistan might have defused Alric’s momentum, but there was no way to stop this inquisition completely. Krystia had known all along that she would have to deal with this revelation today at some point; she had simply wished to handle it on her own terms.  
“I was rescued by Highlord Dracian when I was eight years-old,” she said. “Tevek believed in equality and opportunity, and so he made arrangements with King Areekan to train me as a temple priestess. Only His Majesty and his Voice knew the truth.”
The councilors looked upon each other with awe and horror, just as she’d expected. Margrove’s eyes narrowed into a feral glower. 
“You’re a fraud,” he murmured. 
“I assure you I am quite real—as is my power,” Krystia replied evenly. “Only an Unbound could maintain the king’s bonds as I did. The Alliance will need my strength if it is to survive.”
“You belong in the Unbound Academy with the other degenerates,” Margrove hissed. “I cannot believe Tyrius kept the truth from us. This is heresy!”
She smiled. “As of today, the Asylum’s services will no longer be required. I have already dispatched a squad a troops to make contact with the priests and prisoners and bring them home.”
“You what?” Savilen stammered. “You have no authority over the Academy! This is outrageous.”
“We are going to need all the help we can get to drive back the Crell,” Krystia explained, tension creeping into her voice despite her best efforts. “I plan to organize and train the Unbound to fight alongside our forces. Our Bound are still vulnerable to the Crell Breakers—we need soldiers in key positions who can defend themselves against this technique.”
“Intolerable,” Margrove breathed, shaking his head. 
“As a member of the Conclave, I can assure you the Last Dawn will not support a government run by a renegade…sorceress,” Alric nearly spat. “Nor will we support the wanton release of others. The actions of Legion General Iouna already forced me to withdraw my knights from Garos. If this Council does not remove this heretic from power, then I will pull my forces out of Solaria. You will fight this war alone.”
Krystia glared daggers at him. The Council erupted into a shouting match. At first they directed their vitriol at her, but soon it bled over to one another. Many of the councilors had never gotten along, and the current crisis quickly became an excuse to vent long festering political resentment. All the while she stared at Alric, and a faint smile tugged at his lips. She could feel the protective wards he had already conjured around himself—he was bold to challenge her so directly, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew she couldn’t lash out at him here, not in front of the Council. 
Still, Krystia had never expected him to support her anyway, and there was no way in Obsidian that she was going to turn her back on Elade or the Asylum prisoners. She would fight and win this war without the Last Dawn if she had to. 
“You are dismissed from this Council, Highlord Alric,” she called out once the worst of the din had settled. “You and your knights are no longer welcome within the Alliance.”
The conversation abruptly stopped, and every eyeball in the room focused squarely upon her. Alric, for his part, simply nodded. 
“So be it.”
The Council watched in silent horror as he strode to the door. They couldn’t believe that an ancient political alliance—perhaps the oldest in all of Torsia—had just evaporated right before their eyes. Krystia waited until the paladin had reached the door before speaking again. 
“One more thing, Lord Alric. I have ordered Highlord Dracian’s body taken to the royal crematorium. He will be given a burial here among friends, not among those who slid daggers into his back.”
The smugness on Alric’s face vanished. “You have no authority to make that decision!”
She shrugged. “Unless you wish to draw steel against my guards, you will have to live with my decision.”
“You walk a dangerous path, Your Majesty,” he growled. “I would be careful lest you turn your allies into enemies.”
“I am Unbound, Highlord,” Krystia reminded him. “As far as you’re concerned, we are already enemies. Now leave before I lose my patience.”
Alric’s jaw clenched, and his dark eyes blazed with impotent fury. But he could seethe as much as he wanted—Krystia wasn’t about to let him use Tevek for his own personal political gain. No, her white knight belonged here with her, where his memory as a hero would live on forever unsullied by those who had turned against him. 
“I eagerly await news of another change in leadership,” Alric said, turning back to the Council. “Until then, do not bother speaking with us.”
The door slammed shut behind him, and Margrove instantly leapt to his feet. “You have no right!” he nearly screamed. “We are in charge here, not some spoiled quim who fancies herself queen!”
Krystia eyed him coolly. “Be seated, Lord Margove.”
He shook his head. “I refuse to sit before this trave—”
“One way or another,” she interrupted coldly, “you will be sitting in that chair. And then you will listen quietly to what I have to say.”
No one moved. Margrove’s face boiled red, as if he were about to explode at any minute. His ire was echoed in most of the others, but thankfully they were still paralyzed by shock and fear—fear of the war, fear of their political fortunes, and now, most importantly, a fear of their new queen. 
Fear was good. Fear could keep them in line if they refused to be reasonable. 
When Margrove was still standing a few moments later, Krystia gestured with two fingers and used the Aether to flatten him into his chair. He twitched as if to struggle, but she held a firm grip on his mind and its control of his muscles. 
“Release me!” he demanded. 
“I gave you the chance to be seated on your own, and now I’m giving you the chance to be quiet,” she told him. “This time, I suggest you take it.”
His mouth clamped shut, and she could feel the terror shuddering through him. For all his supposed “power,” from his wealth to his prestige as an Alliance Councilor, at the end of the day Edgar Margrove was just a helpless old man. All of the councilors were helpless, really; they were trapped by their own limited senses and undeveloped minds. For a single heartbeat, Krystia wondered if it was even worth keeping them around as advisors. She could easily send them home or simply kill them outright. Many of them deserved worse. 
But no, Krystia was not an evil person, regardless of what they wanted to think. She had done what was necessary to secure freedom for herself, her people, and the entire nation. Now she would lead them as best she could, granting their liberties when possible but ultimately remaining focused on their one true objective—the absolute destruction of the Crell Imperium and its wicked sovereigns. 
For all their faults, the men and women here did have something useful to contribute. They would simply have to get used to her way of doing things. Solaria would no longer be a nation of indecision, intolerance, and empty tradition. From the ashes of the old Alliance would arise a much more powerful nation capable of liberating all of Torsia, and after that all of Obsidian. Solaria would be a beacon of freedom and hope, democracy and tolerance, a brilliant light that would shine across the whole world. 
And Krystia would sit at the center of that light, a queen of limitless power whose destiny would soon become legend.  
 “Now that I finally have your attention,” she said, smiling warmly, “let me describe the new Solaria…and the role each of you will play within it.”
 
***
 
Elade stood atop the crematorium’s second level and stared down at the corpse of the man whose life she had ruined. Tevek looked peaceful wrapped in his silver-blue Dawn tabard and gold-white Alliance baldric. His sword, Temperance, rested atop his chest, and his hands were folded across its blade. Flowers and jewels decorated the lining of his coffin, and the somber call of a trumpet echoed in the distance. 
Despite the specter of war looming over the country, thousands of Solarians had come to pay their respects to one of Obsidian’s greatest heroes. And yet standing here alone, Elade realized she had nothing to say. There were no words to convey her feelings, no grand apology that would somehow make everything better. As much as she hated the Conclave for what they had done, right now she loathed herself even more. If Tevek had never stumbled upon her in Calhara, she and her partner, Varess, would have died together…and perhaps that would have been for the best. He would still be alive, and the alliance between the Dawn and the Solarians would have remained intact. Most importantly of all, the outcome of this war might not have seemed so bleak. 
A hand slid into hers and squeezed it tightly. Krystia stood next to her, adorned in a thin golden crown and a regal robe. She was more radiant than ever in her royal trappings, but something had changed about her. Despite the sorrow in her expression, there was an icy glimmer behind her eyes, a barely concealed challenge to anyone who questioned her legitimacy as the ruler of this mighty nation. 
“He loved you, you know,” Krystia said quietly. “He was proud of everything you’ve accomplished.”
Elade winced. “And look what it brought him.”
Krystia squeezed harder. “He loved both of us. We’re sisters, you and I, and fate has given us a chance to right the wrongs of this world.”
“By turning away from the Dawn?”
“They deserve no better. First you, then Tevek, and now your friend Talroy…do you really believe them worthy of our trust?”
Elade shook her head. “No.”
Krystia nodded. Below, Selvhara said a prayer over her lover’s body and placed a few bits of incense around him. Her eyes were dry, even though they hadn’t been during most nights of their trip from Garos to Celenest. Elade, on the other hand, hadn’t cried once. She hadn’t slept either. The last few days were an indecipherable haze of pain and regret and rage. 
“If the Last Dawn will not have you, Solaria will,” Krystia said. “Serve as my champion, sister. Fight under my banner.”
Elade glanced down to the shorter woman. There was definitely something different about her. She looked older somehow, but it was more than that. Instead of a petite little princess, she was a queen…powerful, determined, and in complete control. 
“What would you have me do?”
“Anything you wish,” Krystia said. “You’re not a soldier and you shouldn’t be constrained like one. I just want you at my side.”
Elade turned back out to the mournful crowds. She wished Darius were here, but with the ongoing fighting at the borders and the lack of portals, he couldn’t afford to leave his soldiers without a commander. Jason and the others were below, mostly comforting their friend for her loss. Elade wanted to stay with them, to help them hunt down his father and discover what had happened in Lyebel. They were good people and she had grown fond of their company, but she couldn’t place them at risk. 
Because in the end, that’s all she was: a risk. Those who stood too closely to her suffered for it. First Varess had been tortured and killed, and then Tevek had been betrayed and murdered. Even Squire Talroy had been exiled from the Dawn for aiding her.  
Elade vowed to do right by them…but she would do it alone. No one else needed to suffer because of what or who she was. 
“I will fight this war,” she said, “but I will fight it on my own terms and in my own way.”
Krystia frowned. “You don’t need to be alone anymore. Our people will be united right here, and you can be safe.”
Elade squeezed the woman’s hand briefly then released it. “The Unbound may not ally as easily as you hope, but I wish you all the luck in the world. I simply refuse to place anyone else at risk just because of what I am. It will be easier for you if I’m not here, trust me.”
“Elade…”
“Win this war, Krystia,” she said. “Keep your people strong and tell them the truth about our kind.”
The queen eyed her for a long moment then smiled thinly. “I will. And know that you will always be welcome here.”
Elade nodded, then turned and walked away. The crowds were thick, but they parted before her steady stride and dour glare. Several minutes later, just before she reached the door, the gongs sounded and the room descended into total silence. She glanced back over her shoulder as the hundreds of mourners lowered their heads, and on the balcony above, the queen raised her open palms outward. 
“May Our Lord Sol claim this man’s gentle spirit and guide it through the Aether and beyond,” she said. “Rest well, my hero.”
Fire burst forth from her palms and consumed Tevek’s body in a brilliant pyre. The onlookers dropped to a knee almost in unison, but across the way Jason’s eyes met hers. He smiled warmly. 
Elade turned to the door and strode outside, her long hair and billowing cloak flowing behind her as the tears streaked down her face. 
 
 



Epilogue
 
“By the heart of Anvira, the will of Orias, and the sword of Maeleon, this shattered world shall be restored and renewed. This is our pact. This is our purpose. This is our Triumvirate.”
—The Covenant of the Triumvirate
 
Highlord Gabriel Alric raised his glass to the empty suit of armor mounted on the wall behind his desk. “To old friends,” he whispered, then downed his whiskey in a single gulp. 
He was alone, and it felt as if the entire Citadel was empty. Tevek’s body may have been stolen from them, but Alric had still arranged a tomb within the Hall of Sacrifice. For all his faults, Tevek deserved a proper burial along with his fallen comrades, and one day that travesty would be rectified. 
For now, however, Obsidian mourned as one. News of Tevek’s death had reached far and wide across the worlds, and knights stationed in far-flung kingdoms across Calhara and Torsia reported the condolences of prominent figures. No Highlord in recent memory had left such a legacy in so many places. Even disgraced a week before his death, Tevek Dracian was now an invulnerable legend. 
Alric winced as his throat burned from his drink. This had been Tevek’s favorite, a simple, cheap Ikaran whiskey they’d first shared some thirty years ago. It reminded Alric how things had once been between them; it reminded him of their pledge to stare evil straight in the eye and defeat it at any cost. 
Naiveté was a fragile thing. 
The memory burned to ash in Alric’s mind, and his thoughts drifted to the present. If the vaeyn had been Tevek’s only mistake, then the current situation wouldn’t be nearly so tenuous. But as much as he wanted to capture Dame Devarath, she wasn’t nearly as important as the new Solarian queen. If Solaria fell—and it assuredly would, under the leadership of a heretical sorceress—then all of Torsia might wither shortly thereafter. Numen, Talisham, Yamata, even Asgardia…none of them could stand against the might of the Imperium. Alric wondered grimly if he might spend the rest of his life cleaning up his friend’s mess.  
A knock rattled at his chamber door, and he turned. “Come in.”
A tall, cloaked man slipped inside. Alric didn’t recognize the figure at first, and his hand instinctively dropped to the pommel of his blade—but then the stranger stepped into the light and pulled back his hood. 
“I hear congratulations are in order, Highlord.”
Alric set down his empty glass. “I wondered when you would finally decide to show yourself. The world burns, and yet the Watchers continue to skulk in the shadows.”
“It has been a long time. Though not long enough for your tastes, I imagine.”
“Or yours.”
The man smiled. “Our fates are intertwined. We’ve always known this day would come.”
“I suppose so,” Alric murmured. “What do you want, Dathiel?”
“We have a serious problem on our hands, old friend—more serious than any threat of the past age.”
“An Unbound paladin on the loose, an Unbound queen upon the Solarian throne, and a powerful warlock wandering about Torsia causing chaos in his wake.” The Highlord grunted. “And of course, the Crell war machine is already on the march. “
“You and I are beyond Torsian politics,” Dathiel said mildly, “but the situation is worse than you know.”
“Really,” Alric whispered. He had never cared for any of the Watchers, the servants of the Immortal Orias, but Dathiel had always been particularly insufferable. Still, they could be a powerful tool—something else Tevek had never properly understood. “Why don’t you enlighten me?”
Dathiel pulled back his hood and stepped into the light. His head was cleanly shaven, but his face was framed by a neatly-trimmed beard. Like most Taurosians living along the coast of the Rivani Basin here in Calhara, his skin and eyes were a similar shade of light brown. Unlike most Taurosians—or any other humans, for that matter—the man hadn’t aged a day since Alric had first met him nearly three decades ago. 
“I’m referring to the new leader of the Imperium,” Dathiel said. “She is the eye of this great storm, and the one we much watch very carefully. 
“New leader?” Alric asked, frowning. “What happened to Thelonius?”
Dathiel grunted. “I see you are behind the times, as always.”
“Highlord Dracian never properly appreciated the value of information,” Alric said, not bothering to conceal his disgust. “He believed that the Knights of the Last Dawn had no business lurking in the shadows.”
“Then we are all better off for his passing.”
Alric’s eyes narrowed. “I would choose your words more carefully within Maeleon’s Citadel, Watcher. For all his failings, Tevek Dracian was still our Highlord. Without him, even your precious Orias would find the world too dark for his comfort.”
“I meant no offense, of course.” Dathiel’s eyes flicked over to the suit of armor on the wall. “The new High Sovereign leads the Zarul. From the shadows, she has developed many new channeling techniques, including the means by which to sever an Ascendant bond.”
“That we know first-hand,” Alric replied gravely. “We lost nearly a dozen knights during the invasion thanks to these ‘Breakers.’”
“Yes. We must develop a counter quickly before more of our agents are compromised.”
“What else do you know about this Sovereign?”
“A great deal, all of which I plan to share with you in time,” Dathiel said. “In the immediate future, however, we must remain focused upon the heretics within Solaria. They threaten everything.”
Alric nodded and rubbed at his chin. He wasn’t surprised by the other man’s concern. While the Dawn dealt primarily with Void-spawned demons and corrupt mortal leaders, the Watchers dealt directly with renegade Unbound. Frankly, the true surprise was that they hadn’t gotten involved until now, especially since they had undoubtedly learned the truth of Dame Devarath’s heritage some time ago. 
“I’m also concerned about the son of General Moore,” Dathiel went on. “We don’t know enough about his…condition.”
“I have agents keeping an eye on him,” Alric said. “And other than some of his dubious relationships, he seems to be a man of reasonable conscience.”
“So was his father once,” the Watcher countered. “Misplaced morals only make power more dangerous.”
Alric snorted and grinned. “It’s good to know that we can still count on the Watchers to find the single ray of hope amidst the stormy sky.”
“Tevek shut me out, Gabriel,” Dathiel said, his voice cooling. “He refused to listen to me on several occasions, and each time his choice cost lives. But you, thankfully, are a man of reason rather than blind fanaticism. You understand the danger here nearly as well as we do.”
“High praise indeed,” Alric murmured. “What do you want from me, exactly?”
“I need your help. The Watchers need your help. The heretics are a threat to the entire world, both your species…and what remains of mine.”
Alric poured himself another glass and twirled it in his fingers. “You don’t have to convince me of that.”
“Good. We have a lot of work to do, but I did bring you more than information on just the war.” He reached into the folds of his cloak and pulled out a piece of rolled parchment. “I thought you might want to know more about the vaeyn you banished.”
Alric reached out and took the scroll. “Compared to other problems, she seems almost insignificant.”
“She is Unbound—her threat to the world will never be insignificant,” Dathiel said. “Your predecessor believed in redemption. He believed it so certainly that he allowed two vipers to slither into his heart. But after you read that, I’m sure we will both agree that some sins cannot be redeemed.”
Alric swallowed the lump of bile rising in his throat. “How accurate is this?”
“Perfectly.”
“The Conclave knew she was a shadow knight. We all understood that she had crawled out of a depraved world, but we never knew precisely why she’d been exiled from Maz’Belar. 
Some of us assumed it might have been something with the woman she left with, but this…”
Dathiel nodded. “Your vaeyn didn’t elope with a woman, Gabriel. She eloped with a demon.”
 
***
 
The lock on the outside of the door clicked, and the desperate whispers outside swirled into a coherent male voice. 
“Sovan, are you awake?”
“Of course, Headmaster.”
“Good. I…I don’t want to frighten you, but there has been a…problem. I need everyone to stay inside their rooms for a little while, possibly a few days.”
“That sounds serious.”
“We’re not sure yet, actually, but don’t worry yourself over it. I’m certain everything will be fine.”
“I’ve no doubt it will, Headmaster. But you should realize by now that lying to me is a waste of time.”
A blast of energy ripped the door from its hinges, and Sovan Lor stood from his bed. The Aether coursed through his veins and electricity arced between his fingertips. All around him the desperate whispers of the priests transformed into screams…and then fell silent as if they had never been there at all. 
 
To Be Continued
 
 



Book Three
 
 
Reckoning
 
 



Prologue
 
A bitter gust of late winter wind whipped through the inner courtyard and sprayed a fine white mist across the seemingly endless rows of tombstones. Despite everything else that had been ransacked during the fall of Galvia, even the Crell weren’t so monstrous as to dig up or destroy the royal cemetery. A dozen generations of the Hands of Whitestone and their families were buried here in this ancient graveyard, and thus far the Imperium’s provincial governor, Sovereign Verrator, had ordered his men to leave it alone. That didn’t mean the citizens of Ashenfel were actually allowed to visit the graves, of course, nor were they permitted to add any new plots. But Ethan Moore hadn’t come here to bury any more of his friends.
He had come here to say goodbye. Possibly for the last time. 
“I always apologize when I visit,” he whispered as he knelt down next to the tombstone. “But I think all I really ever wanted was your approval. I wanted you to understand that everything I’d done, everything I’d sacrificed, had been for Galvia….and for you.”
Ethan sniffed at the bundle of chrysanthemums in his hand. “Today is different. I’m not here seeking forgiveness. I betrayed you—I betrayed our son—and I don’t deserve another chance. My crimes are great, and by the time I’m finished they will be greater still. Not even the Void is a soulless enough prison for a man like me.”
Another gust of wind scalped the top layer off the tightly-packed snow, and in the distance Ethan heard the unmistakable ring of the bell tower striking the top of the hour. Dusk was fast approaching, and he wanted to be out of the city before nightfall. 
“They’re all dead now, you know, just like you warned. Aidan, Kyle, Ria….the Crell killed them all. I killed them all. I’m the last of the Hands, and no one besides our son even knows I’m alive. He’s searching for me—he has been ever since he learned the truth. One day he’ll find me, and we will have our reckoning. But not yet.” Ethan grunted softly. “I don’t expect you to understand what I’ve done, and I certainly don’t expect you to condone it. But know this: the Crell will pay for their crimes. I will drive them from our home, and I will go to the Void knowing that you and all the others have been avenged.”
With a tired sigh, he laid the flowers atop the tombstone and then stood. “I never deserved you, Elissa,” he whispered. “I still don’t. But I do love you…and I always have.”
Ethan closed his eyes and allowed the flittering flurries to freeze against his face. He didn’t cry; he wasn’t even sure he could cry at this point. But somehow his eyes stung all the same. 
He stood there for several long minutes before he heard boots sloshing through the snow behind him. “By order of Sovereign Verrator, this cemetery is off-limits to the public,” a gruff voice said in a thick Crell accent. “Turn around and raise your hands!”
Ethan slowly pivoted on a heel. “You wouldn’t deny an old man the comfort of saying goodbye to his wife, would you?”
Two lightly-armored men trudged up towards him. One had his hand cupped menacingly over the pommel of his sword, while the other had already drawn his crossbow. They were clearly city watchmen rather than actual soldiers; over the last few weeks, the Crell had pulled but a token force out of Galvia. 
“How in the bloody void did you get in here, old man?” the crossbowman asked. “The gate has been sealed for months.”
“The locks must have frozen,” Ethan said with a shrug. “I walked right in and no one said a word.”
“The locks work just fine,” the swordsman said. He shifted his grip to the blade’s handle and unsheathed it an inch. “You obviously didn’t climb the walls, so someone must have let you in. Give me a name and I promise the magistrate will be merciful.”
Ethan snorted. “Ah, yes, the legendary Crell ‘mercy.’ Tell me: were your leaders demonstrating their mercy when they massacred every man, woman, and child at Durindel during the war? Was your glorious Sovereign offering a gentle hand when he ordered the execution of a hundred surrendered soldiers at Kiersale?”
The watchmen frowned and glanced at each other in confusion, and Ethan coughed out a bitter chuckle. 
“You don’t even know what I’m talking about, do you? You were still milking cows on your family farm while Crell soldiers were raping their way across the continent. I wonder—were you both conscripted…or did you willingly volunteer?”
“That’s enough, old man,” the crossbowman said as he lifted up his weapon. “Tell us who let you in or you’ll spend the rest of your days rotting in the dungeon.”
“Wait a minute,” the other guard whispered, his eyes narrowing at the fresh chrysanthemums sitting atop Elissa’s tombstone. “You said you were here to see your wife?”
Ethan nodded, and a faint smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “That’s right.”
“Then you must be…” the guard trailed off and unsheathed his sword. “On your knees, old man! Now!”
“No.”
“Get on the ground or I will cut you down where you stand!”
“Galvia will never kneel before the Crell,” Ethan said. “And neither will I.”
The Aether surged through his body, and a crackling bolt of greenish energy exploded from his palm and struck the crossbowman squarely in the torso. The man managed a single, choked-off shriek before his flesh disintegrated into a pile of dust…and a second later his empty helmet and armor flopped down into the snow. 
The swordsman leapt backwards, his eyes gaping wide in terror, and for a moment Ethan wondered if the boy might toss down his weapon and grovel for mercy. But then he abruptly gurgled and went stiff as a spindly, hook-shaped limb pierced through his back and erupted from his chest. Blood splattered across the snow, and the watchman twitched in place for several long, agonizing seconds before finally flopping face-first to the ground.  
“More will come soon,” Ethan said.
Why not kill them all now? a dark, raspy voice said directly into his mind. They cannot stop me. They cannot stop us.

“Stay your hunger. I promise that you will all be sated soon.”
The creature hissed audibly even though its hideous demonic visage was invisible to the naked eye. Its tracks, however, were not—the snow had melted away beneath its cloven feet. The other watchmen would undoubtedly stumble upon the fresh prints, and for an instant Ethan was tempted to use his magic to cover the trail. But the Crell already knew that he and his demons were lurking about the city, and a little fear amongst the lowly city watch could go a long way towards Ashenfel’s inevitable surrender.
The Asgardian envoy has reached Lyebel, the demon said. The Solarians are attempting to convince the barbarians to join the war.
“They will fail,” Ethan said. “High King Zharrs is weak; he is too scared of his rival clan-lords to commit his forces in a foreign war.”
The demon hissed again. We cannot burn this city alone.

“We’re not going to burn it at all,” Ethan replied pointedly. “We will drive out the Crell, and you can feast upon them as much as you like. But my people will be left alone.”
Of course, Master. I would never think of disobeying you.
Ethan grunted. “The High King may not be willing to help us, but there are plenty of other Asgardian clans searching for glory and honor. They won’t be able to pass up this opportunity. We’ll march upon the gates together, and Sovereign Verrator will have no choice but to surrender.”
And then you will kill him and Ascend, the demon said almost gleefully. The deepest secrets of the Aether will be yours. You will no longer need to rely upon the Solarian queen for your power.
“Yes, though Galvia will still need her as an ally. At least until the Crell are defeated.”
And then, Master?
“Then,” Ethan whispered, “we shall see.”
He glanced back over his shoulder towards Elissa’s grave. Half of the crimson petals had already wilted in the demon’s presence; the other half were like splotches of blood set against the white snow. Clenching his jaw, Ethan turned on a heel and strode out of the graveyard. 
He did not look back. 
 
 



Chapter One
 
“Talisham—the so-called ‘Empire of the Tali-Pah’—is an ancient, magical land rife with beautiful gems, rare silks, and powerful relics from ages long gone. Walking through the great trading hub of Shanizaar is like stepping through a portal into the world-that-was…and it is a stark reminder that the past is rarely as glamorous as we like to remember.”
—Marcus Hitchens, Galvian Historian, 1987 A.G. 
 
“She does not belong here.”
Husam Shafri, Revered Cleric of His Majesty the Tali-Pah, frowned as he studied the movements of the strange female across the street. She flit back and forth between the various merchant stalls, stuffing her basket with a wide assortment of food and drink. “Why do you say this?”
“You cannot tell?” Basir, his first disciple, replied stiffly. “Dusk curfew falls in half an hour—she should already be indoors.”
“She is not the only female still shopping. She may be preparing dinner.”
Basir scoffed. “If this is another test, it is not a difficult one. She is a foreigner—I can tell from her movements and pale skin. She is also the only female not wearing an oquari.”
Husam smiled despite himself. His disciple was making progress after all. Soon Basir would undergo the ralhameth—the Bonding Ritual—and join the ranks of His Majesty’s most trusted servants, the Al’Rasaad. He was cunning and loyal, and he could recite the Dictates of the Pah with perfect accuracy. 
But right now, Husam was more concerned about this mystery woman. She moved with a serene grace no matter how much she piled into her basket, and he couldn’t help but be enamored by her lithe figure. Basir was right about her flesh, however; the bare skin on her arms and belly were too pale, even for a female who spent most of her time indoors, and her lack of an oquari—a betrothal jewel worn in the navel—was a clear indication that something was wrong. No unwed female would be out shopping alone in Shanizaar’s wealthiest district. 
“She could be a Crell spy,” Basir suggested. “With their embassy closed, they need to rely upon local informants more heavily than ever.”
“The Zarul would not forget a detail like an oquari,” Husam replied. “If she is a spy, she is an amateur.”
“Then perhaps she is Solarian.”
“The Solarians are too busy fighting for their survival to waste time and resources plodding around Shanizaar. They’ve already asked His Majesty for aid, and I doubt they’d risk offending him.”
Basir pursed his lips and took another sip of his tea. “Regardless, we cannot allow her to move freely. We should confront and detain her.”
“Not just yet,” Husam said, smiling. “First we shall follow her and see what she knows. Come.”
The two men fell in behind the mystery woman as she finished shopping and headed south along the street. They kept a discreet distance, but Husam still managed to get a better look at her disguise. Other than her missing oquari, it was quite convincing; she clearly knew something about the local culture. The fashion of all Talishite women was carefully ordained, after all. Females of birthing age were expected to wear a norja, a wrapped cloth blouse that hung over their shoulders but left the belly bare as a sign of fertility. Married women distinguished themselves by piercing their navels with the oquari in order to ward off prospective suitors. Husam could have learned even more from this woman’s hairstyle and makeup, but she had concealed her features behind a golden veil reserved for the daughters of important families.  
A part of him yearned to believe that she really was ripe and unmarried; his third wife had died during the Crell attack last year, and he had been seeking a replacement ever since. But no, she clearly did not belong here. And it was up to him to figure out the truth. 
He and Basir trailed her for nearly ten minutes before she reached the end of the district and veered off onto the side streets. Traffic was still so congested that they should have been able to remain inconspicuous, but after another few turns Husam became convinced they had been spotted. He nodded meaningfully to Basir, and the two men priests steadily picked up speed and herded the woman into an empty alleyway. 
“You carry a heavy basket this close to curfew,” Husam said. He didn’t bother drawing his weapon—she made no move to draw a weapon or flee. She simply bowed her head in deference. 
“I run errands for my sick father, milord,” she whispered. Her accent was faint but noticeable, though he couldn’t quite place its origin. “I need to prepare dinner for him before nightfall.”
Basir leaned forward and lifted the lid of the basket. “Your father spends coin on foreign delicacies yet cannot spare a donation to His Majesty’s temple? His clerics can cure virtually any illness.”
“His condition is not serious, milord,” the woman replied. “He did not wish to waste their time on such a trifling matter.”
Husam eyed her more carefully. From this close, he could see slight blemishes on the skin of her arms and belly. She wasn’t as young as he’d first thought; she was probably closer to her forties. 
“What is wrong with you?” he asked.
The woman froze in place. “I-I do not understand the question, milord.”
“You are far too old to not be wed, and yet you do not wear an oquari.”
“F-forgive me, milord, but I am barren. I bring great shame to my father.”
“Then why do you wear a norja?” Basir asked. He reached down to his belt and rested his palm against the pommel of his sword. “You know the punishment for lying females, don’t you?”
“I speak the truth!” she insisted. “I can take you to my father if you wish…”
“I’d rather you answer our questions,” Husam said coldly. “Now remove your veil—I wish to look upon you.”
“I am badly scarred, milord. You will not enjoy what you see.”
“That’s for me to decide.” Husam roughly grabbed her shoulder and then reached for her head. “Remain still—”
Her hand snapped up and caught his wrist just as he pulled back her veil. Her grip was strong—far stronger than it should have been for a female of her size. She looked up at him, and Husam gasped when he saw a pair of inhuman violet eyes. 
“Turn and walk away,” she said. “Forget this incident ever happened, and you will never see me again.”
“Faeyn,” he stammered. “How…?
“Walk away,” the elf repeated. “Now.”
For a moment, Husam’s mouth couldn’t even form the words to reply. He had heard of her people, of course, but he had never seen one in person. As far as he knew they almost never visited Torsia…
Basir recovered first. “Foreign dog!” he snapped, unsheathing his sword and stepping forward. “Release him or—”
He never finished his sentence. The unmistakable thwang of a bowstring echoed down from the rooftops, and an arrow whistled through the air and pierced Basir’s hand. He shrieked in pain as his sword skittered harmlessly across the alleyway, but before his voice could carry, the faeyn woman struck. She blasted him in the chest with a surge of Aetheric energy, and Basir soared backwards and smashed into the alley wall. He slowly slumped down on the cobblestone, unconscious. 
Panicking, Husam wriggled himself free from the woman’s grip and leapt backwards. The Aether coursed through his body, and he summoned a sphere of crackling flame to his hands….
“I wouldn’t,” a strong, contralto voice said from above him. He glanced upwards to see a cloaked figure perched on the rooftops, another arrow notched in her bow. 
“For what it’s worth, I wish it didn’t have to come to this,” the faeyn said, taking a step forward. “But it’s time for you to take a nap.”
Husam started to protest, but then a flash of energy erupted from her palm. His muscles lost their strength, and he fell into darkness. 
 
***
 
“This is getting ridiculous,” Sarina Zharrs snarled as she slammed the door shut behind her. She tore off her cloak and scarf and sucked in a deep breath of the house’s artificially cool air. “Sooner or later the Al’Rasaad is going to track us down, and then we’ll be in serious trouble.”
“Yes, I know,” Selvhara whispered. As usual, she seemed largely unfazed by their encounter; her preternatural calm could be downright infuriating sometimes. “We have already overstayed our welcome. We’ll need to leave the city soon, preferably by tonight or tomorrow.”
“Where in the hell are the men, anyway?”
“I assume Jason and Gor are still meeting with their contacts. Tam is likely spending time with his new friend.”
“You mean his whore,” Sarina grumbled, shaking her head. “Galivar’s blood, when they get back I swear I’m going to punch each and every one of them.”
Selvhara grunted, though a faint smile tugged at her lips. “When we first got here, you complained that you couldn’t go outside. Now you seem upset that you’re going outside too much.”
“I’m upset because I have to wear three layers of clothing when it’s hotter than a bloody smelter outside.”
“It’s not that hot. Just imagine what it’s like in the summer.”
“No, thanks.”
“How did you ever survive in Ikara for so long? It’s much hotter down there.”
“For one, the ocean brought in a nice breeze,” Sarina said. “For two, I could go out at night and wear whatever I wanted.”
Selvhara shrugged. “I could always get you a norja. I think the skirt would look good on you.”
Sarina snorted in disgust. “I’m not going to play their stupid dress-up game. Besides, I’d have to break the arm of the first man who propositioned me.”
“You could always take it as a compliment.” 
“I can’t believe you’re enjoying this horrible country,” Sarina muttered, tossing her cloak on the floor. “I’d rather trudge around the ghettos of Drakendaar.”
“I don’t enjoy being here, but I do understand that it’s necessary. Without this artifact, we won’t be able to track down Jason’s father—”
“Yes, I remember,” Sarina insisted, raising her hand and letting out a deep breath. “I just can’t wait to head back north…and I’m not convinced this ‘Eye of the Pah’ even exists in the first place.”
“Jason believes it does.”
“Jason believes a lot of things,” Sarina grumbled. “I’m going to draw a bath. Feel free to soften the men up for me if they get back early.”
Shedding her third and final layer of clothing, Sarina shuffled through the closest doorway and activated the crystalline spigots along the wall. If nothing else, at least Jason had coughed up enough coin for a cozy estate while they were stuck here in Talisham. This bathing chamber was by far the most extravagant one she’d ever seen; the gold-plated pipes and authentic marble tub were so nice she could almost ignore the sweltering heat, rampant misogyny, and barbaric social customs. At least until she stepped back outside. 
Clenching her jaw, she slid down into the large pool and allowed the magically-chilled waters to soothe her temper. She hadn’t wanted to come here to Talisham in the first place, of course, and neither had the others. But after spending a month searching for his father after the battle at Garos, Jason had eventually decided that the group needed some help. Without Elade’s assistance, they had no means of tracking Ethan’s demons, and by now he could have been anywhere in Torsia. 
Sarina had suggested they simply let him go. With the war between the Alliance and the Crell raging in full force—not to mention Jason’s growing powers as a burgeoning demigod—they had plenty of other concerns to focus on besides one man’s unresolved daddy issues. But Jason had made up his mind the moment he’d learned his father was still alive, and Sarina had known better than to try to talk him out of it. The only real question had been whether or not she’d wanted to accompany him on his latest fool’s errand. 
Not that her decision had ever truly been in doubt. There was nothing for her back in Asgardia, not after the fuss she had caused by leaving the first time, and she wasn’t about to abandon her friends again, either. Not even when Jason was being an idiot. 
The artifact they were looking for, the Eye of the Pah, was allegedly capable of locating anyone anywhere in the world…a claim which seemed dubious at best and outright fraudulent at worst. According to legend, a trio of ancient Talishite princes had buried the relic in the desert to hide it from their ruthless father, and naturally the Eye had never been heard of since. Jason was convinced that another band of relic hunters had located the burial site just last year, but then they had “mysteriously vanished” before returning to civilization. 
All in all, this expedition was eerily similar to their many misadventures in years past, and Sarina didn’t really expect to find anything. But then again, she had never expected Jason to find the soul of an ancient Immortal inside a Galvian ruin, either…
“If Jason can’t find the information he needs by tonight or tomorrow,” Selvhara said as she slipped into the room and dipped her legs into the massive tub, “then it might be worth traveling across the border into Elashi. We’ll be safe from the Al-Rasaad, and the men will be the uncomfortable ones, for once.”
Sarina grunted. “Not uncomfortable enough. And once we cross the border we probably won’t be able to come back. It’s much easier to leave Talisham than it is to enter.” She sighed and dipped her head into the water, then popped up and pulled her auburn hair back into a ponytail. She had let it grow out a bit these last few months, and she’d even untangled her Asgardian-styled dreadlocks for the first time in years. “Besides, if this Eye exists, it’s here. If we can’t find it, we might as well go home.”
“Wherever that is these days,” Selvhara whispered. 
Sarina nodded soberly. Ever since they had first come together, their group had always been a motely band of exiles. Sel had effectively been banished from Sorthaal, the faeyn homeland back in Calhara, and Sarina was in a similar situation with her own people. Jason and Tam weren’t welcome in Galvia, given that the Crell still occupied most of the country, and Gor…well, he wasn’t welcome anywhere. Talisham was probably one of the safest places for a free chagari, oddly enough. Slavery was ostensibly illegal, and many of the Shanizaar merchant houses hired chagari as bodyguards and hunters. 
“I’m sure Queen Krystia would welcome us back,” Sarina said after a moment. “I wonder how the war is going these days.”
“Not well, I’d wager,” Selvhara murmured. “Without outside assistance, I don’t see how the Solarians can possibly hold out.”
“Which makes me feel even worse about being so far away. The fighting could be over by the time we make it back.”
Selvhara turned and cocked a silver eyebrow. “Would you really prefer to be on the front lines? You’re not Galvian or Solarian.”
“Neither are you, and you still fought in the last war,” Sarina countered. “The Crell need to be stopped, and here we are chasing after a single old man.”
“The Eye could help aid in the war effort beyond just finding Ethan.”
“Assuming it works. Assuming it exists. Otherwise we’ve just wasted a whole lot of time for nothing.” 
Selvhara didn’t reply, and Sarina closed her eyes and released a long, slow breath. The water wasn’t helping to soothe her fury as much as when they’d first arrived. She had never been particularly good at tempering her emotions in general, which wasn’t surprising given her upbringing. All Asgardian children were taught to nurture and harness their anger at a young age. Learning to let it go, unfortunately, was a much more difficult prospect. 
“Sorry,” she muttered into the silence. “I guess I’m just in a particularly bad mood today.”
“‘An axe is but a tool; rage is the weapon,’” Selvhara said. “That is the old Asgardian saying, yes?”
“One of many idiotic ideas my people have embraced. Sometimes I feel like we belong in a different era.”
“That’s not always a bad thing.” The druid closed her eyes and seemed to melt into the water. “And you are not wrong. We all warned Jason of the risks from the very beginning, but he felt the Eye was worth the time. It remains to be seen whether he was correct.”
Sarina nodded and dunked her head a second time. She spent the better part of the next hour in the tub, and by the time she got out and changed she had mostly calmed down. Gor and Jason showed up not long afterwards, and judging from the self-satisfied smirk on the latter’s face, Sarina guessed they’d finally struck proverbial gold.
“Hello, ladies,” Jason said as he wiped the sweat from his brow with a towel. His skin had tanned considerably in the week they’d been here, and he’d let his beard grow out as well. Sarina hadn’t quite decided whether she liked the new look or not. “I come bearing good news.”
“Considering what you’ve made us go through, you’d better have a map with an ‘x’ drawn on it,” Sarina grumbled. “An Al-Rasaad agent finally confronted Sel today while she was out at the market.”
Jason’s smirk vanished. “What happened? Are you all right?”
“They assumed I was helpless,” Selvhara said. “I corrected them.”
Gor snorted in between overheated pants. “You didn’t kill them, I hope.”
“Of course not. I knocked them unconscious, but not before they could look beneath my veil. They’ll soon be scouring the city for a faeyn…if they aren’t already.”
“It shouldn’t matter as long as we leave soon,” Sarina said. “We are going to leave soon, right?”
“We had better,” Gor grumbled. “I’ve purchased as much as I can from the market without drawing suspicion.”
She glanced down to his backpack as the chagari set it down upon the chair. Over the last few months, Gor had been reveling in his newfound riches. Not that Sarina blamed him for it; she was more than a little surprised he’d been willing to come along at all. He had enough gold to live like a noble in virtually any country in the world…or he could have, if not for the fact he was a chagari. Perhaps that was the real reason he’d chosen to stick around. Wealth was useless if everyone wanted to slap you in irons. 
“We can set out early tomorrow afternoon,” Jason said. “I just need to finish things up with one of my contacts, and then we can gather supplies and leave.”
“So you have found the Eye, then?” Selvhara asked. 
“I found the ruins where it’s supposed to be buried,” he corrected. “Whether the Eye is actually there or not is a separate question.”
Sarina crossed her arms. “So in other words, this could all still turn out to be a tremendous waste of time.”
“You act surprised,” Gor muttered as he opened up his pack and sifted through his new prizes. “He’s your mate—you of all people should appreciate his inadequacies.”
“You’re both overreacting, as usual,” Jason said, sighing and rubbing at his eyes. “A merchant caravan stumbled across something buried in the desert about a month ago. It looked like a giant slab of gold, so they started digging around the edges. As it turns out, it was just a piece of an enormous statue—a statue they believed was worthless.”
“But you don’t agree,” Selvhara prompted. 
“No. According to most local sources, the Talishite princes buried the Eye in the desert to keep its power from their corrupt father. Their uncle, however, catalogued a slightly different version of events. I purchased some of his writings off a local scholar, and allegedly the brothers placed the Eye inside one of the ancient pre-Godswar temples that litter the wastelands. The brothers then used the Aether to bury the temple in the sands, and that was that.”
Sarina frowned. “What does this have to do with a giant golden statue?”
“The ancient pre-Godswar temples were statues,” Jason said, grinning. “That’s the part no one remembers—they were looking for a pyramid or similar structure, but they should have been looking for a giant stone body in the sand.”
“Interesting,” Selvhara murmured. “So you believe this caravan accidently stumbled across the right temple.”
“I do. But before you say anything, I’m fully aware that this is a thin lead, even by my standards. But the average Talishite doesn’t know their own history any better than the average Crell or Solarian. They wouldn’t have a clue that this statue might be valuable, and they certainly wouldn’t risk weeks in the desert trying to dig it out. They would much rather sell the location to a band of relic hunters.”
“That still doesn’t mean this is the right temple,” Sarina pointed out. “Who knows what the hell could be in there?”
“We will soon enough,” Jason told her. “Look, this is the only lead we have, and Sel and Tam give us a tremendous advantage over our competitors. With their magic, we can dig up whatever we find in a fraction of the time. We’ll poke around, see what we find…and if the Eye isn’t there, we’ll head back home.”
“And then we’ll blame you for wasting our time,” Gor said. 
Sarina grunted. “Hey, at least you got to spend some gold. Sel and I have had to sit here hiding most of the week.”
“I know, and I’m sorry,” Jason said. “But this will all be worth it once we have the Eye. You’ll just have to trust me.”
She wanted to chide him a bit more, if for no other reason than to make him squirm for dragging them all out here…but the frustration in his voice was tangible. He clearly didn’t understand why everyone was so upset, but he just as clearly wasn’t about to let it go. Once he became obsessed with something, he refused to walk away. His father had been the same way.
 And that was the part that scared her most of all. 
“Before we do anything, you’ll need to go and fetch Tam,” Sarina said. “As far as I know, he’s been at the brothel all day again.”
 “What a waste,” Gor muttered as he twirled one of his newly-purchased baubles between his paws. “Why spend your riches on something you can’t take back with you?”
“Don’t give him any ideas.”
“I’ll go and get him,” Jason said. “Everyone else just try and relax. I know it’s been a long couple of weeks, but we’ll be out of here soon enough.”
Smiling tightly, Sarina reached out and gave his hand a squeeze. “You owe me a present when we get back. Something nice.”
“You should buy her a nice norja before we leave,” Selvhara suggested with an uncharacteristically impish smile. “I keep telling her she’d look good in it.”
“I was thinking about a set of throwing knives,” Sarina said, “but I’d settle for some new Ikaran leather boots.”
Jason squeezed back and smiled. “I’ll be back.”
 
***
 
“I swear you’ll be the death of me,” Tam Eldrin gasped as he rolled off the gorgeous woman beneath him and flopped down on his back. “I haven’t been this exhausted since we tried to climb down the Skykiss Summit a few years back.”
Inaya ran her fingers across his heaving chest and smiled. “I don’t think you’ve told me about that adventure yet.”
“Oh, it wasn’t quite as glorious as it sounds,” he replied, waving a hand for dramatic effect. “Jason swore he’d discovered the ancient burial site of some king or prince or something, and he promised we’d walk out with so many relics that it would take us months just to cart them all down the mountain.”
“Your friend seems to promise this a lot.”
“Constantly,” Tam muttered. “And of course we didn’t find anything besides a den of hungry frost trolls. I doubt you’ve ever seen one all the way down here, but they’re nasty creatures—twelve feet tall, giant arms, wicked claws…”
“Then your friends were lucky they had you along.”
“As usual. The battle raged for hours, and for a while I wasn’t sure if even I could take them down. Thankfully, the Solipean blademasters taught me the value of footwork and patience, and eventually I managed to trick the brutes close to an unstable ledge. Just when they were about to grab hold of me, I smashed the ice in precisely the right spot and sent a whole sheet sliding down the cliff-face.”
“You’re so brave,” she cooed into his ear. “It’s too bad your friends don’t seem to appreciate you.”
“They do sometimes,” Tam conceded. “But not often.”
She smiled again as she buried her head in the crook of his arm, and Tam closed his eyes and reveled in the warmth of her skin and softness of her touch. She probably didn’t believe a word of his tales. He’d never been much of a story-teller, and he was far too scrawny to be a master swordsman. But he couldn’t risk telling her that he was Unbound, either—the local priests would execute him on the spot if they knew the truth of his heritage. So instead they shared sweet lies and sweeter kisses, all for the low price of a few coins a day.
After a few moments of silence, Tam opened his eyes and took a moment to appreciate her exotic beauty: from her slender figure to her russet skin to her shimmering black hair, she was as close to perfection as he’d ever seen. She didn’t wear much, of course, besides her golden bandeau with silken blue frills and short matching skirt. Her eye shadow was a similar shade of blue, as was the sapphire jewel nestled into her navel. 
As the only legal brothel in Talisham, the Red Sun afforded its employees certain luxuries that were denied to other Talishite women, not the least of which was their style of dress. Officially, the Al-Rasaad priests oversaw the establishment. Their magic handled the practical side of a brothel, from disease and pregnancy prevention to ensuring that customers didn’t step out of line. The arrangement was unusually modern compared to the rest of Talishite society, but the Pah clearly wanted Shanizaar to remain a hub of commerce and diplomacy. 
“What time is it, anyway?” Tam whispered as he ran his fingers through her dark hair. 
“Does it really matter?” Inaya teased, swinging her leg back over his waist. “You can stay all night if you wish. I have some ideas to keep us entertained…”
He smiled. “You know I’d stay longer if I could, but Jace will probably be back soon. He was meeting some new contacts today, and he was optimistic they’d have the information we need. We might be leaving the city tomorrow morning.”
“All the more reason to stay as long as possible. I need to make sure you won’t forget me.”
“I don’t even think that’s possible,” he said, squeezing her thigh. 
“You could always invite your friends over,” she suggested, grinning coyly. “I guarantee we can find a way to keep them occupied.”
Tam snorted. “I doubt chagari are welcome here. At least, I hope not…”
“I meant Jason. The other girls will love him. He sounds like a fascinating man.”
“You’d be surprised. Besides, you don’t want to have to deal with a perpetually-irritated Asgardian.”
“I would love to meet a strong woman from the north.”
“You really wouldn’t, trust me,” Tam muttered. “But I promise to stop by one last time before we leave.”
“I’ll hold you to that,” Inaya said. 
Tam kissed her deeply, and as always he was tempted to accept her offer and stay. But he really did need to get back to the others. He had barely seen them at all over the past week, and even Sel seemed like she was starting to get annoyed with him. Not that there was anything he could do to help—he had never been much of a negotiator, and the moment he so much as conjured a ball of light the Pah’s goons would be all over him. He might not have been trapped indoors like the girls, but he was still trapped inside his own body. If not for Inaya, he would have been begging Jace to get out of Shanizaar days ago…
What he really wanted was to take her with them, but he knew how pathetic that sounded. Every foreigner who visited the brothel probably made her the same offer. Still, perhaps he would summon the courage to ask before he left…
A few minutes and a dozen kisses later, he slipped out of the room and made his way downstairs. To his surprise, Jason was already waiting for him in the bar. 
“I had a feeling you’d still be here,” his friend said, grinning. “I was hoping I wouldn’t need to bring Gor to pry you away.”
“Very funny. It’s not my fault that the rest of you are so boring.” Tam tossed a small pouch of coins on the bar and sighed. The one disadvantage of spending so much time here the last few days was how tired he always felt when he left. And no matter how much he slept, the fatigue just seemed to get worse. If that wasn’t a testament to Inaya’s skill, then he didn’t know what was. 
“Are you feeling all right?” Jason asked, his brow furrowed in concern. “You look pale.”
“That’s just because you look so tan,” Tam countered. “I take it you finally found what we’re looking for, then?”
Jason nodded. “You could say that. Let’s go—I’ll explain on the way.”
 
***
 
“I trust you’ve learned what we needed.”
Inaya hopped upwards at the sound of the booming male voice. She clearly hadn’t expected him to visit just yet, but they were running out of time. And Dathiel was running out of patience. 
“They haven’t found the Eye,” she replied, turning. “But Moore has located contacts in the city who claim to know where it is buried. He expects to leave the city as early as tomorrow.”
Dathiel stepped out from the shadows, and as always his tall, broad figure caused his servant to visibly recoil. He had draped himself in garments appropriate for Talishite nobility, and so far no one in Shanizaar had balked at his appearance. Not that he was overly concerned with the locals. There was only one man in this city capable of threatening him…
“You have sufficiently weakened Moore’s associate, I presume?”
“I have drained him considerably,” Inaya confirmed. “Within a few days, Tam will no longer be a threat to you, my lord. Though I’m still not certain why you don’t wish me to kill him instead…”
“There are other variables of which you are not aware,” Dathiel told her. “But I do not wish to startle Moore and his companions. Not yet. Not until I have the chance to evaluate them in person.”
“I see,” she murmured. “Tam truly believes that his friend carries the fractured spirit of an Immortal inside him.”
Dathiel stopped mere inches in front of her. “And what do you think, my dear?”
“Tam’s memories are powerful and vivid. I believe he is telling the truth. I can’t think of any other explanation for Moore’s powers—he is not Bound or Unbound.”
“No, he is not,” Dathiel agreed, his voice dropping to a pensive whisper. “I fear there will be only one course of action: the Godsoul must be extracted. Our lost sister must be brought back within the fold.”
Inaya paused. “Moore believes the Godsoul is weakened. It might not be able to survive without a host.”
“All the more reason to bring it back to Calhara. The Watchers can restore her. And if not, we can at least find her a more suitable host.”
“Moore must have been chosen for a reason. Perhaps your sister believed he was worthy.”
“Doubtful. It is more likely that she simply lacked better alternatives.” Dathiel shrugged. “In any event, we cannot allow him to travel freely across Torsia. He must be contained and controlled.”
“As you say, my lord. Tam promised to return in the morning. He should have more precise information about the Eye then.”
“I see no reason to wait. He knows the identity of these contacts with the city already, yes?”
 Inaya nodded. “Yes, but—”
“Then show me,” Dathiel interrupted. He placed a hand upon her forehead, and her memories flooded into him. He took everything—every conversation, every carnal thrust—and once he was finished, she stumbled backwards into the closest chair. 
“My lord…” she breathed, blinking frantically. 
“Excellent. I will find these individuals tonight and acquire the Eye’s location from them directly. Moore will undoubtedly follow close behind.” Dathiel leaned forward and placed a hand upon her chin. “You have served me well, my dear. And I have not forgotten our bargain.”
Inaya’s breath caught in her throat. “You will allow me to remain in this realm?”
“That was our agreement. But how can I be certain that you will behave yourself?”
“I will do whatever you wish, my lord,” she said, sitting up and clasping his hand. “I will leave this place—I will even find a new host if that is what you demand.”
Smiling, Dathiel stroked his hand through her dark hair. “Our allies in the Last Dawn would be very upset with me if I left a demon to roam freely across Torsia.”
“They will never find me,” she assured him. “And I will not harm anyone.”
“I believe you,” he said, his smile fading. “But we both know I cannot afford to take that chance.”
A crackle of Aetheric energy surged through his fingers, and he cupped his palm over her mouth as he banished the demon living inside her back into the Void. The host body flailed in his grip, and it took a surprising amount of effort to hold her in place as he finished his work. But once the dark creature had been properly exorcised, Inaya’s eyes blinked in rapid succession and she struggled to draw breath. 
“What…?” she breathed. 
“It’s all right, my dear,” Dathiel soothed. With practiced ease, he reached into her thoughts and rebuilt her corrupted memories and personality. Mortals were such fragile things, especially humans, and few were capable of surviving the exorcism techniques of the Last Dawn. 
But he was neither a mortal nor a paladin, and restoring her mind was a trivial task. Once he was finished, he commanded her to rest and left her slumped over the chair. By morning, she would have no recollection of her demonic possession and only scattered memories of her interactions with Moore’s associate. She would be free to return to her own life…such as it was. 
Moore himself, regrettably, would not be so lucky. The extraction of the Godsoul would almost certainly destroy him, but there was no other choice. It was time for their wayward sister to return home. 
At any cost.
 
 



Chapter Two
 
“We are not human—we are gods. And gods have no place reasoning with mortal men.”
—Sevel Thorean, 1694 A.G.
 
“There’s no point in lying to soften the blow, General,” Lady Savilen rasped from her perch by the window. “Lanesk and all of its surrounding lands have fallen. The Crell are now in perfect position to mount an assault upon Fort Amberwood.”
Darius Iouna, High General of the Solarian Legion, rubbed a hand across his forehead and struggled to withhold a sigh. “I wasn’t lying, my lady,” he said as patiently as he could manage. “I was merely pointing out that the situation is not quite as dire as it seems.”
“It’s bad enough,” Lord Jeracho grumbled. “If the Crell take Amberwood, they can march on Celenest. We’ll have to withdraw our troops from Galvia and cede them the northern front, and even then I don’t think—”
“With all due respect, Councilors,” Darius interrupted. “Military strategy is my domain, not yours. The current situation may be far from ideal, but there’s no reason to panic just yet. According to our best informants, the Crell don’t have anywhere near enough soldiers to assault Amberwood, not without pulling significant resources away from the southern front. We have them bottled up in the Darrowmere, and for the moment there’s nothing they can do about it.”
“Our concern is that ‘the moment’ will not last as long as you hope, General,” Savilen replied. “The grim reality is that we’re losing this war, and unless we can turn the tide soon our new queen will have a serious problem on her hands. I’ve already heard whispers from the north-eastern provinces of Beleth and Malgron—if Amberwood falls, Lord Margrove and Lady Zoreal may try to cut a deal with the Imperium before it’s too late.”
“If they do, they forfeit their claims to govern their lands. The queen will not tolerate treason.”
“And what is she going to do about it?” Savilen asked. “Pull soldiers off the front lines to punish them? Order a gang of her Unbound accomplices to burn down any village who opposes her?”
Darius folded his arms across his chest. “Her Majesty will do whatever is necessary to maintain order. The Alliance cannot afford to fracture. Not now, not ever.”
“The Alliance is already fracturing, General. That’s what we’re trying to tell you.”
“Some of our colleagues have dispatched diplomatic envoys to nearby nations,” Jeracho put in gravely. “Not that they would ever admit it openly, of course. But I would not put it past some of them to beg the Yamatans for clemency if the Crell refuse their surrender.”
Darius sighed for probably the hundredth time since this meeting started half an hour ago. “If you trust me to handle the fighting, I will trust you to handle the politics. I plan on traveling to Amberwood personally to oversee the fort’s defenses, and as long as we keep the pressure on in the north and south, this stalemate will hold.”
Savilen cocked a grey eyebrow. “And then what? We cannot fight a defensive war forever, General. If we can’t find a way to deal with these Crell ‘Breakers,’ then I don’t see how we can win.”
“Queen Krystia has assured me that she will have several squads of Unbound channelers prepared to fight on the front lines within the next few weeks,” Darius said. “With their help, we should be able to take back Lanesk and perhaps even Brackengarde.”
The two councilors shared a meaningful glance, and they didn’t bother to hide their disgust. In the three months since Krystia had Ascended and claimed the Solarian throne, the Lord’s Council hadn’t exactly been what Darius would call “cooperative.” Initially they had done everything in their power to outright block her orders, and once that strategy had failed they’d fallen back on simple demagoguery instead. By now they had more or less accepted the fact that Krystia was their only hope of survival against the Crell, and the clever ones like Jeracho and Savilen had finally started trying to advise her rather than overthrow her. 
Still, there were many lingering questions about the circumstances of her Ascension, not the least of which was why she had been in a position to defeat King Areekan’s assassins. To this day the palace buzzed with rumors about her rise to power, and many of the nobles believed she had explicitly murdered Areekan and Tevek in order to claim the throne for herself. The very notion was absurd, of course—Krystia could scarcely harm a nephix beetle, let alone kill a man in cold blood. She had resented Areekan, obviously, but she had also loved Tevek like a father. All of Solaria should have been grateful that she had been in a position to save Areekan’s divine spark and Ascend as the new and rightful queen. 
Nevertheless, her policies had been considerably more…assertive than he would have expected under the circumstances. She had been downright hostile with the Lord’s Council right from the start; she didn’t seem to realize that even an Ascendant couldn’t maintain order in his or her country without the support of the political elite. And as if that weren’t enough, she had almost immediately freed and then recruited the Unbound from the Asylum. Their sudden and violent release remained an open wound that would probably never scab over. 
Darius would be the first to admit that he wasn’t particularly fond of many of her new “friends.” Their de facto leader, a man named Sovan, was particularly problematic. He seemed more interested in whispering dark secrets into Krystia’s ear than actually fighting the Crell, and Darius didn’t trust him in the slightest. 
But there was a difference between caution and outright squeamishness, and so far the councilors seemed unable to accept the fact that the Unbound were essentially the only thing standing between Celenest and a horde of Crell Breakers. Not that Darius could completely blame them—Solarians were taught almost from birth that the Unbound were dangerous heretics who needed to be locked away for their own protection. It would take time for that perspective to change. 
Time they no longer had. 
“I’m not here to paint you a false portrait of the war as it stands,” Darius said into the silence. “The situation is far from ideal, and we’re going to lose a lot of people before this is over. But things could actually be worse—much worse, considering how the war started. Thank Sol we didn’t lose Garos as well.”
“Speaking of the north,” Savilen said, “has Lord Alistan had any luck in his negotiations with the Asgardians?”
Darius shook his head. “I’m afraid not. High King Zharrs remains willing to talk, though, which is something. Another diplomatic envoy should arrive in Lyebel any day now. Alistan remains hopeful that face-to-face negotiations will prove worthwhile.”
“I don’t understand why an entire country full of savage warmongers would be so hesitant to join the war,” Jeracho muttered. “I would think they’d relish the opportunity.”
“They didn’t aid us much in the last war, either,” Darius pointed out. “Right now the problem is actually domestic politics. The High King’s situation is tenuous at best. Some of the other clan lords have been openly challenging his authority. He hasn’t led them to a single victory since his Ascension a few years back.”
Jeracho frowned. “So then why isn’t he jumping at the opportunity to help us battle the Crell?”
“Because we’re being led by an Unbound,” Savilen put in. “Many of the elder shamans believe that makes us no different than the Crell.”
“Which is absurd for a whole host of reasons,” Darius said, waving a dismissive hand. “Their perspective will change in a hurry once the High Sovereign orders his army north—and that’s exactly what’s going to happen when the Crell are finished with us.”
Savilen shrugged. “Perhaps. But now that both our nations have decided to harbor Unbound, you can see why they might be confused…”
“With luck,” Darius went on, trying his best to ignore the subtle jab, “Lord Alistan can convince the Asgardians that the Crell Breakers pose a threat to everyone in Torsia. Right now the elder shamans don’t believe such a channeling technique is actually possible.”
“I’m sure if we asked nicely, the Crell would arrange a demonstration,” Jeracho muttered. “Well, at least we still have Lyebel. Have the Crell made any attempts to retake the city?”
Darius shook his head. “No, I don’t believe they will anytime soon. They’ve withdrawn nearly all their forces in Galvia back to Ashenfel. If we can bolster our soldiers with local recruits—or if the Asgardians finally jump in—there’s a real chance we can liberate the country.”
“And be in a perfect position to threaten the Crell heartland,” Jeracho said, nodding. “They’d be forced to pull troops off the front lines elsewhere.”
“Yes, which is why I believe we should stick with our current defensive strategy. We’ll give the situation a bit more time to unfold.” Darius took a deep breath and clasped his hands behind his back. “In the meantime, please do whatever you can to assure the provincial lords that the sky is not falling. We will win this war.”
Savilen tossed a meaningful glance to her colleague and then nodded. “We’ll do what we can, General. Thank you for your report.” 
“Of course. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to return to the war room.”
Offering them a final bow, Darius turned and slipped out the door. He maneuvered through the corridors at near record speed, and a few minutes later he was back in his office. The pile of reports on his desk seemed to have doubled over the past hour, and he closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration. 
“I trust your meeting went as smoothly as always?” 
Darius grunted and turned. Sweeping into the room behind him was his chief adjutant, Major Lennox. The man was one of very few soldiers to survive the Crell attack on Brackengarde; he had been General Belyise’s adjutant before she had been killed. 
“It could have gone worse,” Darius said. “The rest of the Council could have attended…”
Lennox chuckled. He had spent a large portion of his career serving in Lord Alistan’s personal guard, and he understood politics better than almost anyone else in the Legion. It was one of many reasons Darius had chosen him to help rebuild his command staff after Garos. 
“There are times I wonder if we’ll ever see Margrove or Zoreal again,” Lennox murmured. 
“Because they’ll flee the country or because they’ll end up tarred and feathered by their own constituents?” 
“I’d place roughly even odds on both,” Lennox replied dryly. “Still, at least we have the support of Alistan and Savilen. I may be a bit biased, but I believe they have always been the most cunning and influential councilors. Savilen in particular is as sharp as a Dawn-forged blade.”
“The loss of Lanesk rattled all of them, even her,” Darius said. “I think they can finally feel the Crell breathing down their necks.”
“Can’t we all,” Lennox murmured as he reached down to his belt and pulled out a scroll. “I did want to show you this, General. One of our scouts just informed us that another Crell unit was mysteriously eliminated, this time just a few miles south of Amberwood.”
Darius unrolled the parchment and skimmed over the report. “Four soldiers isn’t a unit.”
“No, but the rest abandoned their position and fled south. And given the rank insignia, one of the dead was very likely a Breaker.”
“So it would seem,” Darius whispered.
Lennox shuffled in place. “You’ll forgive me for saying so, sir, but I figured you’d be pleased. It would seem that your vaeyn friend is still out there.”
Out there and alone, Darius thought to himself. His wounds from Garos had prevented him from properly thanking Elade or Jason or any of the others for saving his life, and after Tevek’s funeral they had all gone their separate ways and effectively disappeared. Krystia had tried to convince Elade in particular to stay and join with the Legion, but the paladin had politely refused and then vanished into the countryside. 
For a time, Darius had feared that Elade might turn herself in to the Last Dawn…but then he’d started hearing rumors about a mysterious warrior harassing the Crell behind the lines. The stories were always the same: a strange armored woman would materialize from out of the shadows, dispatch an entire Crell squad all by herself, and then vanish back into the darkness. Some of the soldiers insisted she was a demon; others believed she was a crazy Unbound witch the queen had released from the Asylum. But as the months passed, everyone gradually realized that whatever her true identity, she was almost single-handedly keeping the Crell Breakers in check. 
Darius didn’t understand why Elade insisted on fighting this war alone, but more than anything he wanted to speak with her in person. She was clearly reeling from the death of Tevek and her banishment from the Dawn, and he wanted to assure her that she would always have a place in Solaria. But so far she had been little more than a ghost—a ghost on a mission to personally behead the enemy’s greatest weapon. 
The problem was that sooner or later, she was going to get herself killed. 
“We need to figure out how to get her a message,” Darius whispered. “If I could just speak with her for a few minutes, I’m sure I could convince her to come back to Celenest…”
“Some of our squad commanders have tried to contact her,” Lennox said. “None of them have succeeded, as far as I’m aware. I never thought the Knights of the Last Dawn were the subtle types, but she’s been able to flit across half the country without being pinned down.”
“Vaeyn can see almost perfectly in the dark, and they don’t require nearly as much sleep as humans. She has a number of advantages over our scouts.”
“Still, it’s damned impressive,” Lennox said. “Maybe Her Majesty should send a ship to Calhara and see if the vaeyn would be willing to spare us a few more of their warriors.”
Darius smiled tightly. The presence of a non-human, especially a so-called “dark elf,” would unnerve most of his soldiers—and that was before they learned that Elade was Unbound. But Lennox had never demonstrated the same prejudice, which was yet another reason Darius was glad to have him along. 
“Let me know if you hear anything else,” Darius said, handing back the scroll. “I need to speak with the queen, but tomorrow morning you and I are setting off for Amberwood. We’ll personally whip the defenses into shape.”
“Yes, sir,” Lennox said with a half nod. “I’ll make sure everything is prepared by morning. Have a good night.”
 He spun on a heel and left, and Darius took a moment to lean against his desk and gather his thoughts. After spending most of the last few weeks down in the Darrowmere, he had been looking forward to spending more time with Krystia. What he wasn’t looking forward to was dealing with her Unbound associates. They ran the gamut from socially awkward to downright intolerable…but such was the price of releasing people who had spent most of their lives in captivity. In the end, he hoped, they would earn their place in the Alliance by helping to fight against the Crell. But so far they had mostly just been a problem…a problem he was already tired of dealing with. 
Still, he was a Legion General—he was the Legion General, actually—and if he could handle organizing the defenses of the largest nation in Torsia, he could handle a few social miscreants. 
With a final exhausted sigh, Darius collected a few notes from his desk and then set off for the palace. 
 
***
 
“Raise the barrier!” the drill commander barked out. “Hold the line!”
The channelers thrust upward with their palms, and a heartbeat later a shimmering, translucent dome of bluish Aetheric energy materialized in the air above them. At first, the barrier flickered erratically as if it might disperse at any second, but eventually the students managed to stabilize the matrix and hold firm. There were three of them in total, all Unbound who’d recently been freed from the Solarian Academy of Aether Studies, better known as the “Unbound Asylum.” They certainly weren’t the most powerful channelers Queen Krystia Tharule had ever seen, but she hoped that with time and training they could be molded into the weapons Solaria so desperately needed. 
Across the courtyard, a pair of Krystia’s own Bound servants began their assault. They conjured a barrage of fireballs in an attempt to simulate an attack from Crell Imperators, and for the first few salvos the barrier held just fine. The flames splattered harmlessly away, and the soldiers within—represented by makeshift straw figures—were completely unscathed. 
But it didn’t last. On the third volley, the shield began to flicker again, and by the fourth it collapsed completely. One of the fireballs detonated right at the center of the straw soldiers, and a plume of smoke rose up and engulfed the courtyard before the Bound could douse the flames. 
“They’re getting better,” Krystia said with forced enthusiasm. “Two weeks ago they could only hold for a few seconds.”
“Yes, at this rate they’ll be ready just in time for the Crell to sack Celenest,” Darius grumbled from behind her. 
Krystia turned and glared at him. He’d been in a sour mood ever since he’d returned from the Darrowmere a few days ago. Not that she could entirely blame him; meeting with the Lord’s Council always made her want to burn down the whole palace. But his lack of enthusiasm for the Unbound was really starting to annoy her. 
“Most of them have never seen combat before,” she reminded him, “and it’s not like the Asylum wardens taught them anything about destructive channeling techniques. They’ve been isolated from the world their entire lives.”
“I’m sure General Iouna understands their situation perfectly,” Sovan said with one of his coldest, least authentic smiles. “He’s merely concerned about the inadequacies of his own soldiers. If they were capable of repelling the Crell on their own, then we could take as long as we wanted training our most gifted prodigies. Sadly, this has proven not to be the case.”
Darius’s jaw visibly clenched beneath his cheeks. “Perhaps you’d like to volunteer to hold off the Imperium yourself? I’m sure I can find a spot for you right at the front lines.”
“Stop,” Krystia whispered, her eyes closing. “We’ve been over this.”
“Yes, we have,” Darius said. “They’re not ready yet, and frankly I’m not convinced they ever will be. Learning how to maintain a barrier is one thing, but battlefield discipline is another.”
Sovan snorted. “We can alter the very fabric of the world with a wave of our hand, and you’re worried about whether or not we can march with one boot in front of the other?”
“The Legion has rules for a reason. No army can function without an effective chain of command, and your people don’t seem interested in listening to anyone outside their circle.”
“Then perhaps you should try saying something worthwhile,” Sovan countered. “And while you’re at it, you could stop pretending that they’re normal soldiers. Insisting that they follow the same arbitrary protocols as their inferiors is laughable.”
“Those ‘inferiors’ are Legion soldiers,” Darius replied coldly. “And without them, the Crell would have already stolen and indoctrinated your precious students. If we can figure out a way to turn them back, you and your ilk will beg for the day you had a nice, cozy room all to yourself.”
“I said stop!” Krystia snapped. She opened her eyes and glared at them one after another. “We need to work together. We’re all on the same side here, remember?”
“Of course,” Darius whispered. “How could I forget?”
The two men continued glaring at each other, and for a moment she almost wished Darius had stayed away from the capital. It was no secret that he and Sovan loathed each other. Darius had been mistrustful of all the Unbound from the first moment they’d left the Asylum. He had his reasons, of course; the students were an unknown variable in an already tenuous situation, and military minds hated unknown variables. There was also the undeniable fact that Sovan wasn’t exactly the most congenial person Krystia had ever met. At his best, he was aloof and arrogant. At his worst...well, at his worst he could be downright terrifying. 
Unfortunately, he was also the only one the other students seemed to trust. He was their unflinching advocate in all matters, and he also happened to be the most powerful channeler Krystia had ever met. Even with all her Ascendant powers—even with the accumulated knowledge of dozens of Solarian kings coalescing in her mind—she still wasn’t sure she could overpower him. 
 “We all understand the difficulties here as well as the need for haste,” Krystia said after a moment. “Is there any way we can adjust their training to ease the transition?”
Eventually Darius pulled his eyes from Sovan and shrugged. “I don’t know. Personally, I’m not convinced it’s the training that’s holding them back. We recruit young men and women for a reason—aside from their physical condition, their minds are also easy to shape and mold. But many of these people are in their late twenties and thirties, and they’ve lived their entire lives inside a cloistered community. Just because they hurl a fireball doesn’t mean they’re ready for combat. If they can’t learn their proper place in a unit, they’ll just get themselves or their unit killed.”
Krystia pursed her lips. “Then perhaps we should find other ways to harness their talents. We could deploy them behind enemy lines in order to cause chaos.”
Darius shuffled awkwardly in place, and she couldn’t help but hear his thoughts. I know you’re trying, but you don’t understand anything about war or tactics…
“Being able to stand toe-to-toe with a Breaker is one thing—surviving and contributing on a real battlefield is another,” he said instead. “We can’t just snap our fingers and transform a bunch of former prisoners into an elite squad.”
“Would you trust them even if you could?” Sovan asked calmly. “I’m genuinely curious.”
Darius’s lip twisted in a half scowl. “I will do whatever it takes to win this war. And right now your people are more of a liability than an asset. I pray to Sol that will change before it’s too late.” He scowled at the other man for a moment longer before glancing back down at Krystia. “I have another meeting to attend before nightfall, and I’m leaving for Amberwood first thing in the morning.
She smiled and reached out to squeeze his hand. “Come visit me in my chambers later. I’d like to see you off.”
Darius smiled, though it was clearly forced. “I’ll see you then.”
He strode out of the room, and once the door closed behind him Krystia let out a long, tired sigh. 
Perhaps someday you’ll remind me why you keep him around.
She turned and unleashed her own glare at Sovan. “Because I love him. And he also happens to be a brilliant commander.”
I doubt the Crell would agree, he replied snidely. You could also explain your insistence on using words.
“I can listen to thousands of conversations going on inside my mind any time I want,” she grumbled. “There’s something to be said for the simplicity of conversation.”
“That’s an honest reply, at least,” Sovan said aloud. 
Krystia frowned. “And what exactly is that supposed to mean?”
“It means that eventually you’ll see your general for what he really is, not what you wish him to be,” Sovan told her. “He is deaf to the Aether. He cannot perceive the world as we do.”
“That’s hardly a crime,” she bit back. “And besides, I could forge an Ascendant bond with him whenever I want—I could give him the power of the Aether if he desired it.”
“You could, yes, but that wouldn’t really change anything. At his best, he would forever be a parasite doomed to leech off your power. Is that truly what you desire in a mate?”
Krystia started to snap back but bit her tongue at the last instant. She’d gained an entirely new appreciation for patience since her installation as queen. She hadn’t expected the Unbound to instantly acclimate to their new lives as free citizens…but she had expected them to come around eventually, especially after three months. Some of them had been such a danger to themselves and others that she’d been forced to waste resources monitoring them almost like they were still at the Asylum; others had simply refused to cooperate and had vanished into the countryside. And then there was Sovan himself, who was nearly as insufferable as Ethan Moore. At this point, she felt like she had more control over the Lord’s Council than she did over her own people. 
Nevertheless, she still didn’t regret what she’d done. Most of the Unbound had at least been making an effort to fit in, either by joining the Legion or by helping to infuse new arms and armor for their soldiers. Eventually, she believed, they would become a real asset. The question was whether that would be before or after the Crell won this war…
“If you really loathe spending so much time with regular people, you could leave,” Krystia said. “Some of the others already have. I often wonder why you haven’t followed.”
“No, you don’t,” Sovan murmured. “You know exactly why I’m here.”
“I thought I did, but now…” She shook her head. “You obviously have no loyalty to the Alliance, and you don’t seem to care about the Solarian people. You could flee to Solipei or Yamata. You could even hire a ship and sail all the way to Calhara.”
“And do what, exactly? Spend my life on the run from hordes of ignorant peasants?  Pretend I’m one of them so I can ‘fit in’ and have a ‘normal life?’” Sovan scoffed. “You and I both know that there’s nowhere else for people like us to go. One way or another, Solaria is our only hope for the future.”
“Then perhaps you should start acting like it,” Krystia told him. “Darius may not be an Unbound, but he’s always been supportive of our plight. The same is true for many others. They deserve to be respected, not patronized.”
“Is it patronizing to point out that a bear is stronger than a fish? Or that a human is smarter than a groll?”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“Just because we share the same blood does not mean we share the same capabilities,” Sovan said. “You and your general are no more alike than I am to a chagari…probably less, in fact. Until you accept that, you will never realized your full potential.”
Krystia grunted. She’d heard about a hundred variations of this particular diatribe over the past few months. “I am an Unbound Ascendant Queen—I’m as close as this world has seen to a living goddess in thousands of years.”
“And yet you could still achieve more. But first you must shed your pathetic human attachments.” His eyes narrowed. “Tell me: when was the last time you and your general made love?”
Krystia blinked. “That’s none of your business.”
“Before today, you hadn’t seen him for what, two weeks? Six months ago, you would have been crawling over him the moment he returned. Now he just walked out of the room without so much as a parting kiss.”
“He’ll return tonight, if you must know.”
“And yet you aren’t the least bit excited by the prospect,” Sovan said. “I’ve seen into your mind, my queen. I know how you used to long for him to touch you, to kiss you, to take you so roughly you could hardly breathe—”
“That’s enough,” Krystia interrupted. 
“Now you barely feel anything even when he’s buried inside you,” Sovan went on, unfettered. “And why would you? You’ve known the caress of the Aether. You’ve bathed in its warmth and tasted its power. How could a mortal man possibly compete with the power of the gods?”
“You wouldn’t understand. You’ve never been with a woman.”
“I have no need to sate my primal desires like an animal. Physical intimacy is a pale shadow of what you and I know. You’ve fucked him hundreds of times, and yet after five seconds of touching your mind, I know you better than he ever could.”
Krystia shook her head. “If you know me so well, then you should understand how much Darius means to me.”
“What I know is that you continue to delude yourself,” Sovan said. “And if you can’t let go, if you can’t see these Sightless for what they truly are, then I fear this war may already be over.”
“We’re done here,” she growled. “Go and help with the training if you wish. Otherwise I will see you in the morning.”
“Of course, my queen,” he replied with a mock bow. “Whatever you desire.”
He spun about and left, and Krystia curled her fingers around the stone windowsill and let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. She still had an ever-expanding line of petitioners to deal with today, and she suddenly understood why so many other Ascendants empowered a “Voice” to speak for them. Between the obligations of being a monarch, the hundreds of disparate voices constantly whispering in her head, and the lingering troubles of her own personal life, it was impossible for her to have even a few minutes alone. Capturing King Areekan’s “divine spark” had granted her enormous new insights and channeling techniques, from the ability to empower Bound minions to intense telepathic manipulations she’d never before dreamed of. It had given her the political power to free the Unbound and mold Solaria in her image…but it had also changed her in ways she couldn’t have possibly anticipated. 
And not necessarily for the better. 
Taking in another deep breath, Krystia focused her attention on just one of the many voices inside her head. The technique was still difficult, even now after she’d had months to practice. The sages had described the process as “searching for a single blade of grass amongst a field,” but that wasn’t right. It was more like sifting through old memories, except in this case each image and sound was a living, breathing person somewhere else in the country. Intense stimulation could draw their consciousness to the forefront of her mind—if they were attacked, for example, or felt their lives were threatened—but otherwise her Bound were just an abstract blur of thought and feeling. 
But even when she couldn’t sense them individually, she could still feel their inexorable drain upon her power. Every time her Bound channeled the Aether, they were essentially leeching that energy from her. Sometimes she became weary even when she’d just been sitting down, and to this day the thought sent a cold shudder down her spine. In theory, she would eventually have the luxury of severing the bonds and fully returning to her own mind and body…but not yet. Not until this war was over. Not until the Unbound were ready.
Ethan, she whispered across the vast gulf separating them. She could tell that he was somewhere in eastern Galvia, and she didn’t press any farther. What is your situation?
I wondered when you’d reach out to me again, Your Majesty, he replied. Even though he wasn’t actually speaking the words, she could still hear the sarcasm in his voice. I trust the Lord’s Council is still squirming beneath your heel?
Not exactly. We just received word that Lanesk has fallen, and we don’t have sufficient forces to take it back. General Iouna has ordered all our soldiers in the region to pull back to Fort Amberwood.
I see. Perhaps you should deploy your Unbound convicts, then. I’m sure the Crell will fall back to Drakendaar within weeks. 
Krystia grimaced. For a brief moment before her Ascension, Ethan Moore had actually been a decent human being. He had defended her from High Priest Kaeldar and thrown himself protectively in front of her. Then she had restored his long-lost channeling ability, and within weeks of her crowning ceremony his “acerbic old man” persona had made a triumphant return. She could take his powers away at any time, of course, but unfortunately he remained one of her most vital—and secret—assets in this war. 
We need a victory in Galvia, and soon, she told him. Morale is at an all-time low, and we need to force the Crell to divert more resources to the north.
We just need the Asgardians to join us, Ethan said. With a few thousand of their soldiers and a handful of their shaman, we could easily take Ashenfel. 
Lord Alistan has already sent his best diplomat to Lyebel, but I’m not sure how well she’ll be received. High King Zharrs seems convinced that I pulled a coup, and he’s not willing to trust any nation ruled by an Unbound. 
Then he’s smarter than we’ve given him credit for, Ethan replied dryly. I have a plan to earn their support, but you won’t like it.
Have I ever liked one of your plans?
No, and I doubt that’s going to change anytime soon. But I can bring the Asgardians into the war…and once I do, you’ll get your victory in the north. We’ll re-take Ashenfel, and if everything goes as planned Sovereign Verrator won’t have time to escape. 
Krystia grunted. And then what, you kill him? You Ascend and claim Galvia as your own?
He will die, but this has nothing to do with Ascension, Ethan told her. This is about justice.
Of course it is, Krystia said, not bothering to hide her sarcasm. For a long moment he remained silent, and she stretched out her senses and tried to read his mind. But his thoughts were slippery as always, and she gave up without much of a struggle. 
You should be pleased, Your Majesty, he said after a moment. Once I have Ascended, I shall no longer be a drain upon your wondrous power.
Just remember that removing the Imperium from Galvia is only the first step in this war. Solaria will still need your help. 
And we shall do everything we can to aid our benevolent neighbors. In the meantime, however, it’s probably for the best that you don’t know the specifics of my plan.
Because I will disapprove?
Because then you can’t be blamed if something goes wrong, Ethan corrected. But rest assured, the Asgardians will join the war. I will keep you apprised of my progress.

That makes me feel so much better, she replied, sighing. Good luck.
Krystia withdrew her mind from his, and she allowed herself a long, pensive silence to yet again contemplate the nature of their relationship. Just before the coup that had vaulted her into power, she had seriously started to wonder if she’d made a mistake allying with Ethan in the first place. He clearly wasn’t trustworthy, and his thirst for vengeance against the Crell had long since blinded him to the consequences of his actions. But the bottom line was that he’d come through when she needed him, and if there was anyone who could drive the Crell from Galvia, it was a rejuvenated Ethan Moore. The question wasn’t whether or not he could be of use—it was whether or not his aid was worth the cost. 
Allegedly, he had abandoned his demons after Krystia had restored his magic…but she didn’t believe that for a moment. He had never been one to throw away a tool that could prove useful later, and he had always been willing to do whatever it took to take down the Crell. But as long as she didn’t press too hard, as long as she kept just enough distance between them that she couldn’t be blamed for his actions…well, then perhaps it was worth keeping a monster around to fight other monsters. 
Shaking her head, Krystia made her way to her throne room and ordered her guards to bring in the afternoon’s petitioners. She dealt with their complaints as swiftly and as justly as she could, and it was well into the evening when she finally returned to her personal chambers. Darius arrived shortly thereafter, and it wasn’t long before she was on her back with her ankles up on his shoulders. But even as he slowly and deliberately made love to her, she found herself growing bored and distant. She tried using her magic to enhance his pleasure, but that also became tiresome quickly. 
The clock had barely even struck midnight by the time she trapped him in a telepathic fantasy and left him alone and naked on her bed. She sat at her desk, rubbing at her temples and trying to assuage her guilt. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t make herself return to his arms. 
And she wondered if perhaps, just perhaps, Sovan had been right all along. 
 
 



Chapter Three
 
“Guilt is the whetstone, remorse is the blade. Together, they are capable of striking down even the mightiest warrior.”
—Shau Losa, Solipean Philosopher
 
“I…I apologize for the intrusion, Captain,” the scout stammered as she peeked inside the tavern doorway. “But we’ve finally located the last Solarian priest.”
Captain Andreas Fuhr grunted softly and finished his last swig of vodka before pivoting around. “It certainly took you long enough.”
“Y-yes, sir,” the woman managed. No, not a woman—a girl. She couldn’t have been older than seventeen or eighteen seasons at most. Fuhr remained appalled that his unit was still forced to rely upon conscripts, but with the Alliance counterattack in full-swing, Crell forces were stretched thin across this province. Supreme Commander Tenel had the bulk of the army fighting skirmishes here in the Solarian heartland while their southern troops pressed hard against the enemy’s southern flank. The strategy itself was sound: the constant harassment here in the heartland would force the Alliance to keep a significant number of troops stationed in Celenest and its surrounding forts, and eventually the Imperium might even be able to cut off enemy supply lines entirely. The problem was that Fuhr hated being so low on the priority list. 
Still, the situation wasn’t all bad. This Izarian girl—Scout Sabine, if he recalled correctly—was a surprisingly good shot and an even better scout. If not for her irritating timidity, he probably wouldn’t have even cared that she was a foreigner or a conscript. 
“So, where did you find the coward?” Fuhr asked into the silence. “An old hag’s cellar? One of the grain silos?”
“No, sir,” Sabine said. “The old vintner north of the village was sheltering the priest in his cellar. 
 Fuhr snorted. “Hiding behind an old man…I suppose we shouldn’t expect anything less from a feckless Solarian wretch.”
He shook his head and slammed his empty bottle down upon the table. His unit had claimed this pitiful village three days ago, but it had taken them far longer than he’d expected to track down the Solarian soldiers who had survived the initial skirmish in the hills. Not that Fuhr particularly cared about the rank-and-file infantry, of course. His mission in this province was to hunt down any and all Bound servants of the new Solarian queen…and then break them.
Early on, just after the army had crushed the Alliance forces at Brackengarde, Fuhr had anticipated a quick and easy resolution to the war. High Sovereign Ishthare had warned them that Queen Tharule was powerful—she was an Unbound, after all—and that the young woman wouldn’t yield her country without a fight. But Fuhr didn’t understand how the Solarian Legion could possibly survive a concerted attack from dozens of Breakers and thousands of troops pouring in across the border. 
Three months later, he had his answer. Queen Tharule was indeed a formidable foe. She had been creating new Bound servants at a remarkable pace, and she had supplemented her forces with Unbound. All in all, the Solarians had ceded very little territory over the winter months, though now that the worst of the frost had cleared Fuhr expected that Supreme Commander Tenel would ramp up the offensive. Soon enough, Celenest would be theirs. 
But first, Fuhr had yet another Bound to break. 
“Let’s get this over with,” he grumbled. “Follow.”
Fuhr strode through the tavern door and trudged through the muck outside. The weather had been especially bleak this last week. It had been raining almost constantly, and he was thankful for the early sunset. The village square looked like an enormous shit-stain in the daylight. 
The other scouts were waiting near the well, and they’d forced the Solarian priest to wait on his knees in the mud. They hadn’t bothered to strip off his leather armor or tabard.
“We weren’t sure if you wanted to summon the villagers again or not, sir,” Scout Sabine said. “With the rain and the darkness, I’m not certain how many of them would come…”
“They will come because I command it,” Fuhr said matter-of-factly. He glanced around the nearby streets, and he counted about a dozen faces watching the proceedings from behind their windows. “But I believe we already have their attention. Now, what’s your name, priest?”
The man glared back but remained silent. He was on the younger side of middle-aged, though his grime-covered face made him look even older. He’d obviously healed whatever wounds he’d suffered in the hill skirmish, and judging from the lack of bruises he must not have put up much of a fight at the vintner’s house. 
“You can either tell me what I want to know, or I can rip it out of your mind,” Fuhr said. “It’s your choice.”
The priest coughed and spit into the mud. “You’ll do that anyway.”
“True,” Fuhr conceded with a shrug. “We might as well skip straight to the fun.”
Taking in a deep breath, Fuhr reached into the Aether and channeled its power through his body. He could feel the ebb and flow of its currents surrounding him, and he could see the etheric tendrils of an Ascendant bond fluttering off behind the priest. Smiling, Fuhr reached out with his mind and snipped the connection…and the priest screeched in agony and collapsed face-first into the muck. 
“There are some among our ranks who don’t believe we should bother breaking you,” Fuhr said calmly as he watched the severed tendrils vanish back into the Aetheric currents from whence they’d come. “They believe we should simply plunge a dagger into your gullet and toss you into the ditch with the rest of your fallen. But they don’t understand.”
Fuhr leaned down and grabbed onto the priest’s hair, then jerked his head back up so quickly he nearly snapped the other man’s neck. “This isn’t about killing priests; it’s about sending a message to your people and to your queen. She can create an entire army of supplicants to throw against us—she can restore as many of her broken minions as she likes. It doesn’t matter. The era of the false Ascendants and their parasitic servants is over.” Fuhr smiled and kicked the priest over onto his back. “The era of Unbound freedom has begun.”
During his pathetic spree of wheezes and coughs, the priest actually managed a stiff chuckle. “I’ve seen Crell freedom,” he muttered. “Your people live in terror of their rulers.”
“And yours don’t? With the rumors surrounding your queen’s rise to power, I’m surprised anyone willingly follows her at all. Even the Knights of the Last Dawn have finally turned against you.” Fuhr grunted in contempt. “Before I release you into the wild, let’s see if you know anything worthwhile…”
Fuhr stabbed into the other man’s mind. He encountered virtually no resistance; without the Aether, the priest was defenseless. All told, it took only a few minutes for the Breaker to find what he was looking for. 
“Your name is Hayden Gammel, formerly a servant of King Areekan,” Fuhr said. “Before a few months ago, you’d never set foot on a battlefield in your life. That explains why you’re such a coward. I’m sure you’re thrilled that your new queen sent you out to…” He frowned as a new series of images popped into his head. “Wait, what happened to the vintner?”
“We…” Scout Sabine murmured next to him. “We handed him over to Imperator Velassa, sir.”
“What? Why didn’t you execute him?”
Sabine swallowed heavily. “His family was right there, sir. Protocol dictates that we are not to—”
“I don’t care about protocol, you Izarian wretch,” Fuhr growled. “These people tried to hide something from us. This village is now a part of the Imperium, and they must learn that the High Sovereign will not tolerate dissent or disobedience.” He hissed between his teeth and shook his head. “Frankly, you should have killed his wife, too. I’ve no doubt she knew precisely what was going on in her cellar.”
“Another fine example of Crell freedom,” Gammel coughed. 
Fuhr turned and kicked the priest hard in the mouth. The man flopped back over to the ground, and he whimpered in pain as he clutched at his jaw. 
“The self-righteous gall of Solarians never ceases to amaze me,” Fuhr spat. “You’re always willing to pass judgment upon others even while your own people wallow in chaos and misery beneath the heel of corrupt nobles.”
The light of a glow-stone approached from the east, and Fuhr turned as one of the messengers dashed over through the muck. “Captain!” he breathed. “We have a problem, sir.”
“What now?”
“Sir, another of our patrols has failed to check in. They’re nearly an hour overdue.”
Fuhr ground his teeth together. They had only been in this village for a few days, and three of his scout patrols had already gone missing. At this rate, his entire unit would be gone by the end of the week…
“Did your men find any signs of battle like before?” he asked. 
“I didn’t send out another squad this time, sir,” the soldier replied anxiously. “I wanted to check with you first. Since it’s already after dark I wasn’t sure you’d…”
“You weren’t sure I would what? Order you to do your jobs? You are soldiers of the Crell Imperium—you should be begging me to send you out there to search for and avenge your comrades!”
The soldier lowered his eyes, and Fuhr swore under his breath. As if having to rely on conscripts wasn’t bad enough, the Supreme Commander had apparently assigned him a host of War College rejects. 
Fuhr sighed and rubbed a hand across his face. The real problem, sadly, was that the High Sovereign had slowly but surely been phasing out her Imperators from the front lines. Only two had been assigned to his entire unit. They were loyal Crell citizens and soldiers, but they were also Bound—and that meant they were parasites. Every Imperator empowered by the High Sovereign siphoned away her own personal might, and ideally once this war was over the Imperium would have no more use for Imperators or Bound of any kind. 
But the war wasn’t over just yet, and right now having to rely on normal soldiers without telepathic communication was becoming a serious burden…
“Problems keeping track of your men, Captain?” Gammel taunted. He’d apparently sloshed around in the muck and recovered one of his lost teeth. “I guess your conscripts aren’t enjoying the benefits of Crell freedom, either.”
Fuhr wanted to kill him. He almost did, in fact—a spark of Aetheric flame flashed in his palm, and he could have easily roasted the smile off the other man’s face. But the High Sovereign’s orders were quite clear: broken priests were to be released and sent back to Celenest whenever possible. The more of the queen’s champions that returned in disgrace, the quicker despair would spread through the Solarian ranks. 
“You have your own units out patrolling the hills, don’t you?” Fuhr asked, stepping forward and holding the flames closer to the priest’s skin. “Some of your soldiers must have survived and hid in the wilds, and now they’re trying to pick us off one squad at a time.” He stopped as another thought belatedly hit him. “That, or perhaps you summoned support from Fort Amberwood while you were pissing your trousers in the vintner’s basement.”
Gammel’s soft chuckle became a full-blown laugh, and he rolled over onto his back. “You’ve already been inside my head, Crell. You know I’m not hiding anything.”
“I could always take another look,” Fuhr said. “And by the time I’m done, you won’t even be able to feed yourself without choking on your own drool.”
Gammel continued his maniacal giggling, and Fuhr turned back to his soldiers. “Cancel all scouting patrols immediately, and pull every man in the hills back inside the village. Come morning, I’ll lead a squad into the wilds myself. We’ll track down whatever Alliance dogs are hiding in the forest and—”
Fuhr cut himself off when a telepathic tremor rippled through the Aether. One of the two Imperators in his squad had just attempted to send a message through their link to the High Sovereign…and had abruptly been silenced. Fuhr closed his eyes and tried to reach her, but there was no response. 
“Was Imperator Velassa with your men on the village outskirts?” he asked. 
“Um,” the messenger murmured, clearly surprised by the abruptness of the question. “No, sir. I believe she was on the western side of the village coordinating the construction of the new palisade.”
Fuhr bit down on his lip and reached out to his other Imperator, Kunze. Velassa has disappeared.

Yes, the man confirmed. Even his mental voice sounded strained. I heard sounds of battle near the new palisade. My men and I are moving in to investigate.
Be cautious—the Solarians must have dispatched a guerrilla squad to harass us. Do not pursue them outside the village.
Understood, sir. We’ll try to—
A second tremor shuddered through the Aether, this one stronger than the first. And in the distance, Fuhr heard the unmistakable clamor of combat echoing through the darkness. “Impossible...” he breathed. 
The soldiers behind him stirred. “Is something wrong, sir?”
Fuhr grimaced and glanced back to Sabine. “I want you and the other scouts up on the rooftops, and I want every glow-stone we have arrayed out here in the village square. We need to—”
A choked-off yelp echoed off the house to his left, and Fuhr whipped his head around just in time to see one of his soldiers crumple into the mud. Behind him stood a shrouded black figure holding a slender, blood-soaked blade. 
Fuhr didn’t hesitate. His instincts took over, and he hurled a ball of Aetheric flame down the street. For the span of a single, frantic heartbeat, he thought he’d caught their mysterious assailant flat-footed….but then the long, moon-borne shadows came to life and swallowed the figure whole. Fuhr’s fireball roasted the fallen soldier’s corpse and hurled sizzling debris in all directions. The dark figure, however, was gone. 
“Sovereigns save us!” one of the scouts gasped. “What in the void was that?”
Fuhr narrowed his eyes and scanned the nearby area. He could see small ripples in the Aether where the figure had moved, and he followed them like tracks in the mud across the village…
“Order your soldiers to leave the village,” a strangely-accented female voice called out. “I promise they will be spared.”
Fuhr’s weapon whipped back around in the opposite direction. The dark figure had reappeared on one of the wider rooftops. Her outstretched sword glimmered with pale white light, and the Aether swirled around her like a second cloak. Inside the shadows of her hood, Fuhr could make out a pair of faintly-glowing blue eyes—eyes that did not belong to a human.  
And suddenly he understood. 
“I almost thought you were a myth,” Fuhr replied, turning and unsheathing his own blade. “A dark elf paladin…it seems like a contradiction in terms. And Unbound?” He shook his head. “I can’t believe the Last Dawn didn’t turn against you sooner.”
The vaeyn pulled back her hood and revealed a long, silvery-white ponytail. She shifted her eyes upon the other soldiers. “Drop your weapons and leave the village,” she ordered. “Retreat to Brackengarde peacefully, and I will leave you alone. I am not here for any of you.”
“You don’t really expect that to work, I hope,” Fuhr muttered. He trusted his men to hold their ground. The conscripts were a different matter, of course, but hopefully fear would keep them in line. If anyone in High Command found out that they’d deserted, their families and friends back in Izaria would be immediately put to the sword. 
“If they value their lives, they’ll listen to me,” the paladin said. “If not, they will die here with you.” 
Fuhr snorted. He took a step forward and sheathed himself a protective mantle of Aetheric energy. “Many of the officers suspected you fell at Garos, but once I learned that two of my brothers had been killed in the south, I knew you were still around somewhere. You’re the only one in this entire wretched nation that has ever defeated a Breaker, and you’ve felled three of us.”
“Four soon enough. Now please: order your men to walk away. They don’t need to die here with you.”
Fuhr smiled. “There’s a bounty on your little gray head, you know. And not just from the Last Dawn—countless organizations from here to Calhara would pay a sovereign’s ransom to get their hands on you. I suppose I should consider myself fortunate that you decided to throw yourself upon my sword.” He shrugged. “Not that I intend to use it.”
With an abrupt flick of his wrist, Fuhr hurled another fireball at her position. But this time the vaeyn didn’t teleport away; instead she crouched down and conjured a glimmering, translucent shield onto her arm. The flames splattered harmlessly across the barrier, and the other soldiers backpedaled away in shock and fear. 
 Fuhr grimaced in annoyance. The Knights of the Last Dawn were mythic figures in Torsia, and tales of their near-invulnerability had evidently seeped into the minds of his own men. Worse, these fools had likely also heard the legends about demon-empowered dark elf assassins striking from the shadows. This vaeyn woman might not have looked particularly impressive to Fuhr, but in many ways she was the living embodiment of his soldiers’ worst fears. 
“I’ll give you all one last chance,” she said, rising up from behind her shield. “Cast down your weapons, and you will not be harmed.”
“Any man who drops his weapon shall die on the tip of mine,” Fuhr hissed, drawing his sword. “You all know better than to trust an accursed vaeyn.”
“You have my word as a Knight of the Last Dawn. Surrender, and you will live.”
Fuhr scoffed. “The word of a paladin who flits through the shadows and refuses to fight. Perhaps what you need is some motivation….”
Lifting his free hand, Fuhr gestured at one of the nearby homes and summoned another sphere of flame into his open palm. The family cowering inside screamed and dove away from the window, and he made a show of rearing backwards before unleashing the fiery sphere of death. He fully expected the paladin to teleport in front of the blast, at which point his men could charge and engage her directly…and to his grim delight, she didn’t disappoint. The shadows in front of the building stirred, and the fireball detonated the instant it struck her shield. Grinning, Fuhr pointed with his sword as a thick cloud of smoke and ash billowed around her slender figure. 
“Charge!”
His men didn’t hesitate. The two soldiers rushed forward instantly, and three of the conscripts followed right behind them. The fourth appeared to have vanished somewhere, but Fuhr wasn’t worried about it. He conjured yet another ball of flame into his palm and waited patiently for his opportunity to strike. 
But it never came. The clearing became a blur of steel, sparks, and magic as the vaeyn whirled between his men. Fuhr had never seen anyone move so fluidly; her footwork was more like a dance than a fencing technique. One by one she struck his soldiers down, her shimmering shield casting a pale glow across their black armor even as they crumpled into the muck. The conscripts fared slightly better—she effortlessly battered aside their weapons, then bashed them insensate with her shield. 
 “You elf bitch!” Fuhr hissed, hurling the fireball despite the proximity of his own men. She barely even flinched; her shield tilted towards him for a fraction of a second, and the flames broke across the disc like a river splitting before a mountain. 
For an instant, Fuhr thought she might offer him a chance to surrender. Knights of the Last Dawn always tried to avoid bloodshed whenever possible, or so he’d been told. Dark elf shadow knights, on the other hand, were feared across Calhara for their cold, ruthless efficiency…and when her glowing blue eyes swiveled upon him, Fuhr knew he would find no mercy here today. 
She charged. Screaming in rage and dread, Fuhr vaulted backwards and conjured a coruscating beam of Aetheric energy. He channeled every spark of power he could muster in the blast—enough to burrow through a stone wall or even a thick iron door—and soon the flash was so bright he had to squint before he went blind. But her shield refused to buckle beneath the onslaught, and then she was upon him. 
In desperation, he lashed out with his sword…but needn’t have bothered. In the span of a single heartbeat she battered the weapon from his grip, slashed through his breastplate, and then kicked him backwards into the mud. 
“I won’t beg,” Fuhr spat as he clutched at his wounded chest. “And I will never surrender to the Solarians.”
The dark elf shrugged. “I’m not here to take prisoners.”
“You would strike down an unarmed man?” he gasped frowning as her shimmering sword loomed above him. “What kind of paladin are you?”
“I’m not a paladin,” the dark elf said, raising her sword. “Not anymore.”
Her blade scythed downward, and Fuhr’s world descended into darkness. 
 
***
 
Taking a deep breath, Elade Devarath pivoted around and glared at the surviving Crell soldiers. “Leave this village. Now.”
None of them needed to be told twice. Half dashed towards the palisade at the north end of the town, while the others sprinted off into the hills to the south. Most of them would return, of course; Lanesk’s location was too strategically important for the Crell to ignore forever. But with any luck it would take them weeks to cobble together another unit, and by then these people would be safely behind the walls of Fort Amberwood. 
“I can’t possibly thank you enough for what you’ve done,” the Solarian priest rasped as she leaned down and helped him back to his feet. “I don’t even know what to say.”
“You don’t need to say anything,” Elade told him. She touched his cheek and channeled healing energy into his mangled jaw. “What I need is for you to help these people get to Fort Amberwood before the Crell return.”
The man brought a hand to his face and nodded thankfully. “With all due respect, my lady, there’s no room for them at Amberwood. If there were, we’d have evacuated everyone in the province after the Crell took the Ravenscar Bridge three weeks ago. The Third Legion—”
“General Iouna is personally coordinating the defense of Amberwood, correct?” she interrupted. 
“Er…yes, my lady. Queen Krystia appointed him the High General of the entire Solarian Legion. The last I heard, he had taken personal control over all our forces currently stationed at the fort.”
“Then tell him Dame Devarath sent you and the villagers to Amberwood. He’ll find a way to take care of everyone—I promise.”
The priest looked skeptical, but not enough to say “no” to the woman who had just saved his life. His eyes flicked over to the nearby houses and the terrified villagers peering out their windows. 
“I can attempt to gather everyone who’s willing to leave, but I can’t guarantee their safety,” the man whispered. “Not without the Aether…”
“The road is clear,” Elade assured him. “There aren’t any Crell patrols past this point, and I’ll make sure it stays that way for the next few days.”
He sized her up for a few moments before nodding and smiling. “I’ve heard a lot of stories about the vaeyn…and about you. I admit I wasn’t sure what to think. Queen Krystia said we should trust you, but the Knights of the Last Dawn have always been stalwart allies of Solaria. If they believe you’re a threat…”
“Highlord Alric is…misguided,” Elade murmured. “But sooner or later, he will see reason and order the Dawn to fight with you again.”
“I certainly hope so. Without their help, I’m not sure how we can hold off the Crell.”
Elade wiped her blade off on one of the fallen soldier’s cloaks before sliding it back into her scabbard. “Paladins are just as vulnerable to these Breakers as you were. Until they are dealt with, I fear General Iouna won’t be able to mount a real counterattack.” She sighed and shook her head. “You should get moving. I’ll follow the surviving Crell and make certain they leave you alone.”
The priest nodded. “Thank you again, my lady. The queen will hear of your deeds here today.”
He dashed off towards the closest houses, and Elade paused and took a few moments to catch her breath. After nearly three months flitting across the Solarian countryside, she had mostly learned to ignore the casual aches and pains of travel, but right now her feet and legs felt like they’d been bludgeoned by a groll’s fist. The fact she hadn’t slept in nearly four days wasn’t helping matters, either. At some point, she needed to find shelter and spend a day or two recovering. 
But not now. Not yet. As long as the Crell continued to deploy their Breakers along the front lines, she needed to be there to fight them. Otherwise Darius and his forces would assuredly be overrun.
Gritting her teeth, she leaned down and started combing over the battlefield in search of anything useful. She didn’t care about weapons or armor, but healing salves, rations, and other basic supplies were always welcome. More importantly, unit commanders tended to carry at least a few scraps of relevant information on their person…
She found the scroll case buried inside the Breaker’s pack, and a few seconds later she was skimming over the rolled up pieces of parchment. Like most modern armies, the Crell didn’t rely on written missives very often—Ascendants and their Bound were a far more effective method of communication—but some information still necessitated a pen and parchment. Maps and scouting reports, for example, were usually scribbled down for the benefit of the rank-and-file infantry. 
“The Lirisfal Fjord,” Elade mumbled to herself as she studied the maps. She’d passed through that inlet about six weeks ago, but at the time she hadn’t spotted even a single scout patrol. Still, a lot had changed in the last month, and the Alliance had been retreating on virtually every front in the province. If the Crell had established a base inside one of the many caves lining the Fjord, they would be in perfect position to resupply their camps scattered across—
A flicker of movement from one of the nearby houses caught her eye, and Elade spun around and drew her sword in a single motion. She’d expected to see one of the villagers frantically trying to gather up his belongings, but instead she spotted a single, lightly-armored Crell soldier peeking out from behind a pile of rubble.
“Please don’t kill me,” the soldier pleaded in a heavily-accented version of the local dialect. She threw up her hands and dropped to her knees. “I’m not armed.”
Elade lowered her weapon. The woman—the girl—didn’t look like much of a soldier. She was so short and scrawny that Elade doubted she could even lift a sword, let alone swing it with any accuracy. She wore a leather breastplate and accompanying skirt common to Crell scouts, but they’d clearly been fitted for a man.
“Return to Brackengarde with the rest of your unit,” Elade said. “This village is no longer under Crell control.”
“I-I can’t,” the girl managed. Her eyes remained fastened shut, and every muscle in her arms seemed to be quivering. “They’ll just make me fight again, and I…I don’t want to hurt anyone.” 
Elade frowned. The girl could have been acting…but if she was, her performance would give the best bards in Torsia a run for their coin. “What are you talking about?”
“I’m not one of them—I’m not Crell! They conscripted everyone from my town and forced us to fight. Most of the others are already dead…”
“Izarian,” Elade whispered, belatedly placing the accent. She’d never been to Izaria personally, but Tevek had spoken of it often—and usually fondly. Half a millennia ago, before the Solarian provinces had united, Izaria had been the heart of Torsia culture. Artists and philosophers from around the world had flocked to its bustling cities, and for a time even their military was second to none. But then the Imperium had decided to expand its borders, and Izaria had been one of its first victims. Its fields had been burned, its museums had been toppled, and its people had been subjugated. Izaria was the living embodiment of what modern Galvians feared their country would become. 
“What’s your name?” Elade asked, leaning down on a knee. 
“Sabine,” the girl whispered. “Please, I have nowhere else to go. I-I heard them say that you were a Knight of the Last Dawn. Can you help me?”
Elade sheathed her sword and let out a deep breath. “I’m not with the order anymore, and even if I were there’s nothing I can do for you. If you surrender to the villagers, they’ll take you to Fort Amberwood. You can plead for clemency there.”
“But…they’ll throw me in the dungeon!”
“They won’t, especially not if you tell them whatever you know about imperial troop movements and supply outposts.”
Sabine swallowed heavily and nodded towards Elade’s maps. “I don’t know much, but I have been scouting this province for almost two months now.”
Pursing her lips, Elade walked over and handed over the map. “Do you know anything about a camp in Lirisfal? I passed through a few weeks ago and didn’t see anything.”
The girl remained frozen stiff for a few seconds, but eventually she summoned the courage to take the parchment. “I never saw a camp, but the Green Coats seemed very interested in that area. They might have moved in recently.”
“The Green Coats?” Elade asked. “You mean the Zarul.”
“Yes. I think Captain Fuhr used to be one of them. He spoke with their agents all the time…”
Elade pursed her lips in thought. There were a lot of rumors surrounding the Crell government right now. The Sovereigns had been mysteriously silent since the start of the war, and some suggested that the Zarul had quietly pulled a coup and taken over the capital of Drakendaar. Others believed the High Sovereign had finally decided to take control of the military directly rather than relying upon his vassals. Elade had no idea what was actually going on, but the Zarul had definitely been more active in this war than in those past. 
“So you don’t know anything specific about their plans?” Elade asked. “Or the location of any hidden supply camps?”
“No. They don’t tell the conscripts anything.”
Elade sighed and nodded. “All right, well, let’s get you to the priest. I’ll tell him to take you to Amberwood with the rest of the villagers.”
Sabine glanced warily around the village. “I-I don’t trust them. If they think I’m Crell, they’ll…”
“The Solarians won’t harm you,” Elade said, kneeling and placing a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “You’ll be treated fairly, I promise.”
“Can I…can I go with you instead? I can help you find the fjord! I know the best paths through the wilds.”
“I’m sorry, but I have to travel alone. You’ll be much safer at the fort.”
Sabine was shaking so hard she nearly tumbled over, and for probably the hundredth time over the past few months Elade wished she possessed a fraction of Tevek’s charm. He had been a true master at diplomacy; he could soothe terrified villagers or incensed city folk with just a few words. Elade usually had the opposite effect. Her appearance alone was often enough to terrify most humans before she uttered a single word. 
But this particular girl didn’t seem the least bit concerned about Elade’s grey skin or her people’s fearsome reputation. She’d obviously been so traumatized that she wasn’t thinking clearly. 
“All right,” she whispered after a moment. “I will go with them.”
“Good,” Elade said, forcing a smile. “Come on, let’s go and talk to the priest.”
She helped Sabine to her feet, and the two of them caught up with the priest on the other side of the village. Despite his initial reservations, Gammel eventually agreed to take her along, and Elade spent the next few hours helping to prepare the villagers for their journey. By the time dawn broke across the horizon, their makeshift caravan was ready to go. She helped see them off, and once she was convinced there weren’t any more Crell soldiers lingering in the woods, she pulled out her map and began her journey to the Lirisfal Fjord. 
One of these days, Elade knew, she would need to return to Celenest and speak with Darius and Queen Krystia, if for no other reason than to share in their plans for the spring campaign. But right now she remained confident that she could do far more good out here on her own away from politics and prejudice.
And most importantly, away from her guilt. 
Swallowing heavily, Elade sprinted off the trail and deeper into the woods north of Lanesk. Intellectually, she knew that Tevek’s death wasn’t her fault. Alric and the Conclave were the ones who had banished him; they were the ones who had refused to restore his channeling ability. But if Tevek had never stumbled upon her in that dungeon in Tauros—or if she had simply run away rather than joining with the Dawn—then he would almost certainly still be alive today. She might not have been the one who had plunged the sword through his heart, but it was her presence that had ultimately doomed him. Just like she had doomed so many others. 
 The thought made her stomach sink. Everywhere she went, death and misery followed in her wake. Tevek, her mentor, had been stripped of his powers, his rank, and then his life. Squire Talroy, her friend, had been exiled from the Dawn for aiding her at Garos. And then, of course, there was her lover Varess back in Calhara…
After Tevek’s funeral, Elade had promised herself that no one else would suffer because of her presence. She could still do a great deal of good on her own—she could take on the Crell Breakers one by one and eliminate the greatest threat to the Alliance. And if she eventually fell in battle, then that would be the end of it. At least she would die alone. At least no one else would be made to suffer on her account.
Sighing in exhaustion, Elade plopped down near a stream and began to set up camp. One way or another, she desperately needed some sleep. She preferred to travel at night these days anyway, if for no other reason than to spare her sensitive eyes from the blinding radiance of the sun reflecting off the remaining snow. 
She was a creature of darkness, after all. Perhaps it was finally time to start acting like it. 
 
 
 



Chapter Four
 
“Beware the heart of the enemy. You may find it disturbingly similar to your own.”
—Kang Xzech, Yamatan commander, 1483 A.G.
 
“I have the latest battle reports from the Solarian front, sir,” Lieutenant Mirrel said, her squeaky voice as annoying as ever. “The commander at Brackengarde confirmed our suspicions: the unit at Lanesk was defeated, and Captain Fuhr and his Imperators are dead.”
Onar Tenel, Supreme Commander of Imperial Forces, nodded in understanding. “And yet the rest of the unit was spared, I’ll wager.”
“Most of them, sir, though a small number of the conscripts never returned. I suspect they deserted.”
“Typical,” Colonel Karl Horsch grunted from his chair. “At some point you’d think those Izarian dogs would realize how good they have it here. If they expect the Alliance to take them in, they’re about to be surprised.”
Tenel tapped a finger against his lower lip but didn’t reply. He wasn’t concerned about the loss of a few conscripts; he wasn’t even particularly concerned about losing a pitiful little village like Lanesk. What bothered him was the death of another Breaker and several trained Imperators. Three months ago, following the Imperium’s decisive victories at Brackengarde and Aman-Dapour, Tenel had expected the Alliance to crumble within a matter of weeks. But despite the power of the Breakers—despite the Imperium’s overwhelming aerial advantage—his forces had barely advanced at all over the winter months. The worst part, however, was that they weren’t struggling because of logistical issues or even poor strategy. 
They were struggling because of a single, incredibly irritating Knight of the Last Dawn. 
“I assume we have no leads on the assassin,” he whispered into the silence, though he already knew the answer. 
“No, sir,” Mirrel said. “She vanished into the countryside and hasn’t been seen since.”
“You have to give that dark elf bitch some credit,” Horsch muttered as he refilled his whiskey. “She knows exactly how and when to strike. Once our Imperators are dead, we’re effectively blind. And once she takes down our resident Breaker, the rest of his squad is more or less useless.” He downed his new glass in a single gulp and closed his eyes. “What I don’t understand is how one woman—even a bloody paladin—can strike down the High Sovereign’s ‘elite’ soldiers one after another.”
“For one, she’s not human,” Tenel said. “She can move faster, sleep less, and generally cover far more ground than any normal soldier. For two, our channelers aren’t trained to defend against vaeyn techniques. She has a completely unique skill set, especially when you tack on her paladin training. Even our best soldiers are at a rather severe disadvantage.”
 “Maybe, but she’ll slip up eventually,” Horsch said. “I just hope we don’t run out of Breakers first. If the Solarian priests start operating freely, we won’t be able to hold our position outside of the Darrowmere. We’d have to fall all the way back to the border.”
Sighing, Tenel placed his palms on the desk and stood. “It won’t come to that. And not even she can defend Amberwood at this point.”
The other man cocked an eyebrow. “So all of our assets are in position, then?”
“They will be soon. And before you ask, no, the Solarians still have no idea what we’re planning. Our agents in Celenest have confirmed that General Iouna is on his way to personally oversee the defense of Amberwood.”
“That’s almost too perfect,” Horsch said. “Imagine what will happen to their morale once we kill the last surviving Legion General.”
“The Council will panic,” Tenel said. “The High Sovereign believes they might even try to join us.”
Horsch scoffed. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”
Tenel smiled and glanced back to Mirrel; the young woman was still standing there nervously. “You are dismissed, Lieutenant.”
“Thank you, sir,” she said, bowing stiffly and slinking out the door. 
“You wear the stripes well, Onar,” Horsch commented with a thin smile. “High Command should have realized that years ago and put you in charge of the whole bloody fleet.”
Tenel grunted and took a sip of his own drink. Describing the last few months as “chaotic” would have been a grievous understatement; describing them as “completely life-changing” would have been far more accurate. Just before winter, he had still been a Vice Admiral in the Imperial Navy, and he’d been perfectly content ensuring the safety of the Gulf of Zunlai
and other vital Crell interests along the western coast. But then Sovereign Alexandra Damir, the head of the dreaded Zarul, had summoned him to her headquarters and effectively put him in charge of the third and hopefully final war against the Solarian Alliance. 
When Tenel actually stopped to think about everything that had happened since, his head started to spin. He had unwittingly played a vital role in a secret coup that he still had trouble wrapping his head around. Sovereign Damir—or rather, Sovereign Ishthare, formerly the governor of Tracordia—had quietly and masterfully eliminated all of the other Sovereigns. Now she alone ruled the Crell Imperium…and the most amazing part was that virtually no one else in the entire world knew anything about it. 
“All things considered, I’m glad they didn’t,” Tenel replied as much to his own thoughts as to his companion. 
“True,” Horsch murmured. “I suppose even a mere admiralship can’t compare to being Supreme Commander.”
“It’s not the authority—it’s the fact I’d probably be dead. Not many escaped the ‘Coats, as far as I can tell.”
The other man’s face darkened. The two of them had been friends for a long time, and the only reason Horsch had survived the Zarul’s purge of High Command was because of Tenel’s desperate pleas to Sovereign Ishthare. He had helped her decide who in the imperial officer corps had lived or died, and ever since he had been effectively rebuilding the entire military command structure from scratch. Such an immense power vacuum would have crippled or destroyed any other army in Torsia, but the Sovereign’s power was not to be underestimated. She had taken direct control of nearly every Imperator in the army, and with the aide of her Breakers she continued to crush anyone who refused to obey. The Imperium today was almost certainly more unified than it had ever been before. 
The cost, however, had been an ocean of blood—an ocean in which Tenel was struggling to stay afloat. 
“A part of me still can’t accept what’s happened,” Horsch whispered. “An even greater part doesn’t want to.”
“I know,” Tenel agreed as he strolled over to the window. “I just try and remind myself that the other Sovereigns weren’t exactly virtuous paragons. At least Ishthare has a real vision for the future beyond petty infighting. Once the Alliance is crippled, the other nations should fall into line. We may see a united Torsia in our lifetime…and real, tangible peace.”
“Maybe,” Horsch replied, though he didn’t sound convinced. “I still have trouble believing she’s given you, a vorhang, such broad authority. She’s not even sitting here looking over your shoulder anymore.”
“She’s busy controlling an army of Imperators spread across thousands of miles. I’m sure that occupies most of her attention.” Tenel grunted. “But that doesn’t mean she isn’t keeping an eye on me.”
Horsch’s lip curled as he glanced warily around the room. They were always careful with their choice of words whenever they were in the presence of other officers, but over time they’d gradually grown a bit more comfortable with personal discussions as long as they were alone. It might have been a mistake—Tenel wouldn’t have been surprised if the High Sovereign was powerful enough to mentally peek in on them every now and then—but latent anxiety couldn’t be ignored forever. Both men were on edge, and they had very few means of venting their concerns. Zarul headquarters wasn’t exactly a bustling hub of social activity. 
Tenel sighed and scratched at his cheek. Not long after the war had begun, Ishthare had moved her throne from here to the Imperial Palace inside Drakendaar. Tenel had barely spoken to her since, at least not directly; her agents were always flitting in and about the otherwise barren corridors here, and he had a sneaking suspicion that she kept plenty of Zarul Shadows lurking around just in case.  
All in all, however, she seemed perfectly content to allow him to conduct the actual war while she coordinated their Bound and Unbound. The results might not have been as decisive as they’d hoped just yet, but once their forces captured Amberwood everything would change for the better. 
Except, sadly, their gradually deteriorating position in the north. 
“Our last report from Lyebel suggests that High King Zharrs still isn’t willing to take up the Solarians on their offer,” Tenel said, changing the subject. “As long as the Asgardians are kept out of the war, we should be able to tread water in Galvia.”
Horsh stepped back over to the enormous map pinned on the southern wall of the office. “I’m not really surprised. Those savages hate the Unbound even more than the Alliance Council. I can’t imagine why they’d want to throw in their lot with the bloody Solarians.”
“If they do, we won’t be able to hold Ashenfel. We’d have to pull out of the country entirely and fall back to Geriskhad.”
“Full circle,” Horsch whispered. “The point where it all began…”
Tenel nodded wordlessly. Nearly two decades ago, General Ethan Moore’s surprise attack on Gereiskhad had started the Ash War. It had also pressed Tenel into service when his son had been killed during the siege. Now Moore was coordinating the remnants of the Galvian Resistance…even though most of the Solarians didn’t know it. 
When the High Sovereign had promoted Tenel to Supreme Commander, she had promised him revenge against his old foe. She had wanted him to personally conduct the war to destroy Moore and conquer Galvia once and for all…and that more than any other factor had ultimately sealed the deal. Tenel liked to consider himself a patriot; he had always been proud of his homeland, and he understood the value of order and stability. But he was also a man who mourned for his lost son, and revenge was a powerful motivator. 
“Demonic attacks remain our primary concern,” Tenel said into the silence. “They cause chaos behind the lines, and they’re crippling morale amongst our remaining troops.”
“I’m surprised the High Sovereign’s Breakers haven’t been able to clean them out,” Horsch commented. “Or her Imperators, for that matter.”
“They’re trained to fight men, not demons. Apparently there’s a significant difference, at least where channelers are concerned.”
 “I guess we’ll have to take their word for it,” Horsch muttered. “Still, there has to be something we can do.  The Alliance is stretched so thin they have no business holding onto Garos, let alone Lyebel. If we could open the northern front, their lines will crumble within weeks.”
“I know, and I’ve already set a plan in motion,” Tenel said, smiling. “We should also have a guest arriving in a few days.”
Horsch blinked. “Guest? What guest?”
“One that will help us flush the demons from Galvia and perhaps even kill General Moore himself,” Tenel said. “Once he’s been neutralized, the Solarians won’t have a chance in the Void of holding onto Lyebel.”
“Perhaps once we plant his head on a pike outside of Ashenfel, the Galvians will finally realize they’ve been beaten.”
“Somehow I doubt that.”
Horsch scoffed. “They are a stubborn lot, I’ll give them that. But eventually they’ll have to accept reality.”
Tenel cocked an eyebrow. “Would you?”
“Thankfully, I’ll never have to find out,” the other man replied with a grunt. “Let’s just hope the Solarian provinces learn their place quickly after the Alliance crumbles. I’m not sure I can stomach another decade of insurrection.”
“Some say that we were overly lenient with the Galvians. We allowed them to keep much of their culture and traditions. Children in Ashenfel and Cergar still sing songs about Galivar, and we allow them to learn and speak their own language. The High Sovereign believed it would quell the worst of the resentment towards us.”
“History seems to have proven him wrong,” Horsch said soberly. “And I have a feeling that the new High Sovereign won’t be nearly as forgiving.”
“No,” Tenel said, clenching his hands behind his back. “She most certainly will not.”
 
***
 
“All right,” Tam muttered as he shielded his eyes against the blazing sun and surveyed the horizon. “I thought you said this map of yours had a giant ‘x’ on it?”
“Sarina said that,” Jason corrected. “And it was a metaphor.”
“I am going to kill you if we don’t find these ruins soon,” Gor grumbled. “That’s not a metaphor.”
Jason sighed and took another long sip from his canteen. As far as he could tell, they had followed his map precisely thus far, but unfortunately none of them were experts at navigating desolate terrain, not even their resident Asgardian huntress. There was also the depressing but entirely feasible possibility that the map was simply inaccurate…or, perhaps worse, that the ancient Talishite statue had once again been buried by sand and dust. 
Had they been wandering aimlessly through the temperate forests of Galvia, Jason wouldn’t have been overly concerned. But getting lost in the Radyr Sand Flats was potentially lethal, even for a pair of channelers and a nascent Immortal. 
“Stay still,” Selvhara instructed as she reached out a hand and sheathed Gor inside another barrier of protective energy. In theory, the technique would shield him from the worst of the heat; in practice, the chagari was still panting like a hound. 
“Perhaps we should take another break for water.”
“No,” Jason said, shaking his head. “He can drink while we ride, and we’re better off pushing on until we find something resembling shelter. The sun will set in less than two hours.”
Tam made a face. “You’re assuming there’s shelter to find. According to that map, we’re twenty miles from the closest village and almost forty from the nearest town.”
“I really hate this fucking country,” Sarina hissed. “Why in the bloody void anyone would choose to live in this sweltering hellhole is beyond me.”
“A lot of people would say the same thing about Asgardia,” Jason pointed out. “Life on the frozen tundra isn’t for everyone.”
“Yeah, well, they’re idiots. I’d rather camp in the Great Shelf for a week than trudge through this wasteland for an hour.”
“For once, ka’chek,” Gor mumbled, “we are in complete agreement.”
Jason sighed. He, Selvhara, and Tam—the resident Aether-wielders of the group—were all more or less fine. Shielding oneself against the elements was much easier than aiding another, Jason had recently learned, and as a result Sarina and Gor were the odd ones out. The fact they were both native to the coldest region in Torsia didn’t help matters. Chagari in particular were poorly-suited to heat; most of the southern Torsian nations like Talisham and Eleria had never bothered with chagari slaves for just that reason. 
Sarina, for her part, had stripped off most of her armor and wrapped herself in a cloak to block out the sun. Jason couldn’t help but appreciate the view; her white bandeau and leather skirt didn’t leave much to the imagination, and he’d always enjoyed the way sweat beaded on her taught belly. It didn’t help that they hadn’t been able to find more than a few minutes alone together in the better part of a week…
“Eyes on the road,” Sarina chided, smirking out the corner of her mouth. Apparently he’d been staring, and his cheeks flushed in embarrassment. 
“Sorry,” Jason mumbled. Mercifully, everyone else was too busy complaining or drinking to notice.  “I just—”
“Wait a minute,” she interrupted, pointing up ahead. “Is that another mirage?”
Jason shielded his eyes and squinted off into the distance. As the name implied, the Sand Flats were mostly an endless, level expanse of sand dunes spackled with the occasional parched rock. But up ahead he could make out a vaguely cylindrical structure nestled squarely between a pair of massive sand dunes.
“That’s definitely not an oasis,” he commented. “Though I’m not sure it’s an ancient statue, either.”
“If it has walls and a roof, it’s an improvement over baking out here,” Tam put in. Despite the fact his skin was currently tanner than Jason ever remembered, his friend still managed to look pale. He’d been sweating a lot, too, even compared to the rest of them. “I’m not sure our sadrixi are going to make it much further.”
“This is their natural climate,” Selvhara said, reaching down and gently stroking the long reptilian neck of her mount. “They could survive out here just fine on their own.”
“How nice for them,” Gor grumbled. “Let’s press on.”
Jason grunted and nudged his own sadrix towards the distant structure. The “wingless dragons,” as Tam had taken to calling their mounts, weren’t as strong as horses or even camels, but they were smart and surprisingly resilient. Jason had no idea whether or not the sadrixi actually possessed any dragon blood, but he wouldn’t have been surprised. The Al’Rasaad had been breeding them as mounts for hundreds of years, mostly via Aetheric manipulation. They could have been six-inch long iguanas a few centuries ago for all he knew. 
“The structure matches the illustrations you showed us,” Selvhara commented a few minutes later. “I think we’re in the right place.”
Jason still couldn’t make out any of the details himself, but he trusted her faeyn eyes. “Then let’s just hope there’s a door,” he said. “Otherwise we’re going to be digging for a while—and by we, I mean you and Tam.”
“You’re the demigod here,” Sarina put in sourly. “Can’t you wave a hand and toss away all the sand?”
He sighed and pinched at his nose. The next time they had a few minutes alone, he needed to remind her how much he hated when she called him that. Not that it would likely stop her. “If I could do that, I’d just lift the whole bloody thing out of the sand. Now shut up and let’s ride.”
The structure was farther away than it looked, which wasn’t particularly surprising given the heat distortions and swirling sands impeding their progress. But their sadrixi were unfazed by the extra speed, and soon they were looking up at what had once been the head of a great temple/statue.
“So, what are the odds the ancient Talishite princes were kind enough to imbed this magical jewel of theirs inside one of the eyes of their statue?” Tam asked once they drew close. “This thing was called the ‘Eye of the Pah,’ right?”
“If they did, the artifact would have been stolen centuries ago,” Jason said as he slid out of his saddle and offered his sadrix a treat. “Assuming this is the right statue, the Eye will probably be buried somewhere in the torso section. We’ll have to find or make a way inside and hope the whole thing isn’t filled with sand.”
“These dunes aren’t a natural formation,” Selvhara commented, her voice suddenly grave. “Someone else has been here recently, and they used the Aether to excavate sections of the statue.”
“How can you possibly know that?” Tam asked. “The dunes all look alike to me.”
“Because she is a druid, and you are an idiot,” Gor grumbled. “Look at the patterns in the sand and the rocks. Wind did not do this.”
Jason pursed his lips as a knot slowly twisted in his stomach. He wasn’t a druid, either, but he’d been to enough dig sites and ruins to recognize when he’d been beaten to the prize. The only question was when…and who. 
“The excavation was recent,” Selvhara commented. She knelt down over a pile of sand and pressed her fingers into it. “Probably yesterday afternoon or evening.”
“Yesterday?” Tam stammered. “So they could still be here?”
“If so, they’ve been inside for a while,” Sarina said. “There aren’t any visible tracks.”
Gor unleashed a low growl as he ran his claws along the edge of the statue. “You said your source was trustworthy. You said he wouldn’t sell the location to anyone else.”
“I didn’t think he would,” Jason murmured. “Obviously, I was mistaken.”
“But you’re a telepath,” Sarina pointed out. “Why didn’t you check to see if he was lying?”
“You know I don’t delve into people’s minds. Not anymore—not without permission.”
“And as a result, we have missed our prize and your father will continue to wreak havoc across Torsia,” Gor said. “Truly, you are a moral paragon.”
Jason scowled at the chagari. “Look, we don’t—”
“The artifact is still inside the statue,” Selvhara interrupted. She hadn’t moved from the sand pile, though her violet eyes had narrowed into thin slits. “I can sense a powerful echo in the Aetheric currents below the surface.”
“You want to translate that for us normal people?” Sarina groused. 
Selvhara’s brow furrowed in concentration. “Any object infused with Aetheric energy leaves behind a ripple when it moves, not unlike a fish swimming through the water. Take your bow, for example—whenever you carry it with you, you create a faint wake of energy. It dissipates quickly, but especially powerful objects can create immense echoes that reverberate through the Aether for minutes or even hours after they’ve been moved.”
Sarina glanced back to the statue. “And you sense one of these echoes inside the structure?”
“Yes,” Selvhara whispered. “Tam should be able to sense it if he looks hard enough. Jason too, I would expect.”
Jason squinted where she was pointing, but he didn’t see anything. He wasn’t a real channeler, of course. He didn’t draw upon the Aether to replicate the powers of the Immortals—he had a living Immortal trapped inside him. But he still should have been able to sense something…
“I see it now,” Tam said as he leaned down next to Selvhara. “Yeah, that’s definitely not just a pile of enchanted weapons and armor. Something powerful moved through here.”
“Which means that if the other scavengers are here, they haven’t found a way to extract the Eye yet,” Sarina reasoned. “I’m not sure if that’s good or bad.”
“They could have already left, for all we know,” Jason suggested. “Maybe they couldn’t find a door.”
Tam snorted. “If they had the power to excavate this statue, I’m sure they had the power to blast open a doorway somewhere. Besides, we’d never get that lucky.”
“There is another option,” Gor said. “They could have been killed before they had the chance to remove the artifact.”
“Now that’s a cheery thought,” Tam muttered. “We haven’t battled off any horrific tomb guardians in a few years. I suppose that means we’re due.”
Jason started to turn away and search for a potential entrance point, but then a flicker of movement from the corner of his eye caught his attention. He stared at the spot where Sel and Tam had seen their echo, and slowly but surely a faint, misty trail of energy appeared in the area. 
“I think I see it,” he whispered. “It starts inside and then curls around here, right?”
Selvhara smiled and nodded. “Very good. You become more attuned each and every day.”
“That’s fantastic,” Sarina muttered, “but if the other scavengers are still lurking around, we need to be ready for them. They could have a whole squad for all we—”
“There’s a second echo,” Jason interrupted. The misty wake continued twisting around the statue, but a second wake—a much stronger one, almost like a thick fog—gradually materialized in front of him. “It’s much more powerful than the first, but it’s also…different.”
“Uh…what?” Tam asked. “I don’t see anything.”
“Neither do I, Jason,” Selvhara said. “Are you certain?”
He offered her a hand. She looked hesitant, but eventually she reached down and clasped his fingers. Using his telepathy, he shared his perceptions with her…and after a few seconds she inhaled sharply. 
“What is it?” Gor asked. “What do you see?”
“He’s right—there is a second Aetheric echo,” Selvhara whispered, her voice oddly parched. “It leads directly up the statue and merges with the first, and then eventually the two of them spiral off to the north together.”
“Wait, what?” Sarina asked, clearly confused. “You’re saying there’s a magic trail leading to this statue?”
“And away from it. Someone powerful traveled to the statue, removed the Eye…and then presumably took it with him.”
“So the Eye’s not actually inside?”
“I don’t think so,” Jason said. “It might have been once, but it’s not anymore. Someone removed it, and as far as I can tell they left a few hours ago.”
Gor swore under his breath. “Then we need to follow them.”
“I still don’t see anything,” Tam muttered. “And I’ve never heard of a creature leaving behind a powerful enough Aetheric echo that another channeler could detect it several hours later. Either you two are crazy, or there was a second artifact here.”
“There is one type of creature that stirs the Aether in its wake,” Selvhara whispered. She took in a deep breath before turning to face the others. “A demon.”
A cold silence fell across the group. As usual, Sarina was the first to recover. 
“I thought only Knights of the Last Dawn could track demons,” she said softly. 
“They developed the technique, yes, but it can be taught like any other skill,” Selvhara said. “However, they are very cautious about sharing their knowledge for reasons I’ve never quite understood. Tam and I don’t know the technique…but Jason obviously does.”
Sarina turned to face him. “How is that possible?”
“Demons are creatures of the Aether,” Jason murmured, as much to himself as to the rest of the group. “They are echoes of fallen Immortals animated by mortal desire and emotion. Malacross must be able to sense them just like they were one of her own people.”
“Good to know,” Tam muttered. “So why the hell didn’t you use that trick back in Celenest? Why didn’t you see all your father’s demons running around Lyebel?”
“Why weren’t you conjuring fireballs when you were eight years old?” Jason countered. “I haven’t mastered every single power yet, not even remotely close. Remember, Malacross is controlling the flow of information into my head.”
“Then you should tell her to hurry the hell up. If she would have shown you how to do this earlier, we could have skipped this trip altogether.”
Jason pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration. “It doesn’t work like that. She’s trying to keep me from going insane, remember? Besides, I haven’t spoken to her in a long time. I get the feeling that the closer we get to merging, the less tangible she’ll become…”
“Yeah, because a goddess living inside your head was really tangible to begin with,” Tam grumbled. “Anyway, if you can wave your hand and track demons now, then we don’t even need the bloody Eye. You can lead us to your dad yourself!”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” Jason said. “I’m not even sure this is a demon. All I know is that there are two Aetheric echoes here.”
“We can debate the details later,” Sarina put in as she yanked her bow off her back. “But if we’re going to catch up to whomever or whatever stole it, we need to get moving.”
Jason pursed his lips. “The echo is strong and should linger for a little while yet. I still think we should peek around the statue.”
“Why?” Gor asked sharply. “You just said that the Eye isn’t even here.”
“I said that there are two echoes—we can’t be certain what they’re from,” Jason corrected. “We’ll feel pretty stupid if we start chasing this trail while the Eye was here all along. It shouldn’t take more than a few minutes to look around, assuming we can find an entrance.”
“Let me search the area,” Selvhara said. Flicking out her wrists, she summoned a gust of wind that gradually built up strength until it lifted her slender frame off the ground. She levitated upwards and eventually perched atop the statue’s “scalp.” 
Anything interesting? Jason asked into her mind. 
Yes. Whoever was here clearly burst their way inside the statue. There is an opening near one of the eyes—we should be able to squeeze through. 
Even Gor?
Probably, assuming he gets a bit of help. 
Well, that’s a start. Peek around a bit and see if you notice any signs of combat or traps or anything of the like. And be careful.
I will.
Jason nodded and turned to face the others. “It looks like our competitors punched a hole in one of the eyes and crawled inside. We might as well head in the same way.”
“At least we can get out of this bloody sun for a while,” Tam muttered. “Do you think Sel can summon a strong enough gale to pull all of us up?”
“Doubtful, especially not Gor. We’ll just have to climb.”
“Anything to get out of this accursed heat,” the chagari grumbled. He removed a pack from his mount and pulled out a spool of rope. “For your sake, I just hope there’s something inside worth salvaging.”
 
 



Chapter Five
 
“The lightest sands keep the darkest secrets.”
—ancient Talishite saying
 
In the seven years Sarina had known Jason Moore, he had dragged her to over two dozen dig sites scattered across northern Torsia. They had plundered ancient tombs, ransacked forgotten temples, and occasionally even stolen valuable relics from the living. They were used to competition; relic hunting had become something of a craze in the north in the aftermath of the Ash War. 
But there was a big difference between skirmishing with other mortal scavengers and chasing down a demon powerful enough to leave a magic footprint. Sarina had known this trip was a bad idea from the start, and every passing second proved her more and more right.
“Can we get a light down there?” she asked. The whole group was perched atop the head of the statue now, and they were all peering in through the lone opening. “Not all of us can see in the dark.”
“One of your species’ many failings,” Gor mumbled. “Lugging around a glow-stone will only make us easier targets.”
“Feel free to jump down there and search the whole bloody statue yourself,” Sarina snapped back. “You can be our personal hunting cat.”
Wedging herself between them, Selvhara leaned forward and conjured a glimmering sphere of soft blue light into her palm. She dropped it through the opening, and it gently wafted down into the statue like a snowflake caught in the breeze. 
“I will go down first,” the druid said. “The rest of you can use the rope.”
“I’ll go,” Sarina insisted. “You’re too valuable and Gor is too cowardly.”
Before anyone could argue, she tossed down the rope they’d tied off and quickly began her descent. Like most of her people, she was a practiced climber; Asgardia was littered with mountains, and she’d spent much of her childhood scaling the many cliffs outside Valheim. The rope made the descent so easy her boots were on the floor barely thirty seconds after she had started. 
The statue’s interior was segmented off into stacked sections, not unlike a normal spire or tower where one room was built atop the last. She noticed a single winding staircase along the south wall, but otherwise everything in the room appeared to have been destroyed by the passage of time. The tables were broken, the shelves were collapsed, and the floor was littered with the remnants of baubles and other decorations.
“It looks clear,” she called up as she unhooked her crossbow from her belt. All things being equal, she vastly preferred her longbow, but the weapon simply wasn’t practical in close quarters. Her Ikaran-crafted repeating crossbow, on the other hand, was designed for precisely this situation. 
Jason climbed down the rope behind her, and his forehead creased in concentration as he studied the area. “The echoes are stronger here,” he whispered. “It’s almost blinding.”
“The intensity is so great that the echoes blend together,” Selvhara added as she slowly floated down. The currents of air beneath her feet swept up some stray piles of dust and sand. “I can’t tell you exactly where they moved.”
“And I can’t track footprints if you blow the sand everywhere,” Sarina growled. “You could climb down like a normal person for once.”
Selvhara nodded. “You’re right, of course. I apologize.”
“It’s fine,” Sarina muttered, returning her attention to the floor. She could yell at the others until her face turned blue, but for some reason she always felt bad snapping at Sel. “Anyway, there’s only one staircase—we know exactly where they went. Look over there at the footprint clusters along the edge of the wall. I can pick out at least four distinct boot-prints, possibly five. They searched this floor and then headed down below.”
“And never came back up,” Selvhara added gravely. “The tracks are facing in one direction.”
“Well, that’s not ominous or anything,” Tam muttered as he began his own climb. “Remind me why we’re searching this place again?”
Jason sighed and leaned down over one of the broken tables. “Would it help if I told you that some of these vases are probably worth a small fortune?” 
“Yes,” Gor said, his orange eyes widening. He immediately leapt down into the opening and grabbed onto the rope. “Get out of the way.”
The chagari crawled down with surprising speed before leaping over to the largest pile of rubble. He sifted through the debris with the borderline manic intensity of a raccoon pawing through garbage, and Sarina rolled her eyes and turned her attention back to the prints on the ground. “One of the trails actually does lead back up. Look over here.”
“Interesting,” Tam commented. “So five people went down, but only one came back up. What are the odds they stumbled on some ancient trap and got themselves killed?”
“Or one of them turned upon his fellows and stole the Eye for himself,” Gor suggested as he twirled an ancient bronze chalice between his claws. “Humans are a covetous lot.”
Tam sighed and shook his head. “It seems more likely that this demon had possessed one of the scavengers, and then once he had what he wanted, he turned on the others.”
“Demonic breeds that are capable of possessing mortals are generally weak without a host body,” Selvhara pointed out. “They certainly wouldn’t leave an Aetheric echo this strong.”
Sarina scowled down at the footprint. “How about we look around instead of wasting time with pointless conjecture? I think this trail over here was left intentionally.”
“Why do you say that?” Jason asked as he crept up beside her. 
“Because you can see this same exact boot here and here along with the others,” she explained, gesturing with her crossbow. “You’ll note how on the way in, he was very careful to mingle his prints with the rest of his men.”
“And then on the way out, he suddenly takes a very explicit path around all the previous footprints,” Gor reasoned, his attention briefly shifting away from the shiny baubles. “Almost as if he wanted to ensure the next group that followed him knew he made it out.”
“Exactly,” Sarina said, nodding. “This trail is intentional.”
“I think you two are reading way too much into a few piles of sand,” Tam grunted. He wiped the sweat from his brow and shook his head. “He could have just randomly walked out a different way. Why would anyone want to leave an explicit trail?”
“Random footprints would have intersected with the others at least a few times, but these don’t,” Sarina told him. “They’re also not hurried—look at the consistent gaps between his strides. This doesn’t paint the picture of a man running away from a slaughter on the lower levels.”
“Which makes the ‘turned on his own men’ theory a lot more compelling,” Jason mused. “But Tam does have a point—why intentionally leave a trail?”
“To be followed, obviously,” Gor said. “Whoever took the Eye—demon or otherwise—must have known we were on his trail. He wants us to chase him. The only question is why.”
Tam bit down on his lip. “All right, now I’m definitely nervous. First some giant demon steals the Eye from us, and now he’s leaving a physical trail for us to follow? What the hell is going on, Jace?”
Jason pursed his lips in that “thoughtful frown” expression he made so often. “I have no idea. This whole situation just feels wrong.”
“Well, right now we have two choices,” Sarina said. “Either we keep looking around and explore this place, or we get the hell out of here and follow this magic trail of yours.”
“It’s still possible that someone else is alive down there,” Selvhara put in. “We should check just to be certain.”
Sarina bit down on her lip. “They could be waiting to ambush us.”
“Then perhaps you should all stop blathering,” Gor grumbled. “At this point even a blind leper would know that someone else is here.”
“If they want to come out and play, I say we let them,” Tam replied with a shrug. “We have three channelers here, not to mention a chagari and an Asgardian huntress—I think we’ll be fine.”
“There’s no point in ambushes or traps if you’re intentionally leaving a trail for people to follow,” Jason pointed out. “I don’t think we’re going to find anything down there besides broken relics and dead bodies. But Sel is right—we’re already here, and we might as well have a look around just in case.”
“Fine,” Sarina said, standing from her crouch. Out of habit, she checked to make sure her bolt cartridge was properly loaded before shuffling towards the stairway. “Let’s go.”
 
***
 
Just like Jason predicted, the statue/temple was mostly empty. The first four levels—which he estimated took them from the statue’s head all the way down to its waist—were filled with dusty furniture, shattered religious iconography, and heaping piles of sand. He pointed out a few potentially valuable decorations, mostly for Gor’s benefit, but if he had come here as part of a regular expedition he would have been incredibly disappointed. Despite the age and historical significance of the ruin, time had done a marvelous job destroying anything of interest. That, or the Talishite princes had pilfered everything interesting before they’d hidden the Eye inside and buried the whole thing.
By the time the group reached the fifth and presumably final level, Jason’s second prediction also came true: scattered across the wide, spacious chamber were several fresh corpses.  
“Four of them, just like I thought,” Sarina announced. “But I don’t see any obvious wounds—”
“Careful,” Selvhara interrupted, placing a warning hand on the other woman’s shoulder. “The Aetheric echo here is…strange. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen anything like it.”
“Definitely not,” Tam said with a whistle. 
“It’s beautiful,” Jason agreed. The Aether was a veritable kaleidoscope of color inside this chamber, especially surrounding the open reliquary on the far side of the room. “It looks less like a trail and more like a wake.”
Sarina frowned at him. “What’s the difference?”
“Your foot may leave a print behind in the sand, but the dunes don’t part before you. The water actually breaks before the size and power of a sailing ship.”
“Truly, you missed your calling as a poet,” Gor muttered. 
Sarina chortled. “I’m just glad they’re all enjoying the show. Do you want us normal folk to give you three a moment alone?”
It took an extraordinary amount of effort, but Jason dragged his eyes away from the scintillating aura and focused upon Sarina. He had gotten a lot better at controlling his telepathy over the past few months, and at this point he very rarely snooped into anyone’s thoughts accidently. Nevertheless, he could feel Sarina’s bitterness and tension without even trying. She had been especially angst-ridden these past few days, and for a while he’d been content to blame her mood on the annoying Talishite customs and weather. But no, this resentment went a whole lot deeper…
“I might be able to show you,” he whispered as he reached out and touched her wrist. “I can touch your mind and—”
“No thanks,” she declined, pulling away. “Just do whatever it is you wanted to do and then let’s get out of here.”
Jason wanted to protest. He wanted to reach into her mind and figure out exactly what was going on. But now wasn’t the time, and he forced himself to take a deep breath and turn his attention back to the chamber.
“The Eye must have been stored inside the reliquary,” he said, stepping forward and eyeing the gem-encrusted container. “I don’t know why, but I expected something more elaborate…and more heavily guarded.”
“Guarded by what?” Tam asked. “This thing has been buried in the desert for hundreds of years.”
“Traps, maybe,” Jason mused with a shrug. “The Hassians would have rigged this place a hundred different ways. I guess the ancient Talishites weren’t as clever. Or petty.”
“These men were mercenaries from Shanizaar,” Sarina commented as she knelt over one of the bodies. “I recognize them from the market—I saw them just a few days ago.”
Jason turned. “So our thief hired some local muscle and then dispensed with them once he retrieved the Eye.”
“The bodies don’t have any visible wounds,” Selvhara murmured. She was crouched down over another of the corpses, her hands glowing with energy. “Their armor and weapons show no signs of battle.”
“Wonderful,” Tam whispered. “This demon theory of yours is getting more and more likely. So can we get the hell out of here yet? These people are dead and the Eye is already gone.”
Jason sighed and nodded. He still wasn’t entirely sold on the notion that demons were involved, but either way this foray into the desert—and perhaps their entire trip here to Talisham—had proven to be a tremendous waste of time. Meanwhile a war was raging back home, and by the time they got back Solaria might have been a smoking wasteland…
“These soldiers were speaking to a nobleman when I saw them,” Sarina commented. “I wonder if he’s the one who—suvesh!”
She leapt backwards and nearly bowled over the rest of the group. Jason caught her around the waist, and he was just about to ask her what happened when the corpse on the far side of the room suddenly twitched like it had just been jolted with electricity.
“Galivar’s blood!” Tam exclaimed, stumbling backwards and conjuring fire to his palms. “What the hell is—?”
Before he could finish the sentence, the corpse pressed its palms against the floor and slowly dragged itself back to its feet. A low, dusty groan rasped from its lips, and its bloodshot eyes focused directly upon Jason. 
Sarina hefted up her crossbow and fired. The bolt pelted the corpse right in the chest, and the impact of the shot knocked it backwards and off its feet. It didn’t stay down, however—a split-second later it slowly hoisted itself upright. Sarina swore under her breath and lined up another shot…at which point the other three corpses belatedly stirred and joined their companion. 
“Devu’gari,” Gor hissed. For once, even he sounded surprised. “The awakened dead…”
Jason drew his sword and signaled for the others to step back, but Sarina was still firing. She pelted the first risen corpse with two more shots, and when they had no effect she fired two more into its closest partner. The result was the same.  
“Swords and arrows won’t stop them,” Selvhara warned. “Just stay back.”
The druid gestured with her hand, and a bolt of lightning arced from her fingertips and blasted the first corpse in the torso. Jason had to flinch away from the brilliance of the coronal discharge, but by the time the afterimage faded all that remained of the body was a smoldering pile of bone. 
Tam continued where she left off. Thrusting out his palms, he hosed down the entire western section of the chamber with a wide cone of Aetheric flame. Two of the remaining corpses were caught in the blast, and the air soon filled with the acrid stench of burnt flesh. Following his lead, Selvhara pivoted about and blasted the last corpse with another lightning bolt. Jason closed his eyes and nestled his nose into the crook of his arm until it was over. 
“Well, that was fun,” Tam said, lowering his palms and breathing heavily. “The one thing we haven’t gotten enough of here is the oppressive heat. And I especially enjoy the smell.”
“You were right, Jason,” Selvhara murmured, ignoring the comment. “Demons can raise the dead. One of them must have been here…”
Sarina coughed and waved the smoke from her face. “Couldn’t a channeler have done this?”
“If so, I am unfamiliar with the technique. But Demons can possess and take control of living creatures, and powerful ones can also splinter off a fraction of their energy and ‘revive’ recently–slain corpses for a short amount of time. According to Tevek, he and the other paladins had to hack through many undead during their battles at Serogar.”
“I heard stories about that,” Jason replied, nodding. “Supposedly it was the first time the Dawn had confronted such widespread reanimation in decades.” He pursed his lips. “The only other explanation is that there’s a channeler on the loose who has mastered a new technique.”
“Considering what the Crell have done with the Breakers, that might not be as ridiculous as it sounds,” Tam pointed out. “It’s possible they’ve—
“We should leave,” Gor interrupted. His claws were fully unsheathed, and his voice was unusually tense. “You have your answer: there is no life left in this place, and the Eye is already gone. This was a fool’s errand all along, just like I warned from the beginning.”
Jason sighed. “Fine. Let’s get out of here. We can…”
He trailed off as an odd sensation tingled down his spine. He took in a sharp breath and allowed his mind to stretch out across the statue…
“What’s wrong?” Sarina asked. “Are you—?”
Look out!” Selvhara warned. 
A gust of wind slammed into Jason’s back, and he and Sarina tumbled across the floor even as two of the animated corpses—now charred completely black—lunged out of the lingering flames and attempted to tackle them. Lightning crackled across the chamber as Selvhara blasted them backwards, but they pulled themselves up just seconds later…and shortly thereafter they were once again joined by their comrades. 
“Run!” Gor hissed. “They cannot be killed.”
“No,” Jason whispered. “But they can be banished.”
Acting on pure impulse, he hopped to his feet and lunged in close to the risen corpses. He extended his hands, and a wave of energy exploded outwards from his palms—not fire or lightning, but pure Aetheric power. 
The power of the Immortals. 
The corpses staggered in place as the energy washed over them, and a shrill, dissonant hiss echoed across the chamber as Jason banished the last residual spark of life within them back into the Void. An instant later the charred bones crumpled harmlessly to the floor. 
“What…?” Tam stammered into the silence. “What the hell just happened?”
“I’m not sure,” Jason said, lowering his arms. “But I think Malacross got your message.”
Sarina sat up, her eyes still wide with confusion. “And what is that supposed to mean?”
“It was almost as if…” Jason trailed off as he licked at his dry lips. “It was almost as if she took over my body for a few seconds there.”
Tam blinked. “Well, that’s just about the most terrifying thing I’ve ever heard. Since when can your resident goddess completely take over your body?”
“She didn’t completely take over,” Jason corrected, glancing down to his hands. “It was more like very deliberate guidance.”
“Oh, then I guess there’s nothing to worry about,” Tam said sarcastically. “Anyone else think he sounds crazy?”
“Always,” Gor rasped, though the chagari’s expression was about as sober as Jason had ever seen it.
Closing his eyes, Jason let out a deep breath and stretched out his fingers. An odd tingling sensation continued to course through his limbs, but otherwise he felt…good. Better than he had in quite some time, in fact. It felt like he’d just unwittingly unlocked a vault of knowledge somewhere inside his mind…and the only lingering question was whether or not he was willing to peek inside. 
“Are you certain you’re all right,” Selvhara asked. Her arm curled around his, and Jason smiled and patted her hand. 
“I’m fine,” he assured her, opening his eyes once again. The Aetheric trails in the chamber—both of them—were more vivid and distinct than ever. And he was now confident that their initial hypothesis was, in fact, true. “We’re definitely dealing with a demon—a powerful one, unlike anything we’ve encountered before.”
“Considering we’ve never personally seen one, I’m not sure that counts for much,” Tam pointed out. “I really wish Elade were here…”
Sarina crossed her arms and frowned in thought. “Let’s assume you’re right. Why in the Void would a demon care about the Eye of the Pah?”
“The real question is what the warlock who summoned the demon wants with the Eye,” Jason corrected. “We can only hope and assume that this trail leads us to him—or her.”
“Maybe your dad sent it,” Tam suggested. “If he’s figured out what we’re up to—if he knows we’re trying to find the Eye to track him down—then it makes sense that he’d send his minions to stop us.”
Gor grunted. “That’s far-fetched. How could he possibly know that we’re in Talisham searching for an obscure artifact? Jason hasn’t even seen him since we learned he was alive.”
“Father always made it a point to have a vast spy network across Torsia,” Jason said. “He’s the one who hammered into my head at a young age that information is power.”
“Even if Ethan knows what we’re doing, he couldn’t possibly exert control over his demons from half a continent away,” Selvhara said. “I’ve never heard of any warlock who could keep a tether on a void creature for more than a few miles at most.”
Sarina shrugged. “So maybe he’s here. Maybe he followed us.”
The druid shook her head. “He would never leave the front lines, not while there are Crell to fight. He’s somewhere in the north—I guarantee it.”
Jason sighed. “I don’t know, but someone or something took the Eye, and that means they knew where it was and that we were looking for it. The only way they could have gotten that information is from someone in Shanizaar.”
“In other words, one of your contacts betrayed you,” Gor grumbled. “You’ll forgive me if I’m not the least bit surprised.”
“Regardless of who or what it was, the important question is what we’re going to do about it,” Sarina said. 
“There’s only one option,” Jason whispered. “We follow the Aetheric echo and see where it takes us. But if we’re going to catch up, we’ll have to travel overnight in the cold. The sadrixi aren’t going to be happy.”
“They aren’t the pack animals I’d be worried about upsetting,” Tam said, throwing a meaningful glance at Gor. “Are you going to make it out there, big guy?”
The chagari’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “I prefer to travel in the darkness. But rest assured, I expect to be appropriately compensated for all of my time, little human.”
“Hey, Jace is the one with the coin purse…and the god complex. He’s the one you need to beg.”
“Let’s get moving,” Jason said, looking down at the still-smoldering bones one final time. “We can figure out the rest later.”
 
 
 



Chapter Six
 
“Friendship ages as gracefully as wine. Revenge festers as bitterly as beer.”
—Asgardian saying
 
The paladin’s stench lingers in this place, the demon said. Its mental “voice” still sounded like a shrill whisper. It hangs in the air like a fetid cloud…
Ethan Moore smiled beneath his tightly-drawn hood as he maneuvered through the bustling Lyebel docks. “Tevek always made an impression wherever he went. I’m not surprised you can still sense him.”
Not the human—the vaeyn. I can still feel the echo of her passing.
“Ah, yes. Well, she’s probably killed more of your kind over the past century than the entire Last Dawn. You should be afraid of her.”
The demon hissed. I am fear, human. It is your animus and dread that binds me to this world.
“So you say, but your voice was almost quivering earlier,” Ethan taunted. “Now be silent and follow. We’re almost there.”
The tooth-filled “face” at the center of the creature’s torso writhed in anger, but it was naturally powerless against his will. Of course, master. I will obey. 
Ethan grunted and pressed onwards. He had named the demon Kar’zhel, a chagari word meaning “lurking brute.” It was a draeloth, the largest and most savage of the various Void-spawned creatures, and it had served as Ethan’s invisible protector since he had returned to Galvia following Queen Krystia’s Ascension. With luck, however, he would have no need of its services here today. 
After a quick glance to ensure he hadn’t been followed, Ethan slipped into an alley and off the main streets. The odds that anyone here would recognize him were low, especially after dark, but he saw no reason to take an unnecessary risk. The back streets would get him to the castle proper almost as quickly. Still, he couldn’t help but be awed at just how far—and how quickly—this once great city had fallen into lawlessness. Even months later, he had trouble believing the Crell had abandoned their once-coveted prize. 
While Ethan and Krystia had stormed King Areekan’s chambers in Celenest, Kyle Adar and the other surviving members of the resistance had mounted an assault upon the castle here in Lyebel. They had failed miserably—all of them had died, including their Solarian and Last Dawn escorts—and everyone had expected the survivors of the Imperium’s Garos invasion force to retreat back here to the city after their defeat. But instead the High Sovereign had pulled her forces all the way back to the Galvian capital of Ashenfel, and they had remained in a defensive position ever since. 
Ethan didn’t understand their strategy. The pitiful remnants of the Fifth Solarian Legion garrisoning Lyebel were hardly strong enough to seriously threaten anything in Galvia, and General Iouna had no plans on deploying reinforcements anytime in the near future. With the Asgardians turning a blind eye to the whole war, the Crell could have easily bunkered down here and maintained one of the most important ports in all of northern Torsia. 
But whatever the High Sovereign’s reasons, Ethan knew it was foolish to complain. All in all, he had gotten almost exactly what he’d wanted since he’d first hatched this plan to assassinate King Tyrius Areekan and replace him with a young, impressionable priestess. His biggest lingering concern had been how much damage the Imperium would inflict before order could be restored. If the Crell forces had charged across the border quickly enough, Celenest likely would have fallen before the new queen could have even mounted a defense, and then all of his efforts would have been for nothing. 
Ultimately, he had decided the gambit was worth the risk. Indecision was death, as the Yamatans liked to say, and Ethan was an old man with nothing left to lose. He had no love for the Alliance, and there would have been a certain poetic justice in the Crell burning Celenest to the ground. Areekan had allowed the Imperium to conquer half of Galvia and murder King Whitestone before he’d finally chosen to intervene in the last war, and the feckless fops on the Lord’s Council deserved to suffer for their cowardice. 
But against all odds Ethan and Krystia had actually succeeded in their plan, and somehow Garos had stood firm. The Crell had almost completely abandoned Galvia, and Ethan had every intention of finishing the job he’d started so long ago. All he needed now was some help from an old friend…an old friend who had just recently arrived here in Lyebel. 
“Wait here,” Ethan ordered once they reached the alley adjacent to the Solarian consulate. “I can’t risk you getting any closer to the castle.”
There are no paladins in Galvia, Kar’zhel said. The Solarian priests are blind to our passing.
“Probably, but I see no reason to take the chance. Our beloved queen has demonstrated many powerful and unexpected abilities over the past few months. I wouldn’t be surprised if she eventually learns to track your kind.”
Even if she does, her servants never will. They are Bound, nothing more. 
“The Knights of the Last Dawn are Bound, and your kind doesn’t find them weak,” Ethan pointed out. “More to the point, I am Bound, and I am also your master. Don’t forget that, lest I banish you back to the Void.”
Despite its obvious annoyance, Kar’zhel stayed put, and Ethan cracked a thin, satisfied smile. A few months ago, before Krystia had restored his powers, his control over his minions had actually started to wane. His aging body had been failing more rapidly each and every day, and he’d assumed that eventually he would lose control and be torn apart by his own minions. It was probably the most common cause of death for warlocks across Obsidian. 
But now that he could command the Aether once again, his demonic leash was as strong as ever. He could command a massive horde of demons if he so desired, and his healing magic could repair most of the damage inflicted by the requisite rituals. He was even more powerful now than when he’d been first among the Hands of Whitestone all those years ago. And soon enough, he would be able to direct that awesome power against the Crell. Just not quite yet. 
Taking a deep breath, Ethan slipped out of the alley and curled back onto the main street. Night had fallen several hours ago, but it was still early enough that the pedestrian traffic hadn’t completely thinned out. The new city watch had virtually no control over the docks or the slums, but they were obviously out in force here around the castle. The consulate was guarded by two men and several overlapping patrols, and he had no doubt that there would be at least a few more guards inside. With the aid of his minions, he could probably overpower all of them easily enough…but he wasn’t here to fight. He was here to talk with someone inside, and that meant he needed to be subtle. 
Fortunately, subtlety had always been his strong point. 
Grinning beneath his cowl, Ethan gradually made his way around to the eastern side of the consulate. Like many of the old structures in the main plaza, this one had been virtually annihilated during the Ash War. The Crell had done a fine job rebuilding it, however, and they had made sure to reinforce the walls and windows in an effort to protect their valuable diplomats. The consulate was surrounded by a twelve-foot-tall fence on all sides, and every ten feet or so there was a taller post crowned by an unassuming white crystal. They looked exactly like regular glow-stones, and they glimmered with the radiance of small torches. 
But Ethan knew their true purpose. The crystals would intensify their glow if anyone made physical contact with the fence, and if someone actually reached the top, they were designed to unleash a small jolt of electricity through the metal. The discharge wouldn’t actually kill anyone—mere crystals couldn’t possibly hold that much energy—but it would likely cause them to cry out in pain or perhaps even fall off. It was a simple and effective enough defense mechanism to deter common thieves, especially in a building that was already garrisoned with soldiers. 
Thankfully, Ethan had no intention of actually climbing anything. Once the closest guard patrol passed by, he closed his eyes and extended his palms towards the ground. The cold nighttime air began to swirl around his legs, and the pebbles and other bits of debris cluttering the street were quickly swept aside. A small, controlled vortex formed beneath him, and after a few more seconds it lifted him off the ground and over the fence. Selvhara had taught him this particular trick many years ago, and he had already used it a half dozen times since Krystia had restored his powers. Dimly, he wondered if he was the only human in Obsidian who knew any druid channeling techniques…
The vortex carried him well above the fence towards the only open window on the consulate’s fourth floor. The room beyond was empty, as far as he could tell, which wasn’t at all surprising given the late hour and the fact the consulate was probably understaffed. But he could sense the presence of several minds inside the building, and so before he floated through the window he made sure to conjure a sound-proof bubble around the wall. His technique was a bit rusty, but when no guards were waiting for him as he tumbled inside, he assumed his efforts had been sufficient. Dismissing the vortex and the bubble, he picked himself up, dusted off his cloak, and crept forward. 
If the Solarians had assigned any other diplomat to their operations here in Lyebel, Ethan never would have attempted something like this. But ever since he’d learned that Lord Alistan had called Valestra Fallon out of retirement, he had known this was his chance to rally the Asgardians and drive the Crell out of Galvia for good. He just had to hope that she was still here in the consulate despite the late hour…
A few minutes later, he got his answer. 
“I wondered when you’d finally show up,” Valestra said the instant he appeared in her doorway. She was sitting comfortably inside a large office, a glass of brandy in one hand and a piece of parchment in the other. Her aristocratic accent and husky voice uncorked a deluge of memories in Ethan’s mind. “The queen warned me that you’d be lurking about.”
“I would have come in through the front door,” Ethan said, “but I have the distinct feeling that your guards would have tried to kill me.”
“Probably. I imagine half the people in this city would be perfectly willing to slit your throat given the chance.” She took a long sip from her glass and crossed her legs—her long, shapely, and still mesmerizing legs. “The other half, of course, would rally behind you and insist you be placed in charge of the city’s defenses. You really should have done the world a favor and died all those years ago in Tibel.”
Ethan grunted. “It’s always good to feel welcome. Especially by old allies.”
Valestra scoffed. “You never considered me an ally before. You just complained that I wasn’t pushing King Areekan hard enough.”
“You weren’t,” he said, shrugging. “But it’s not your fault he didn’t listen. At least you understood what was really going on.”
“For all the good it did,” she murmured. “Still, I suppose it’s for the best that you’ve managed to survive this long. If I recall correctly, you still owe me two bottles of Izarian 1993. I’ll accept payment anytime.”
Ethan smiled and stepped into the room. Nearly twenty years ago, back when the Ash War had still been a twinkle in his eye, he had been a constant thorn in the side of the Solarian diplomats living in the Ashenfel consulate. Valestra had been Areekan’s official ambassador to Galvia back then, and Ethan had spent the better part of two years lobbying her to form a military alliance. He had wanted to pre-emptively invade the Imperium before the Sovereigns consolidated any more power, but the Lord’s Council had endlessly dragged its feet. The provincial lords had lost their taste for war over the years, especially after the Alliance’s disastrous attempts to annex Solipei, and they had no interest in antagonizing the Crell. 
Eventually, Valestra had come around. She had been Galvia’s staunchest ally in Solaria, and she had begged Areekan to join with the Hands of Whitestone many times. But of course he hadn’t listened, and eventually Ethan had ordered the attack on Geriskhad without Alliance support. Two years later, King Whitestone was dead, Galvia was on fire, and the Solarians had no choice but to finally come to the aid of their old allies. 
“I’m glad Lord Alistan had the good sense to recall you to the front lines,” Ethan said, pulling back his cloak and taking a seat in one of the empty chairs across from her. “Galvia needs your support and experience, now more than ever.”
“I requested the assignment, actually,” Valestra told him. “I retired to my family’s farm almost three years ago, if you didn’t know.”
“I didn’t,” Ethan lied. He’d long ago learned that keeping track of old allies was every bit as vital as keeping track of old enemies. “So you weren’t Bound to Areekan when he died, I assume.”
“Thankfully, no. Transitioning to a life without the Aether was difficult, as I’m sure you know, and I had only just started to get used to it when I heard about the king’s death. I got on my horse and rode straight to Celenest the next morning. I knew our new queen would need all the help she could get.” 
“You always were the patriotic type.”
“One of very few things we ever had in common,” Valestra replied with a soft snort. “We never underestimated the Imperium, not even when everyone else was determined to look the other way.”
Ethan nodded gravely. Valestra was roughly his age, but the years had been much kinder to her than they had to him. Her blond hair had gone completely white, and the creases around her nose and cheeks had grown long and deep…but her grey eyes were as hard and fiery as ever. 
“I said a prayer to the old gods on Elissa’s birthday last week,” Valestra whispered after a moment. “I hope that one of these years I’ll finally be able to visit her again. Assuming the Crell haven’t destroyed the graveyard…”
“They haven’t,” Ethan told her. “And they won’t. I will make sure of it.”
Valestra remained silent as her eyes slowly took him in. She and Elissa had been close friends for many years, and her children had grown up playing with Jason in Ashenfel. Then the war had come, and her family had all returned to Solaria. 
“There are rumors about you, you know,” Valestra said. “I’m sure not all of them are salacious nonsense. Do I even want to know the truth?”
“Probably not,” Ethan admitted. “Suffice to say that I’m not proud of all my choices, but everything I’ve done has been for Galvia. And I’m hoping that you and I can finally finish the war we knew was coming even when everyone else was willing to bury their heads in the sand.”
She continued studying him for several long moments, and Ethan wondered if she might press the issue. He had planned for the occasion, of course, and he had a prepared list of responses to deflect any particularly dangerous inquiries. But one of Valestra’s best traits had always been her ability to focus on the task at hand. As a career ambassador, she knew when to ask questions and when to remain silent. 
“I had a feeling you might attempt to ‘help’ in the negotiations,” Valestra said. “But frankly, I’m not sure there’s anything you can do. The Asgardians obviously don’t trust you. They think you’re dead, and I fear your presence would only drive us farther apart.”
“I never had any intention of sitting down at the negotiation table with you and the High King’s shamans,” Ethan told her. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t help. I’ve studied the Legion’s current troop deployments, and you’re stretched far too thin across the south to send any more troops this way. If we want to take back Galvia, we’re going to need help—and the Asgardians are the only real option.”
“Yes, I’m aware of the tactical considerations,” she replied tartly. “We barely have enough soldiers to keep order here. Some days it feels like half the folks in the city have joined a street gang or mercenary troupe.”
“The people of Lyebel have suffered more than most, both during and after the war. It will take time for the scars to heal.”
“The Crell walked out the back door because they believed this place was a waste of resources…and they were probably right. There are days I think we should have battened down at Garos and waited for reinforcements.”
Ethan sighed and gestured to the closed window behind her. “You should start recruiting the locals, especially the young men. Get them off the streets and give them a purpose.”
“That would be wonderful, assuming we had any coin to pay them with,” Valestra muttered. “What we really need is for the locals to rally around one of their own—a national hero who could convince them to help. If only I knew someone like that…”
“You know I can’t,” he whispered. “Like you said, half of them probably want to kill me. My name is polarizing at best, and Adar and all the others are dead. There’s nothing left of the Hands of Whitestone.”
“Then I honestly don’t see how we’re ever going to put this rubble back together. A lot of your people seem convinced that there’s no difference between us and the Imperium. There are growing rallies every night on the docks.”
“There’s a great deal of bitterness and resentment, but it will pass once we drive the Crell out of Ashenfel.” Ethan turned back to face her. “Right now our focus must remain on securing Asgardian support. What have they said to you so far? Are they still willing to talk?”
 “They’ve been willing to listen, but they haven’t said much back,” Valestra grunted. “High King Zharrs wasn’t particularly fond of King Areekan, and you know how terrified the barbarians are of Unbound. They have no interest in helping Queen Krystia—some of them seem to believe she’s even worse than the Sovereigns.” 
Ethan tapped his finger on the desk. His thoughts flicked to Jason and the barbarian girl he’d fallen in with years ago. Sarina was the High King’s cousin, if he remembered correctly, and while Ethan had never approved of their relationship—or many of his son’s other dubious life choices—right now he suddenly wished they had married. Jason might have eschewed his noble heritage, but the Moore name was known across Galvia. A marriage with an Asgardian noblewoman would have gone a long way towards forming an Alliance against the Crell…
But sadly, that was neither here nor there. Ethan had no idea where his son had run off to after Garos, but he wasn’t in Galvia. Still, there might have been another option buried deeper in that line of thought. 
“We need to convince the Asgardians that they’re fighting for Galvia and not for the Alliance,” Ethan said. “King Whitestone always had a good relationship with the various shamans.”
“Not good enough to convince them to help in the last war,” Valestra pointed out. “They must be getting soft up there in the mountains—they haven’t fought a real war in decades.”
“No, and that might be where they’re vulnerable. King Zharrs is relatively new to the throne, and he’s probably searching for a way to prove himself. Stomping down chagari rebels in the Great Shelf won’t earn him enough respect to fend off competitors.”
Valestra flashed him a coy grin. “It’s good to see we still think alike even after all these years. Unfortunately, I’ve already tried that angle. Zharrs definitely feels vulnerable, but he’s convinced that supporting an ‘Unbound uprising’ on either side will backfire and unite the other clans against him. In his mind, the safest option is to wait and let his enemies destroy one another.”
“That logic only holds if both sides are weakened,” Ethan pointed out. “But if the Asgardians don’t commit, I wouldn’t be surprised if Solaria collapses by summer’s end. The Crell will kill Krystia, steal her Ascendant power, and then point their dragons straight at Valheim.”
“I’ve pressed them on that angle, too, but the king’s representatives weren’t buying it. They believe the Alliance is stronger than I’m letting on, and they anticipate the war lasting several years.”
“Perhaps you should tell them to look out a window,” Ethan muttered. “Lyebel is the second largest city in Galvia and you have what, a thousand soldiers garrisoned here?”
“Twice that, if you count our auxiliary units further up the coast,” Valestra said. “But yes, we’re severely undermanned. Of course the Asgardians believe it’s because we don’t see the Crell in Galvia as a threat…”
Ethan shook his head in disgust. If he were speaking with another Alliance diplomat, he would have assumed they were incompetent and failing to sell their message properly. But Valestra knew what she was doing; he wasn’t sure he’d ever met a more competent and persuasive ambassador. 
“Zharrs has obviously already made up his mind,” she said into the silence. “I’m a little surprised he bothered to send an envoy at all.”
“Changing hearts is more difficult than changing minds,” Ethan quoted the old axiom. “Still, one man’s reticence is another man’s opportunity. Zharrs may not wish to help us, but one of the other clan lords might…especially if we promise them something they cannot get anywhere else.”
“Such as?”
Ethan stopped pacing and folded his hands behind his back. “Power, of course. What else?”
“Some of the clan lords may not care for their High King, but that doesn’t mean they’ll risk betraying him openly. Besides, we have no coin or resources to spare. The best we could realistically offer is some land once the war is over.”
“Land is good; power is better. And there’s no greater nexus of power than the heap of flesh sitting atop Galvia’s throne.”
She blinked. “You don’t mean…”
“For Galvia to be free, Sovereign Verrator must be destroyed. More importantly, King Whitestone’s Ascendant power must be reclaimed.”
“And you would seriously promise this power to an Asgardian clan lord?”
“I would promise it, yes,” Ethan said, turning and smiling. “Delivering it, naturally, is an entirely different matter.”
Valestra studied him for several long seconds, her expression unreadable. “Asgardians don’t respond well to betrayal. You could drive out the Crell only to find yourself besieged by barbarians…and the Alliance won’t have the strength to protect you.”
“You won’t need to. By working with us, our benefactors will have already alienated themselves from their rival clans. They won’t be able to gather enough support to attack.”
“Still, you’ll have nothing to stop the High King from walking across the border.”
“No, but that would be true regardless,” Ethan said. “Look, all we need is a few thousand soldiers and we can march on Ashenfel right now, especially if we have Bound to support them. One Asgardian clan can provide everything we need.”
Valestra sighed and crossed her arms. “You play a dangerous game, Ethan. You always have—and look what it’s cost you. Look at what it has cost Galvia.”
“Galvia has nothing left to lose,” he whispered. “And neither do I.”
“What about your son?”
Ethan winced. “Jason renounced his homeland long ago.”
“He’s still your son.”
“I don’t even know where he is, and honestly I don’t care,” Ethan lied. “Galvia is what matters now, and unless you have a better option this may be the only way to save it.”
Valestra pursed her lips in thought. “I’m not sure Queen Krystia will approve of this.”
“Don’t bother asking her. I’ll speak with her myself shortly.”
“Planning a trip to Celenest?” Valestra asked, eyebrow cocked. She was still sharp as an Aether-infused blade; Ethan had to give her that. None of the other Solarian priests knew that he was alive, let alone that he was bonded to their queen. But Valestra had probably figured it out on her own.
“Thankfully, the young queen recognizes that she needs experienced individuals on the front lines,” Ethan replied. “She’s given me broad authority to wage this war as I see fit.”
“Again I’m sure I don’t want to know the details,” Valestra murmured. 
“Definitely not,” Ethan agreed. “Do you have the names of all the current clan lords?”
 “I may have been retired for a few years, but I didn’t forget how to do my job,” she replied matter-of-factly. She reached into her desk and retrieved a small, leather-bound journal. “The largest rival clan right now is probably the Sork’Morgai. They’re led by Garm Agridor and based out of the Crescent Mountains just across the lake from us. But I doubt you’d have any luck with them—Agridor is more of a manipulator than a conqueror.”
“Yes, I’ve kept a loose eye on him,” Ethan murmured as he flipped through the pages in search of anything familiar. While he had always maintained plenty of contacts in Crell and Solaria, Asgardia had been a much lower priority. “I don’t recognize any of these names except…” He paused and glanced back to her. “Torvald Halfren. Is he any relation to Vanek Halfren?”
“Good memory,” Valestra said with an approving nod. “Yes, he’s Vanek’s youngest son. Vanek himself was executed by Zharrs when he claimed power. You know how their ridiculous traditions work—the highest ranking shamans of the previous king are always put to the sword, and then one of their children is elevated to serve the new ruler as a symbol of the transition of power. It’s a wonder their idiotic culture has survived this long…”
“New leaders in any nation yearn for a clean break with their predecessor. This is just a bit more…direct.”
“It’s barbaric,” Valestra said. “Sometimes I think they’re even worse than the Crell.”
Ethan shrugged. “The point is we’ve found our weak link. Vanek and I were good friends for many years. He hated the Imperium nearly as much as I did. Perhaps his son will feel the same way.”
“His clan is on the weaker side, comparatively. The Mon’Gardoth, I think they’re called—‘men as beasts’ or something equally absurd. A fleet of pirates sacked one of their ports a few years ago, and they’ve struggled to recover.”
“Which means they’re desperate,” Ethan said, smiling. Yes, this was exactly the opportunity he’d been looking for. “The other clans could crush them at any time. Do you know how many soldiers Halfren commands?”
Valestra shook her head. “Not really; our reports are woefully out of date. But I would guess he controls at least five thousand men plus a small armada.”
“More than enough. The only trick will be finding him.”
“His clan has a strong presence in Frostgarde just across the lake. Weather-permitting, you could probably catch a ship and dock in the city within a few days.”
“Yes,” Ethan agreed. His mind was already swirling with the possibilities. Between the Aether and his demons, he could probably get there in half the time. He would just need to steal a ship…
“For what little my opinion is worth to you, I still think this is a bad idea,” Valestra told him. “You don’t exactly have a sterling reputation in Asgardia, and there’s no reason to believe that Halfren will share his father’s old loyalties. He’s just as likely to kill you as talk to you.”
“When I walked in the door you said you wished I was already dead. Maybe you’ll finally get your wish.”
She smiled ever-so-faintly. “You know, I miss the old days sometimes. Back before the war, I mean, when we all lived in Ashenfel.”
“Everyone does,” Ethan said. 
“It wasn’t so long ago, but I swear it feels like a different lifetime.” Valestra took in a deep breath and finished the last of her brandy. “The world has changed. More than anyone could have ever expected…”
“Now it’s up to us to change it back—and we will.”
Her grey eyes flicked back up to meet his. “Whatever happened to that faeyn druid you were so fond of? The one with the violet eyes? I know she left the Resistance at some point. Did she finally return home?”
Ethan’s lip twitched. “She’s with my son. She follows him everywhere, as far as I know.”
“Ah. Guilt is a powerful motivator, I suppose. Does she know that you’re alive?”
“No,” Ethan lied again. “It’s best for everyone that way.”
Valestra studied him in silence, a dozen unasked questions simmering behind her eyes. She knew that Ethan and Selvhara had been lovers long before Elissa’s death; she knew that both women had meant the world to him, if for completely different reasons. She probably wanted to know exactly what had happened in the dark days following the war and why Selvhara had chosen to leave rather than stay with him. But again, Valestra was keen enough to leave some questions unspoken. 
“Is there any way I can contact you?” she asked instead. “Besides relaying a message through Her Majesty, I mean. I suspect you’d rather she didn’t know what you’re up to, either.”
“No, but I’ll be in touch,” Ethan said. “And when I return, I’ll have an army of Asgardians with me.”
“We’ll see. If they do decide to kill you instead, be sure to have them put your corpse in a raft and send it down the lake. I’ll have my people pick it up when it washes up on the shore.”
He grunted. “You always did have a soft heart.”
“I know,” Valestra said with another faint smile. “Now get out of here before anyone else sees you. I’d rather not have to chastise my guards for allowing you inside.”
Ethan nodded and smiled back. A part of him wanted to stay and catch up on everything he had missed in the last decade…but they both knew there was no point in pretending. Things really had changed, and the old days were never coming back. 
He slipped back out of the consulate without a fuss, and Kar’zhel was waiting for him in the alleyway. The demon cackled giddily as he approached. 
You have a plan, master? Kar’zhel asked. 
“I always have a plan,” Ethan said matter-of-factly. “The Asgardians don’t trust the Solarians, and there’s no way to convince them to help us without offering them something in return.”
I could take one of them. I could use his body and voice to tell the High King whatever message you wished…
“Perhaps, but not just yet. I will need to summon additional allies before we leave, and then I will need to evaluate the defenses in Frostgarde. I’m going to speak with one of the minor clan lords and convince him to help us. With his men, we should be able to retake Ashenfel.”
Kar’zhel leaned in close, his fang-ridden maw dripping with acidic bile. And if he refuses?
“I doubt he’ll be able to resist our offer, but if he does…” Ethan shrugged. “That’s where you will come in. One way or another, I will have those soldiers.”
“One way or another, Ashenfel will be free.”
 
 



Chapter Seven
 
“To dominate the skies is to dominate your enemies.”
—Elundel, King of Beleth, 1389 A.G.
 
For the better part of the last two thousand years, the hearty people of Beleth were known throughout Torsia as the preeminent masters of griffon breeding. They were the first humans to successfully mount flying beasts, in fact, and their dominion of the sky allowed them to greatly expand their territory during the Age of Ascension in the aftermath of the Godswar. The Belethian Empire ruled most of northeastern Torsia for almost eight hundred years, right up until the Legion of Sol and their vaunted dragon-riders carved a path through the heart of the continent during the Second Crusade. Within a few decades, the Legion had conquered most of modern-day Solaria and united the disparate provinces under a single Ascendant king. 
In modern times, Beleth remained the centralized hub of griffon breeding in the Alliance, and griffon riders were the vanguard of the Solarian Legion. As a species, the majestic, golden-white creatures were probably the most reliable aerial mounts in the world, and they were relatively quick to raise and train. Dragons, on other hand, were dramatically more powerful and resilient, but they also took decades to grow into maturity. The Alliance had always deployed them sparingly as a result, and for the last few decades the Imperium had held a significant tactical advantage based on the simple fact that they were much more ruthless in their draconic breeding techniques. According to the Legion’s own estimates, Crell dragons outnumbered Solarian ones by a nearly four-to-one ratio…and as the war raged on, the gap continued to grow. 
A few months ago, Sovan promised Krystia that he could neutralize the Crell advantage, and he had taken a few of the recently-liberated Unbound to the “Golden Hatchery,” the largest dragon breeding site in Solaria. Today he was finally willing to show her what he had accomplished in the months since. 
Krystia’s frozen breath billowed out in front of her as she dismounted her giant white eagle, Oren, and swept her eyes across the massive cavern entrance. The Hatchery was located at the base of the Frostpeak Mountains below the now defunct Asylum and just a few miles away from the city of Tulia. Normally the Legion garrisoned an entire battalion of troops here to protect the chamber, but after Sovan’s comrades had moved in, Krystia had ordered the soldiers back to the front lines. With the Crell rapidly advancing on all fronts, they couldn’t afford to waste good soldiers on guard duty behind the lines. There was also the non-trivial consideration that she didn’t really want an army of spies snooping around her new Unbound allies if at all possible. She didn’t know exactly what Sovan had planned, but morale was already shaky enough without her soldiers interacting with people who hadn’t seen the light of day in years. 
“It’s certainly well-hidden,” she commented as she handed Oren’s reins off to one of her royal guardsmen. Her entourage had all flown in directly from Celenest; despite the gradually rising temperatures, most of the Frostpeak region had yet to fully thaw. The roads remained virtually impassable.  
“The location is perfect,” Sovan said as he stepped up next to her. His breath, she noted, wasn’t freezing as it left his lips. He had evidently extended his heat-trapping Aetheric barrier into a full-blown bubble surrounding him on all sides. “But the real treasures lie within.”
Krystia nodded and glanced back to her guardsmen. “Stay here and feed the mounts. I’m sure they’re famished.”
“Of course, Your Majesty,” they replied in near unison. If they were at all annoyed about being left out in the cold, they didn’t show it. Not that they had anything to worry about—she had already empowered all of them with the Aether, and they could easily buffer themselves from the wind and sleet if they so desired. 
Once the mounts were settled, Krystia and Sovan made their way into the enormous cave mouth. She couldn’t shake the feeling that they were walking into the maw of a great beast. The cavern was clearly not a natural rock formation; the surface was too smooth and too perfect, and the floor had been meticulously chiseled to provide solid footing as it descended deeper into the earth. Allegedly, the Golden Hatchery had been around for nearly five centuries, and if that were true its caretakers had done an excellent job shielding the cavern from the passage of time. Distantly, she wondered how many Bound had been involved in the original construction. 
They spiraled down much deeper than she had originally envisioned, and her nose wrinkled at the strange mixture of aromas wafting up from the depths. Stretching out with her telepathy, she could only sense five humans below, along with several dozen beasts. The latter were much more difficult to separate from one another; their primal, instinctual minds tended to blur together. 
“You can’t treat them like humans,” Sovan answered her unspoken questions. “If you search for individual thought patterns, you won’t be able to separate them. Beasts do not reason as we do.”
“I didn’t realize the Asylum kept animals around for you to practice on,” Krystia muttered. The strength and precision of his powers continued to annoy her; she was the Ascendant here, blessed with the memories and knowledge of every Solarian monarch throughout history. 
“I learned this trick as a boy long before I was imprisoned,” Sovan told her. She swore she caught him grinning out of the corner of her eye, but when she turned he was expressionless. “The key is to search for specific sensory stimuli. One beast may smell something interesting, while another may feel the grass between its toes. Those instinctual responses are what can help you isolate one simple mind from another.”
Frowning, Krystia stretched out her mind and followed his advice…and the trick worked almost immediately. Suddenly the blur of primal emotions focused, and she could pick out dozens—no, hundreds—of individual bestial minds.
“Two hundred forty seven, after the last clutch spawned a few days ago,” Sovan said. “Twenty of them will be ready for deployment soon, and another thirty should be ready by the end of this month.”
“Fifty dragons?” Krystia breathed. “How is that possible? There are only a handful of fertile females in the whole country.”
“More than that soon,” he replied. This time, his smile was unmistakable. “Come—let me show you the future of warfare.”
They pressed onward, and a few seconds later the passage opened into an enormous chamber. The ceiling was at least a hundred feet high, and a series of wide, interconnected cubbies stretched out farther than she could see in both directions. Each cubby was filled with dragons of varying ages—newborn whelps, person-sized wyrmlings, and even a few adolescents. Krystia had never seen anything like this before. There were rarely more than three or four dragons guarding all of Celenest at a given time…
It took a while, but eventually she conquered her initial awe and inspected the area more closely. Sovan’s Unbound had placed a variety of strange glimmering crystals near each cubby. She was intimately familiar with Aetheric forging and tempering, of course. Channelers of all varieties could focus their energies through certain stones to produce wondrous effects—that was the underlying premise of all Aetheric enchantment. Ancient artificers had learned and catalogued how the Aether reacted when exposed to certain natural elements like granite or steel or diamond, and they had discovered ways to “infuse” these raw materials with lingering power. The result was the variety of enchanted items they enjoyed today, from sharper, more durable blades and armor to purifying herbal salves to simple glow-lamps. But even though she could see and feel the Aether coursing through these stones, she couldn’t discern their purpose. 
“Several centuries ago, a channeler from Ikara discovered a technique to accelerate the growth of pigeons, specifically those trained to serve as messengers,” Sovan explained. “The various merchant guilds immediately started using the birds to deliver missives between their ships.”
Krystia frowned. “Why rely on beasts when you could use calling stones?”
“They hadn’t been invented yet, and they’re still very expensive even today. The Ikaran king also wasn’t willing to waste his precious Bound on civilian ships. As a result, the merchants were forced to rely upon conventional means of communication. Pigeons were the obvious choice.”
“But they already breed very quickly. Every port city in Torsia is blanketed by them.”
“I’m well aware. This channeler’s discovery was considered worthless. He was mocked and shunned and eventually vanished into obscurity.” Sovan gestured behind him to one of his former comrades in the Asylum, a middle-aged man with russet skin and a thick beard. “The technique, however, lived on in his family for generations. Remember that the Ikarans have never persecuted their Unbound as viciously as other Torsian nations. They were allowed to lead mostly normal lives as long as they stuck to the fringes of society…and this man’s family endured for generations as horse breeders. His father eventually moved them into southern Solaria, where they adapted their techniques to griffons. Not long afterwards, King Areekan’s priests discovered what was going on, and they instantly imprisoned the family and confined their ten year-old son to the Asylum.”
Krystia’s eyes narrowed. “But his father had already taught him the technique, and he has somehow adapted it to work on dragons.”
“Precisely,” Sovan confirmed. “Many of our people are blessed with similar gifts and ancient knowledge, but the world has chosen to shun us rather than embrace us. King Areekan literally buried away resources that could have turned the war on its head a generation ago.”
Krystia nodded and clenched her jaw in disgust. Anytime she felt the pangs of guilt for what she’d done to Areekan—a feeling that was less and less frequent these days—all she needed to do was remember the crimes of his regime and all those before him. If he hadn’t been such a coward—if he had been willing to train and trust his Unbound rather than seal them all away—then perhaps they could have crushed the Crell decades ago. Perhaps Borden and Galvia and Izaria would never have been conquered. Perhaps some of those nations would have willingly joined the Alliance instead. 
“The technique is actually surprisingly simple,” Sovan went on as he led her before a cubby filled with newborn whelps. In this stage of life, the dragons looked more like tiny, golden-scaled lizards than majestic flying beasts. “Accelerating a brood mother’s gestation cycle requires only the smallest variation of a standard healing technique. As you know, once you understand a creature’s anatomy, virtually anything is possible.”
“Yes,” Krystia whispered, nodding idly. She probably understood that better than most—her experience as a temple healer had opened her mind to numerous other channeling techniques over the years. She had never spent a tremendous amount of time mastering energy manipulation, for example, but while other channelers might have been able to conjure a more potent arc of lightning, she knew exactly where a discharge would inflict the most damage.  
“Sadly, the acceleration process is not without side effects,” Sovan went on. “So far, nearly all of the females we’ve tested have been rendered sterile after spawning their first clutch.” 
“They’re not just sterilized,” Krystia rasped as she gleaned the details from his surface thoughts. “Most of them die!”
“Only about a third, actually. The rest remain suitable for the majority of standard combat deployments. I recommend they be used for static defense rather than overt incursions, however; their concentration and endurance seem to suffer the most.”
She winced despite herself. “But the average brood mother can spawn many clutches in her lifetime. If all of these females end up dead or sterilized, then we’re just sabotaging our long-term efforts for minimal short-term gains.”
Sovan smiled again. “Normally, you would be correct, but our efforts have yielded yet another solution. Come, let me show you…”
Krystia followed him past the interconnected whelp-filled cubbies and down into the main chamber. Once again she struggled to contain her awe at the raw size of the facility, but the creatures inside were far more impressive. On the left side were three fully-grown, pregnant females. 
On the right was the future of warfare in Torsia. 
“Fives males and three females,” he said with obvious pride as he gestured towards the great beasts. They were arrayed along the wall at more or less equal intervals, and they were already being fitted with armor and saddles. “And as I said, we’ll have many more just like them by the end of the month. By the end of Spring I expect to have over two hundred more, and by the end of summer…” He chuckled. “By the end of summer there won’t be an Imperium left to worry about.”
“I don’t understand,” Krystia breathed. “How is this possible with so many barren females?”
“Because there is another step in the process,” Sovan told her. “Remember, shaving a few months off a whelp’s gestation cycle is useful, but it doesn’t help us if the baby must still spend decades growing into maturity. That is our true break-through here: we have accelerated their entire growth cycle from conception to full maturity. Those adolescent wyrmlings you just saw nearing the birthing chambers are only a week old.”
“A week?”
“Yes, and in a few more they’ll be fully grown just like their peers here. A whelp can be trained and ready for combat in just over a month.”
Krystia tried to speak but nothing came out. She wouldn’t have believed it if she weren’t here to see it for herself. No beast of any complexity matured from child to adult in one paltry month, and dragons were every bit as complex as humans and then some…
She forced herself to breathe and swallow normally. This really would flip the war on its head. Solaria’s borders were breached, its armies were beleaguered, and its Bound were broken…but none of that would matter if they could muster an aerial armada of a hundred dragons. They could swoop down over Drakendaar itself and burn the imperial capital to ashes before the Sovereigns could do anything about it…
“There must be other side effects,” she whispered as her thoughts once again touched his. “This technique must have a price.”
“It does, yes,” Sovan admitted. “The mental development of these offspring is…stunted compared to their natural-born peers. But thankfully, we can infuse them with a great deal of knowledge directly via telepathy and the proper use of these crystalline matrices, and so far they have proven perfectly capable of carrying out basic orders in combat. They will require a tighter leash, however, and our riders will need to be made aware of their limitations.”
Krystia’s stomach twisted. “You don’t find this the least bit disturbing?”
He turned and cocked an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”
“You’re crippling their minds just to make them better servants!”
“I’m aware of that. The impediments are regrettable, but dragons are beasts of burden. Do you care that your horse is a fool? Or your hound?”
“Horses can’t breathe fire,” Krystia countered. “And dogs can’t swallow a man whole.”
“As I said, their mental deficiencies have not proven to be a significant obstacle in their training. Besides, a proper Unbound rider—even a Bound rider—should be able to control his mount with telepathy.”
Krystia’s mouth went dry. She had spent much of her life around animals, from Oren, her majestic white eagle, to Yuar, her glorious steed. The thought of intentionally stunting the mental development of another living creature just to make it grow faster…
“The Crell have used similar techniques with the groll for nearly a century,” Sovan pointed out. “You never wondered why they were so simple-minded and brutish? Back before the First War, the groll lived in thriving settlements in northern Borden. Do you really think the modern versions could build anything besides a club?”
“I’ve never thought about it,” she conceded. 
“Considering how quickly the Crell have always been able to breed their black dragons, I wouldn’t be surprised if they adapted a lesser version of this technique decades ago.”
Krystia clenched her jaw. “Just because our enemies are savages doesn’t mean we should emulate them.”
Sovan snorted. “Please. These creatures are barely-conscious beasts driven by instinct rather than reason. They are tools of war, no different than an Aether-infused blade.”
“Swords don’t feel pain. Or is this how you see all of our soldiers?”
“If selective breeding offends your sensibilities, Your Majesty, then I’m afraid this war is already over,” he told her. “The Crell are not so squeamish. They will figure out this technique eventually, and when they do their dragons will burn Celenest and every other Solarian city to the ground.”
She closed her eyes and forced herself to turn away. Now that she’d learned to sort through the minds of the individual whelps, she could also sense their discomfort and their fear. They were lost and confused without their mothers. Instinctively, they knew something was wrong with them, but their underdeveloped brains had no answers…
“There’s more to your plan,” she managed, taking in a deep breath and closing off her mind. She could never block out everything, of course, not after her Ascension. The voices of her servants were always there whispering in the back of her mind…but she had learned how to mute the world around her. Otherwise she would have already gone mad. “What haven’t you shown me?”
“More than you can imagine,” Sovan replied. His smile was just as disturbing as ever. “This way, Your Majesty. We should continue our discussion in private.”
 
***
 
“The good news,” Major Lennox said as he glanced down over the Amberwood battlements, “is that this fort hasn’t been attacked since its reconstruction over three hundred years ago.”
“The bad news is that the walls have done a perfectly good job of falling apart on their own ever since,” Darius grumbled. He leaned his gauntlets against the stone wall and repressed a sigh. “At this point, a stiff gale could breach the battlements as easily as a siege weapon, and they’re definitely not going to hold up against a bloody dragon. By Sol, I doubt they’ll hold up against a throng of determined chagari.”
“It’s not all bad. The inner fortress has been very well-preserved, and if the Crell do manage to reach the courtyard, we could always collapse the bridges across town. It would buy us time to get more reinforcements.”
What reinforcements? Darius thought to himself. Thankfully, experience had taught him to keep his mouth shut around the other soldiers when he had nothing inspiring to say…as seemed to be the case more and more often these days. 
He and his entourage had arrived in Fort Amberwood for their inspection late this morning, and he could already feel the gravity of the situation weighing heavily upon his shoulders.  This fort was, in the nicest possible terms, completely unprepared to repel a serious Crell attack. The walls were crumbling, the defensive towers were half-broken, and the flood of refugees from the southwestern provinces strained their already limited resources. Given the option, he would almost rather launch a full-scale siege upon the walls of Brackengarde…
But any offensive campaign would be a fool’s errand at this point, and Darius was already tired of sulking. Besides, he had successfully defended far more vulnerable locations in the past. As a young man, he’d stood on the crumbling battlements at Fort Isen and survived a Crell surprise attack, and Amberwood was in far better shape than that withered pile of rock.  
This fort was essentially divided into two separate sections. The larger wall and courtyard sprawled across the river to the south, and over time a small town had been built inside to promote trade with the southern provinces. On the opposite side of the river was the actual castle and its adjoining towers, and three long, arching bridges connected the “upper” and “lower” sections. Darius had no idea why the fort had been built in such an odd shape, but ultimately it didn’t matter. The point was that this was where they would have to make their stand if the Crell ever decided to push Celenest from the south. 
“Frankly, at this point I’m more concerned about the refugees than the Crell,” Lennox commented. He gestured down to the courtyard and the throng of terrified, displaced peasants crouching around a fire for warmth. “We can’t supply them for much longer. The grain stores are already running low, and without the harvest from the western fields we’ll have enough trouble feeding our soldiers.”
“The Council is attempting to secure a trade agreement with Solipei,” Darius said. “That should help.”
“In a few months, maybe. But right now…”
Darius nodded soberly. Unlike Garos, Amberwood wasn’t a city; it wasn’t designed to support thousands of civilian bodies in addition to the standing garrison. They had no space and even less food. If he were a Crell commander, he probably wouldn’t even bother trying to attack—he would just camp in the wilderness and allow the refugees to tear the fort apart. 
“You’ll want to speak with the priest who arrived from Lanesk a few hours ago,” Lennox said. “This way, General.”
The man in question was haggard in the extreme—the remnants of his uniform and armor were spackled with blood and dirt, and his face bore the deep creases and sunken eyes of someone who hadn’t slept in far too long. But despite having his Ascendant bond severed, the priest had somehow survived…and he’d managed to lead several hundred villagers all the way from Lanesk.
“General,” he said with a bow and a cough. “Lieutenant Hayden Gammel, formerly of the—”
“I know who you are, Lieutenant,” Darius interrupted as he reached out to shake the man’s hand. “I hear we have you to thank for keeping all these people alive.”
Gammel’s cheek twitched. “Not really, sir. I should be dead, and these people should be toiling under an imperial boot.”
Darius frowned. “What do you mean?”
“It was the vaeyn, sir—the paladin who has been prowling the countryside. She appeared out of the shadows and killed the Breaker right in front of me. I still have trouble believing it really happened…”
Major Lennox gestured back towards one of the nearby towers. “Why don’t we all have a seat, and you can tell us all about it.”
He did. Darius listened carefully to the explanation, though by now he had heard the same story many times over. Just when the Crell seemed to have taken full control of the village, Elade had miraculously appeared to slaughter the Breaker and his Imperator goons. She’d only stayed long enough to make sure the villagers were safe, at which point she had vanished into the darkness as quickly as she had appeared. 
Darius was obviously appreciative of her efforts, but eventually her luck was going to run out. And he needed to figure out a way to contact her before that happened…
“I still don’t know why she did it,” Gammel whispered, “but if I were a Crell, I’d be shitting my trousers knowing she’s out there.”
“Before your unit was attacked, did your scouts learn anything interesting about nearby troop movements?” Lennox asked. “Something that you never had a chance to relay through Her Majesty, I mean.”
“No. They caught us completely by surprise. As far as I know, they could have a battalion in the area.”
“Our griffons haven’t spotted anything,” Darius said, “though they didn’t know Lanesk was going to be hit, either. Their strategy seems to revolve around splitting up into dozens of smaller units and fanning out across the western front. They can’t hit anything large, but we also can’t pin them down or predict their movements.”
Lennox nodded thoughtfully. “It does mean they’re unlikely to hit Amberwood anytime soon. That’s something, at least.”
“Well, we’re all thankful you survived, Lieutenant,” Darius said, clapping the priest on the arm. “And you did the right thing bringing these people here. I’m not sure how yet, but we’ll figure out a way to take care of them.”
“Thank you, General,” Gammel replied. “The vaeyn said you would find a way.”
Darius forced a tight smile. “You should head to the barracks and get some sleep. Tomorrow morning I’ll send you to Celenest with the supply caravan. I’m sure Her Majesty will wish to restore your bond and get you back into the fight.”
“Yes, sir,” the man replied, though his enthusiasm was clearly forced. Darius had no personal experience at being bonded to an Ascendant, obviously, but from every description he’d heard the “breaking” process was incredibly traumatic. None of the priests who’d been broken and had their bonds reforged were ever quite the same afterwards. 
“There is one more thing, General,” Gammel added just as he reached the door. “Before we left, we found one of the Crell conscripts cowering in the village—an Izarian peasant girl, probably sixteen or seventeen. The vaeyn sent the rest of the Crell running back to Brackengarde, but she wanted us to take the girl with us to Amberwood.”
“I see,” Darius replied with a frown. The Imperium had always been fond of conscripting colonials into their auxiliary forces, especially orphaned children who were old enough and strong enough to lift a sword or draw a bow. But he wasn’t sure why Elade would have insisted that one be brought here. “Did she know anything useful about the enemy’s plans?” 
“A little, but I barely had the chance to speak with her,” Gammel said. “It wasn’t long after we’d set out that I realized she’d disappeared.”
“Disappeared?” Lennox asked. “So in other words, she ran off.”
“I had over two hundred villagers to keep track of all on my own, including three pregnant women and a dozen toddlers,” Gammel replied defensively. “If I’d still had the Aether, I might have able to do something, but—”
“It’s all right,” Darius interrupted, lifting a hand. “You had a lot to worry about. Honestly, it’s a miracle you evacuated the whole village.”
Gammel nodded, obviously relieved he wasn’t going to be blamed. “Yes, sir. And I can’t imagine that one little girl is going to cause any problems. She probably just got scared and ran off.”
“And will likely pay the price for it,” Lennox said. “The countryside is a dangerous place, as you well know.”
“Is there anything else you need to add, Lieutenant?” Darius asked. 
“No, sir, that’s all. And thank you again.”
He left the tower and headed towards the barracks. Once the door shut behind him, Lennox turned and grunted.  
“Sooner or later, your vaeyn friend is going to get herself killed,” he commented. “But in the meantime, she’s racking up quite the body count.”
“I want to arrange a griffon scouting patrol in the area north of Lanesk,” Darius said. “They’re to report any signs of movement.”
Lennox cocked an eyebrow. “The odds of them spotting a lone figure determined to hide her tracks is incredibly low. And how do you even know which direction she’s gone?”
“I don’t, but she wiped out that other unit south of us just a few days ago. It’s likely she’ll continue heading north.”
“If you say so, General. Personally, I don’t think we’re ever going to find her unless she wants to be found.”
“Probably not,” Darius conceded. “But I’m sure as hell going to try.”
 
 



Chapter Eight
 
“The true power of a paladin is the hope she inspires in others. But having a sharp sword doesn’t hurt.”
—Tevek Dracian, 2012 A.G.
 
Nearly a hundred fifty years ago, well before the rise of the Imperium or its domineering Sovereigns, a civil war had carved a bloody swath across the Crell heartland. With the aid of a small cabal of Unbound sorcerers, a horde of starving peasants had eventually overthrown the old monarchy and executed the entire royal family. King Vretiak’s death had led to the Ascension of a new ruler, Alexander Govall, and he’d wasted precious little time in securing the loyalty of every land-owning noble in the country. Just five short years after seizing power, he’d rebuilt the army and invaded the neighboring country of Borden…and just two years after that, the Crell Imperium had officially been born. 
In a roundabout way, the Crell revolution had started here in the Lirisfal Fjord. The various Solarian provinces had yet to unite under a single banner at the time, and the ruler of this particular land had been sympathetic towards the plight of the estranged Crell farmers. He had funneled weapons and supplies from this river down to the Kurden Pass, and without that early assistance it was unlikely that Govall would have ever gained a foothold. What had begun as an act of mercy had evolved into the rise of the most powerful empire in Torsian history, and Elade Devarath couldn’t help but wonder how many other charitable acts throughout the ages had culminated in wanton conquest and destruction. 
Acts like rescuing a broken vaeyn shadow knight whose mere presence had nearly destroyed the most revered organization in the world…
Gritting her teeth in annoyance, she raised a hand to shield her sensitive eyes against the waning sunset. The western sky was a brilliant orange smear, and the glare from the nearby river had made it almost impossible for her to see anything for the past hour. She was perched atop one of the highest rocks along the cliff-face, and she’d been searching for any signs of Crell troop activity for most of the afternoon. She was hardly an expert tracker—following trails in the vast, winding caverns of her underground homeland was far different than anything on the surface—but she had learned the basics from Tevek over the years. Thus far, she hadn’t noticed anything out of the ordinary. If the Crell did have a secret camp here, they were doing a bloody good job of hiding it. 
Elade sighed and leaned back against the rock. At this point, she decided, she might as well eat something and wait until nightfall. So far her keen night vision and shadow knight channeling techniques had given her a tremendous advantage over the Crell, and she continued to travel after dark as often as possible. She could almost hear Highlord Alric’s mental voice chastising her for employing such a “cowardly” tactic. Paladins met their enemies head-on; they didn’t slink through the shadows and strike from the darkness. 
But then, she was no longer a Knight of the Last Dawn. She was an apostate and a pariah, as wanted by the Dawn as by the Crell. And if Alric ever summoned the courage to confront her face-to-face, she would run him through without a second thought. Or so she liked to tell herself. 
Elade shook her head as she knelt down and began to set up camp. She couldn’t actually hear Alric’s voice, of course. After the battle at Garos, she had severed her link to Maeleon’s godstone within the Citadel, and as a result the other knights could no longer reach her telepathically. But that hadn’t stopped her from imagining the chiding voices of the Conclave scolding her for the grave transgression of being born Unbound. They wanted nothing more than to clap her in irons and drag her back to the Citadel. 
The worst part, however, was that some days she found herself agreeing with them. 
“Not today,” she whispered to herself as she reached into her pack and retrieved a few strips of preserved meat. Her supplies were running dangerously low, and regrettably she was an even worse huntress than she was a tracker. She had no idea how to clean game, let alone cook or preserve it properly. The underground caverns of Sulinor weren’t exactly rife with prey, after all, and most vaeyn survived on mushrooms and lichen. The next time she met up with Sarina, she really needed to ask the other woman for some tips on basic wilderness survival…
A few hours later, after the sun had finally vanished and the quarter moon had risen in its place, Elade picked up her makeshift camp and continued her search across the fjord. She spent the better part of an hour combing the ridgeline in the hopes of finding a path down to the river, but she didn’t spot any obvious footprints or trails. She was just about ready to give up and search the northern side instead when she finally caught a glimpse of a green uniform several hundred feet from her position. 
Elade immediately dropped into a crouch and waited. Initially, she thought it might have been a Crell lookout squatting in a thatch of bushes, but after a few minutes of intense observation it became clear the figure wasn’t moving. She crept forward, and once she closed within about fifty feet she realized the uniform was actually just a single scrap of cloth. 
Frowning, she reached out to the Aether and shadow-walked over to the bushes to investigate. Up close, the scrap was instantly recognizable as a piece from a Zarul agent’s uniform—the “Green Coats,” as many Torsians had taken to calling them. The fabric was encrusted with dried blood, and there were still several visible footprints on the ground beneath her. The conclusion was obvious: someone had been running through the bushes quickly enough that the thorns had shredded his outfit. 
But the most obvious conclusion wasn’t always the correct one, especially when the Zarul were involved. For one, this scrap was suspiciously large. A smaller piece would have been almost impossible to pick out against the dark green of the forest, especially for a human. For two, the placement was almost too perfect. Anyone walking along the edge of the ridge would have noticed it eventually. Off-hand, Elade saw two distinct possibilities: either the Zarul agent had been more concerned with survival than hiding his trail…
Or she was walking into a trap. 
Elade remained still for a few seconds, waiting and listening for any indication that she’d been spotted. She half-expected a battalion of Crell soldiers to leap out from the trees and swarm over her…but when no arrows whistled past her ear and no fireballs detonated the bushes around her, she decided she was probably being paranoid. As far as she knew, the Alliance had stopped sending ground patrols into Lirisfal months ago, and there was no reason for the Zarul to waste their time trying to ambush a few hapless scouts anyway. It was also unlikely that they’d bother setting a trap for her specifically—they had no way of knowing where she was or where she was going. 
 Nevertheless, the hairs on the back of her neck wouldn’t stop tingling. Something definitely felt wrong here. The question, as always, was what she planned to do about it. 
Shaking her head, Elade slipped out of the bushes and carefully followed the footprints. It wasn’t a trivial task, given the thick foliage and her limited skill, but the trail’s trajectory was obvious enough: the Zarul agent had followed a rocky path down the ridge and closer to the actual river below. There were probably dozens of small caves and crevices along the inside of the ridge, any of which could have served as a potential base camp for a small squad of soldiers. The trail itself eventually vanished, but she decided to keep searching for a while anyway…and less than an hour later, she found what she was looking for. 
As she curled around a sharp bend in the river, she spotted another set of footprints similar to the ones she’d seen above. She was only able to follow them briefly—perhaps ten yards at most—but they still pointed her directly towards the mouth of a cave. The opening was wide but unassuming, and she almost certainly would have missed it without the trail.  
Smiling tightly to herself, Elade quickly dashed up the river bank and then shadow-walked atop the sturdiest-looking tree branch nearby. Dropping into a tight crouch, she watched the entrance for several minutes just in case the Crell had left a sentry outside. Once she was convinced the area was clear, she teleported back to the ground, unsheathed her sword, and encased herself in a protective mantle of Aetheric energy. Hopefully, she could persuade the Crell to talk—any information about their invasion plans for this region would be useful. But her experience with Zarul agents thus far had taught her to prepare for the worst. 
Elade sucked in a final deep breath and then crept into the cave. It was considerably deeper than it had appeared from the outside; the glow-stone wasn’t even visible from the entrance. It appeared to be at least thirty feet inside and around a corner, and the residual light reflecting off the gray walls was probably dimmer than a candle. She didn’t hear anything—no breathing, no whispering, no sign at all that anyone was actually alive down here—and she started to wonder if the entire squad was out on patrol somewhere. Bracing her back against the wall, she slowly peered around the corner, once again expecting the Crell to spring an ambush…
But aside from the lone glow-stone nestled into a crack near the ceiling, the alcove was empty. There were no bedrolls or backpacks; there were no signs that anyone had been here at all. She did notice another passage deeper in, however, so she gingerly slinked along the wall until she reached the next corner. Once again she peeked her head around the corner…and once again she saw an empty chamber. 
Mostly empty, anyway. This alcove was much larger than the first—it was probably sixty feet wide and eighty feet deep, though the floor was littered with chunks of debris from a recent collapse. The interesting part, however, was the half-buried campfire on the opposite wall. Evidently the Crell hadn’t been content to pick up their camp and move on—they had decided to cause a cave-in and bury all evidence of their passing. The odds that she would find anything useful beneath the rubble were slim, she knew, but the odds that she would be able to pick up another trail outside were even slimmer. She might as well have a look around, and if she didn’t find anything then she would scrap this whole foray and head back south. 
Sighing, Elade sheathed her sword and began navigating through the rubble. She was almost exactly halfway to the buried campfire when a loud click echoed off the walls, and suddenly an old-fashioned bear trap sprung beneath her boot. 
She should have lost her foot. The trap’s teeth were long and wickedly sharp, and her boots were designed for comfort and support rather than protection. But a lifetime of battle had honed her reflexes to nearly supernatural levels, and somehow she managed to dive forward and out of the gaping metal maw before it devoured her ankle. Even as the teeth clamped shut and she regained her balance, however, she realized that additional traps were no longer her greatest concern: the instant she finished her roll, a trio of crossbowmen leapt out from behind the debris in the corners of the room. They dropped to a knee, tossed a newly-activated glow-stone into the center of the room, and fired. 
Acting on pure instinct, Elade dropped into a crouch and summoned her shield onto her arm. She successfully deflected most of the barrage, but one of the bolts slipped past her defenses. She yelped as the quarrel dug deeply into her left calf, but through sheer force of will she held her ground and hunkered down into an even tighter crouch. Another volley showered the room, and this time nothing got through. Grimacing in pain, she peered over the edge of her shield and caught a glimpse of the Crell marksmen crank-loading their crossbows and lining up a third salvo. 
Elade had precious few options. The Crell weapons required only a second or two to reload, and they were obviously enchanted—no regular crossbow could penetrate her armor and protective mantle, not even from point-blank range. At best, she might be able to charge one of them while the other two unloaded into her flank, and shadow-walking up to them wasn’t an option, either—the new glow-stone had banished nearly every shadow from the room. These Crell had obviously done their research; they knew all her tricks and had planned accordingly. 
Or rather, they thought they knew all her tricks. 
Dismissing her shield, Elade reached into the Aether and focused all her energy into the thin, nearly imperceptible mantle sheathing her body like a second suit of armor. The empowered barrier repelled the third Crell volley and then the fourth shortly thereafter, and the marksmen paused in confusion—they clearly hadn’t expected her to survive such an onslaught. They recovered quickly, however, and a split-second later a fifth and hopefully final volley battered against her. 
This time the shots finally struck home: one bolt pierced through her left shoulder, while another jabbed into her stomach. The mantle vanished as her concentration finally failed, and she keeled forward in pain. Wounded and defenseless, Elade should have been an easy target. But just like she’d hoped, the fifth volley had been their last in the cartridge, which meant they had to completely reload. 
And in that instant, she struck. 
Sweeping up her fallen sword, Elade lunged towards the marksman inside the cubby on the northern wall. He died in a soundless flurry of blood and steel, and before his corpse even hit the ground she braced her boot against the rocks and vaulted towards his closest partner. The man screamed in anticipation, and he even managed to drop his crossbow and unsheathe a wicked-looking dagger before she skewered him straight through the heart. Elade didn’t bother to jerk her weapon free; instead she grabbed the dead man’s dagger and hurled it towards the last remaining marksman’s chest. 
The man tried to dodge. He really did. But between the speed of the flying dagger and the unexpected nature of her attack, he didn’t have a chance. He ducked away just enough that the blade pierced his shoulder instead of his gut, but by the time he finished reeling and dragged himself back to his feet, it was already too late. Elade stepped over him, bloody sword in hand, and cleaved his head from his shoulders. 
“Gre’as wun oloth,” she whispered the vaeyn prayer as she staggered back against the wall and panted for breath. Her left leg burned like it had been dipped in molten lava, and she leaned down and wrapped her fingers around the bolt sticking out of her calf. Gritting her teeth, she wrenched it free and quickly channeled healing energy into the wound. The bleeding stopped almost immediately, but the pain remained constant. 
“I’m told that many Knights of the Last Dawn are skilled healers,” a deep, heavily-accented voice said from back near the chamber entryway. “But in this case, I’m afraid there’s nothing you can do.”
Before she had even identified the speaker, Elade summoned her shield back to her arm and leapt back to her feet—or tried, anyway. But her leg was so weak she couldn’t actually stand, so instead she braced herself against the wall as a tall, dark figure appeared in the passageway between the chambers.  
“The toxin works quickly, and very few healers in the world can counteract its effects,” the figure said. At a glance, he was a thirty-something Crell male with the build and musculature of a soldier. “We prefer not to leave anything to chance.”
The pain began to knife through her chest, and Elade forced herself to stay calm as she channeled a technique designed to purify her bloodstream and slow the spread of poison. It didn’t have any noticeable effect. 
“Throw down your weapon, or you’ll join your men in the Void,” she said, wondering if her voice sounded as feeble to him as it did to her. 
The man grunted in amusement. “You really are every bit as dangerous as the mistress warned,” he whispered. “The perfect union of light and darkness, paladin and shadow knight. It’s a pity you’ve chosen to fight for the people that loathe you.”
Elade tried to charge towards him, but her legs gave out before she made it halfway across the room. Her Aetheric shield flickered and vanished, and her protective mantle dissipated shortly thereafter. It felt like someone was physically squeezing her heart right inside her chest…
“There’s no need to worry,” the man said, stepping forward over her body and retrieving manacles from inside his pack. “The mistress has no interest in killing you despite all the death you’ve wrought. In fact, she’s even more interested in you because of it. With time, she hopes you’ll come to understand that we’re all on the same side.”
He smiled even as he leaned down and fastened her arms together behind her back. “We are Unbound, after all. This world belongs to us.”
 
***
 
Midnight had long since come and gone by the time a knock rattled Supreme Commander Onar Tenel’s door, but he was only dozing. Restful sleep was a rare commodity these days; even when he wasn’t actively involved with planning, he could rarely get his mind to switch off for more than a few hours at a time. 
“What is it?”
“Imperator Mirrel has requested your presence in the war room, sir,” a nervous male voice said from the other side. The adjutants had probably drawn straws to decide who got to wake up their commander in the middle of the night. “She insists it is vital.”
“No doubt,” Tenel murmured. “Tell her I’ll be there in a few minutes. You might as well wake up Colonel Horsch as well.”
“Yes, sir. Of course, sir.”
Rubbing his eyes and taking a deep breath, Tenel propped himself up on his bed and grabbed his jacket from the nearby chair. He hadn’t even taken the time to remove his boots tonight; he’d nodded off while reading through some new reports. After splashing some water in his face and gulping down a shot of vodka, he strode out of his chamber and made his way to the war room. 
Horsch was waiting for him when he arrived, and so was Mirrel. Both were smiling so widely they almost looked delirious.
“We got her, Onar,” Horsch said, grinning. “Your plan actually worked.”
Tenel raised an eyebrow and glanced over at Mirrel. “Lieutenant?”
“The Zarul squad commander in the Lirisfal Fjord just subdued the dark elf paladin,” she confirmed. “He is ready to bring her to Drakendaar on your order.”
“I see,” Tenel said, calmly folding his hands behind his back. He certainly hadn’t seen this coming. “What’s the status of his team?”
Mirrel’s cheek twitched. “Dead, sir. Only the commander survived.”
“Three more lives she’ll answer for,” Horsch said gravelly. “Do you think we can convince Ishthare to let us flog the bitch before we hand her over?”
“The High Sovereign’s orders are very clear,” Tenel said. “We’re to deliver the elf directly to Drakendaar for reeducation. I suspect that will be a worse fate than anything we could concoct…”
Horsch grunted. “You really think we can ‘convert’ a Knight of the Last Dawn?”
“What I think is irrelevant. The High Sovereign wants the vaeyn alive, and that’s the only thing that matters.” Tenel shifted his gaze towards Mirrel. “Order the squad leader back home, and contact our forces at the nearest outpost. Send a small unit to aid him just in case.”
“Yes, sir.”
Tenel could feel his friend’s eyes on the side of his head. “You don’t seem all that enthused,” Horsch said after a moment. “I figured you would be celebrating. This whole trap was your idea, and she swallowed the bait whole.”
“Yes, but we lost a lot of men in the process,” Tenel replied soberly. 
“Less than we would have if she’d been allowed to roam free. This is a great victory, Onar. Without that bloody elf in the way, our Breakers will have free rein across the whole western front.”
Tenel nodded. In principle, Horsch was completely right: this was a significant victory, and the loss of three Green Coat operatives was a small price to pay for the capture of the enemy’s most dangerous asset. Tenel also knew he should have been proud that his plan had worked. He had been the one who’d decided to lure the paladin to Lirisfal by planting false reports on Captain Fuhr and several other Breakers in the region. Any other officer would have been beaming and boasting of his accomplishments. 
But Tenel had never particularly cared about who got credit for what. All he really wanted was victory…and the peace and security that would finally come with a united Torsia.
“You look exhausted,” Horsch said after a moment. “You might as well head back to bed—I can take care of things from here.”
Tenel rubbed his forehead and let out a long, tired sigh. “You’re probably right,” he conceded. “I hadn’t even fallen asleep yet.”
“Then take tomorrow off. There’s nothing immediately on the table. Maybe you should even go take a quick trip to see Chalandra and the kids.”
“Maybe,” Tenel whispered, wondering why in the Void the thought of seeing his wife and children made him feel even more exhausted. “I’ve considered bringing them—” He cut himself off when Mirrel twitched unexpectedly. “Is something wrong, Lieutenant?”
“I’m…not certain, sir,” she rasped her eyes flicking back and forth. “I just lost contact with the Zarul commander.”
“Lost contact?” Tenel asked, tossing a meaningful glance back at Horsch. “What do you mean?”
“I’m not certain, sir, but I can no longer sense him through our mental link,” Mirrel replied. Her eyes continued to flick back and forth for another few seconds before she swallowed heavily and glanced upwards. “I believe he is dead.”
“Dead?” Horsch stammered. “How? I thought you said he’d secured the prisoner!”
“He had, sir. She was unconscious and fully restrained. I do not understand what happened.”
Horsch hissed beneath his teeth. “Is it possible that he just closed himself off for a few moments? Maybe he tripped and hit his head.”
“The High Sovereign believes he was ambushed and killed,” Mirrel said. “But there is no way for us to know the details.”
“Order that retrieval unit from our nearest camp to leave immediately,” Tenel said, folding his arms across his chest. “I want answers. She must have gotten help somehow.”
Horsch’s lip twisted. “We’ve never heard of anyone accompanying her before. She has always operated alone.”
“None of our people have ever gotten a good look at her before, either. It’s entirely possible she’s had backup this entire time. It would go a long way towards explaining her effectiveness.”
“Maybe,” the other man whispered. “It makes me wonder if all these protestations from the Last Dawn are just for show—perhaps they secretly have another knight working with her.”
“Their ire is legitimate, and the Dawn wouldn’t resort to trickery or targeted assassinations. No, she’s not working with another paladin.”
“Then who? A Solarian soldier?”
“Possibly. We’ve also never been able to account for Jason Moore and his entourage after Garos.” Tenel waved a hand. “At the moment, it doesn’t really matter. We can speculate all we want, but we won’t know anything for certain until our people can investigate.”
“Assuming there’s anything to find,” Horsch muttered as he leaned his palms upon the table. “I swear, if I ever find that elf cunt I’ll slit her throat myself.”
Tenel pursed his lips. “Keep me informed if you learn anything else, Lieutenant. I will be in my office.”
Horsch cocked an eyebrow. “I thought you were going back to sleep.”
“I was, but not anymore,” Tenel said, turning towards the door. “I have work to do.”
 
***
 
A crisp breeze blew across the frozen fjord, and Elade’s eyes slowly fluttered open. At first she had to squint to see anything; between the searing beams of the morning sun and their even brighter reflection off the thin layer of remaining snow, she felt rather like she’d awakened in the fiery core of Mount Zereloth. But eventually her eyes adjusted—insofar as they ever adjusted to the light on the surface—and she experimentally reached her fingers up to brush against her face.  
Her skin was cold and clammy, and long strands of her white hair were plastered across her eyes and forehead. Restorative channeling techniques had virtually eliminated casual illness in Maz’Belar, but she felt as weak and helpless as when she’d contracted balaxian fever almost three decades ago following a long battle against a horde of demons. She could barely move her arms or legs, and after a few more minutes she gathered the strength to crane her neck down and make sure everything was still attached. 
“You were poisoned,” a soft voice said from behind her. “I don’t know what type they used, but you should thank the gods that you’re even alive.”
On instinct, Elade dropped a hand down to her belt, but her sword wasn’t there. Neither was her scabbard, for that matter, and closer inspection revealed she’d also been stripped of her armor…
“We’re safe for now, I think. I haven’t seen any signs of reinforcements nearby. The Green Coats must have only sent one squad.”
Elade took in a deep breath as the memories flooded back over her—her journey north from Lanesk, her exploration of the fjord, her idiotic bumbling into a Zarul ambush…
“I remember you,” Elade rasped as the speaker’s dirt-streaked, youthful face finally came into focus. “You’re the Izarian conscript from Lanesk. I thought I told you to travel with the others to Amberwood…”
“You did, but…” the girl trailed off and swallowed heavily. “I figured you’d head this way, and I knew you’d need help.”
Elade closed her eyes and tried to settle her nerves. The girl’s name was Sabine, if she remembered correctly, and she looked about twice as haggard as she had at Lanesk. How in the Void had she followed Elade all his way without being spotted? And how had she dealt with the Crell?
“I’m sorry, but I couldn’t trust the Solarians,” Sabine went on. She leaned down, and her slight figure blocked out the worst of the sunlight. “I didn’t want to end up in an alliance prison camp. I’ve heard stories…” She swallowed again, and after a few moments of silence she seemed to steady herself. “I almost turned back around and headed from Brackengarde, but the Crell would probably just kill me…”
“It’s all right,” Elade soothed. Licking at her parched lips, she braced a hand against the dirt and tried to hoist herself up…but then a fresh spike of pain knifed through her stomach. She crumpled over and struggled not to vomit even as Sabine offered her a steadying hand. 
“You shouldn’t try to move yet,” the girl warned. “I bandaged your wounds as best I could, but I’m no healer. The ‘Coats had a few salves on them, but they’re probably making your muscles numb.”
Elade closed her eyes and tried to channel, but she couldn’t focus. It was like the Aether was dangling just out of reach, teasing her with its presence…
“What happened to the other soldiers?” she asked. “How did you…?”
“Most of them were already dead by the time I caught up,” Sabine said. Her voice was so soft and brittle it seemed like it might shatter on the breeze. “There was only one left, and I…I took him by surprise.” 
“You killed him?”
“It was a lucky shot,” she whispered, glancing away. “I’m not sure what I’d have done if I missed…”
Elade frowned. She had a hard time imagining this girl stepping on a nephix beetle, let alone shooting a trained Zarul agent in the back. Still, the Crell assuredly taught their conscripts the basics of archery, and Sabine had successfully tracked Elade without being spotted for several days. She clearly had some skill. 
“Then I owe you my life,” Elade whispered. “I’m just surprised they didn’t kill me…”
“From the looks of it, he was planning to tie you up and drag you back to Brackengarde with him,” Sabine said. “The ‘Coats have been taking a lot of prisoners recently. Rumor has it they’ve been scouring every village they come across for potential Unbound.”
Elade sucked in another deep breath, and the worst of the nausea faded. The numbness, unfortunately, didn’t go anywhere. She still felt like she’d been used as a target dummy by a squad of groll. “The Crell want to train any Unbound they can find as Breakers. At this point, I doubt the Zarul even care if the Unbound swear fealty to the Imperium or not. They just want to spread this technique as far and wide as they can in order to sow chaos.”
Sabine’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”
“It’s a long story, but I’ve had the opportunity to speak with several of Sovereign Damir’s goons over the last few months. I’m not convinced she actually cares about the Imperium at all. She’s an Unbound supremacist—she believes that her kind are meant to rule the world, and anything or anyone that destroys Ascendants or their Bound is a boon in her eyes. She doesn’t even seem to care about her own Imperators—surely you’ve seen that firsthand.”
“Yes,” the girl whispered. “Everything changed so quickly after the invasion. Many of the Crell officers were recalled to Drakendaar…and they never returned. These Breakers were put in charge of entire units, and if anyone talked back, the Green Coats showed up and dragged them away…”
“As far as I can tell, the ‘Coats are in charge of the Imperium at this point,” Elade said. “It’s like Damir has pulled a coup, and I don’t understand why the High Sovereign or any of his minions are going along with it.”
“I’ve heard rumors,” Sabine rasped. “They say the ‘Coats murdered all the other Sovereigns in a single night. They say Damir and the High Sovereign are secretly running the Imperium all by themselves…” 
Elade grunted softly. “Soldiers say a lot of things, especially when they’re afraid. But I suppose anything’s possible at this point.”
An awkward silence fell between them, and after a few minutes the girl pursed her lips and straightened her posture like she’d suddenly tapped into a hidden well of determination. “I should take you to Amberwood. The Alliance has plenty of priests stationed there, right? They should be able to help you.”
“I can’t,” Elade said, hearing the hollowness in her own words. “I’ll be fine in a few days. I just need some rest.”
“You need healing—real healing from a real channeler,” Sabine said. “I think I stopped the bleeding, but I have no idea what to do about the poison. If you were human, I think you’d already be dead…”
Once again Elade attempted to reach out to the Aether…and once again it slipped through her fingers. She wasn’t certain she’d be able to heal herself anyway, but the girl was right—Elade could still feel the poison burning in her veins, and without the Aether she was unlikely to get any better. She needed to find a real priest, and Amberwood was the only legitimate option. 
“There’s a small village not far from here,” Sabine said into the pause. “I saw some scouting reports of this area; I know the villagers stable some horses. If I told them you were wounded, perhaps they’d loan me one…”
Elade grunted. “No Solarian villager is going to give away a healthy steed. Not with the war raging so close to their doorstep, and definitely not for a wounded foreigner.”
“I could tell them that you are a Knight of the Last Dawn.”
“I doubt it would matter,” Elade muttered. “There’s a coin purse inside my pack. It should be enough to barter for a decent horse.”
The girl nodded and began rustling through the nearby packs. She seemed to have already gathered up most of the equipment from the fallen Green Coats, which Elade found disturbing for some reason. Not because it was wrong—salvaging equipment from the dead was an entirely sensible and pragmatic choice, given the situation—but because rifling through corpses didn’t quite seem to fit the personality of a skittish Izarian refugee…
Perhaps Sabine was more hardened than Elade had thought. War brought out the best in some people and the worst in others, after all. Not that it really mattered—whether Elade liked it or not, at this point her fate was entirely in this girl’s hands. 
“I can take some of these weapons with me, too,” Sabine said once she located the coin purse. “The villagers might be willing to pay for them considering how close they are to the front lines.”
“Just be careful and don’t overplay your hand,” Elade warned. “Solarians are a welcoming enough people, but they’ll still know you’re an outsider. You’ll want to get out of there as quickly as you can.”
The girl nodded soberly. “I know. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” She started to leave, but a few paces later she stopped and pivoted back around. “Here, you should take one of these just in case…” She picked up one of the Crell crossbows and pressed it into Elade’s right hand. She barely had the strength to squeeze the trigger, but Sabine helped her reload the cartridge. “It’s not much, but it’s better than nothing.”
“Yes,” Elade whispered. She offered the girl a weak smile. “Thank you.”
Sabine smiled back as she wiped a loose strand of dark hair from her dirt-streaked face. “I’ll be back soon. I promise.”
 
 
 



Chapter Nine
 
“The ghosts of the past become the demons of the future.”
—Faeyn proverb
 
The sun had fallen by the time Sabine returned from her horse-fetching excursion, though Elade wasn’t sure if she had been asleep for twelve hours or twelve days. She had flit in and out of consciousness all day, and each time she assumed she’d wake up in the Void surrounded by demons and dark spirits...or perhaps just not wake again at all. But somehow her body endured the Crell toxins, and even though she remained too weak to channel, she managed to force down some rations and even stand up under her own power by daybreak. Mounting the horse was more difficult, but with Sabine’s help she crawled into the saddle and strapped herself in. 
Amberwood was, at best, a fifteen hour ride from this part of the Lirisfal Fjord, which meant the trip would probably take them closer to twenty or even twenty-five. Elade knew she’d have to survive at least one more night camping in the woods; her eyes might have been sensitive enough to travel at night, but Sabine’s were not. Thankfully, they weren’t harassed by bandits or wandering Crell patrols—they weren’t harassed by anyone at all, as far as Elade remembered during her fleeting bouts of consciousness—and once night fell they made camp off the main road inside a thick, sprawling forest.  
Sabine wasted little time in starting a fire and heating up a pot of broth. The girl was nothing if not efficient. She’d probably been forced into the role of cook in her scouting unit, given how effortlessly she chopped up and tossed in some miscellaneous vegetables. 
“You should eat some of this,” she said once the stew had simmered for a while. “I added some deska herbs I found along the way—they’re supposed to help the body purge a wide variety of toxins. At least, that’s what the Crell apothecaries always said…”
She poured a bowl and handed it over, and after a bit of anxious stirring Elade eventually decided to take a bite. It didn’t taste nearly as bad as it smelled, though considering how tempted she’d been to pinch her nostrils closed, that wasn’t really saying much. Still, this hardly seemed like the appropriate time for biting criticism.   
“I hope you like Izarian spices,” Sabine said. “I smuggled a few pouches with me before my unit was sent to Brackengarde. None of the others ever complained. Most Crell food is completely tasteless.”
“It is fine, thank you,” Elade replied with a tight smile. “It reminds me a bit of stewed letchara root.”
The girl frowned. “I’ve never heard of that.”
“Letchara only grows underground, as far as I know. It’s probably the most common plant in Sulinor aside from the various types of lichen.”
“I can’t even imagine what it’s like to live underground all the time,” Sabine murmured. “It must be so dark and cold.”
“Not this cold,” Elade said with a shiver. She’d wrapped herself in a cloak and two blankets, and for once she was thankful not to be wearing her armor. Metal scales and plates weren’t exactly the warmest accessories on a cold night. “It is much darker in Sulinor, though. There’s no moonlight, and even the qilo’kuan—the glowing lichen—are still dimmer than a candle unless the whole cavern is covered in them.”
Sabine took another sip of her stew and swallowed nervously. “Is it true that your homeland is filled with demons? They say your people live side-by-side with them…”
“There are plenty of demons living beneath the surface in the Calharan mainland, but no, we don’t live with them—we fight them. In fact, the vaeyn are the only reason the hordes haven’t flooded to the surface and laid waste to the human kingdoms above.”
The girl paused. “I’ve never heard that before.”
“You’re not alone. In my experience, Torsians aren’t taught much about the vaeyn or the underworld.” Elade grunted and closed her eyes. Dimly, she wondered if the bitterness in her voice was as obvious to Sabine as it was to her. “If they were, I suspect they might try and help us destroy Zereloth and seal the Void rifts within. But instead…”
Elade shook her head and returned to her stew. Despite the sudden welling of resentment in her thoughts, she was definitely feeling better overall—the worst of the fever seemed to have broken, which presumably meant that the poison had nearly worked its way through her system. She just didn’t understand why. She hadn’t been able to channel any healing magic, and the Crell salves were designed to clean and seal skin wounds, not purge toxins. 
“Did you know that I’ve never even seen a dark elf before?” Sabine asked after a few moments of silence. “I mean, I’ve never seen a vaeyn before,” she added hastily. “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to offend you…”
“You didn’t,” Elade assured her. “I’ve been called worse, believe me.” 
The girl shuffled nervously in place and took another bite of her stew. “From all the stories I expected you to look…scary.”
Elade grunted softy. “We don’t have horns or cloven feet. And we don’t raid the surface and kidnap children, either.”
“I just didn’t think you’d be so…” Sabine trailed off and glanced away even as her cheeks flushed red. “Pretty.”
An awkward silence settled between them, and Elade finished her stew and set the bowl down in the dirt. She had seen the same look many times over the past few years while traveling with Tevek. Many humans they came across—especially those living in farms or rural areas across Torsia—had grown up hearing tales of the valorous Knights of the  Last Dawn, and they were instantly awe-stricken by the sight of real-life paladins. 
Elade herself had only rarely experienced the phenomenon; her gray skin and luminous eyes tended to overshadow her Dawn-forged armor and silver-blue tabard. But some of the younger Solarian soldiers had come around after the many battles at Serogar, and apparently this Izarian conscript had been similarly smitten. It was a foolish reaction, of course, especially considering how Sabine had just dragged her “heroine” out of a cave where she’d foolishly blundered into a Zarul trap. But idolization wasn’t about logic, and Elade knew she needed to be careful how she handled this. She didn’t want this girl to take any more foolish risks on her behalf. 
“I suppose most of what I was taught about your people was wrong,” Sabine whispered after she’d collected the empty bowls. 
“That’s true almost everywhere,” Elade said. “It’s not your fault.”
Sabine smiled almost wistfully. “The elders in my village used to tell us stories about other lands. Asgardia, Solaria, Talisham…sometimes even places from Calhara. A few of them had served in the navy and traveled all over the world.” Sabine curled her cloak more tightly about her body and scooted in closer to the fire. “My father used to reminisce about the Knights of the Last Dawn. He told me they’d saved my grandfather from the ‘Coats many years ago. He said everything the Crell had told us about the knights was a lie.”
Elade nodded and closed her eyes. “That wouldn’t surprise me. Paladins haven’t been welcome in imperial lands for over a hundred years.”
“I didn’t even know the Dawn accepted women…or non-humans.”
“Almost a quarter of the order is female,” Elade said. “But you’re right that nearly all of them are human. There have been several faeyn paladins over the years, but I am the first vaeyn.”
Sabine swallowed heavily and seemed to brace herself for something. “Can I ask why you left your people and decided to join them? It’s just seems…strange.”
Elade sighed. “That is a very long story.”
“I’m sorry—I’ll be quiet if you’d prefer.” The girl winced. “I-I was just curious.”
“It’s all right,” Elade soothed. “My reasons for leaving were…complicated. I suppose the simplest explanation is that I fell in love with someone I wasn’t supposed to.”
Sabine frowned. “And they forced you to leave over that?”
“More or less. My people have a number of social customs you would probably find unusual, but suffice to say my partner and I had a difference in opinion with those in power. They would have harmed her if she chose to stay, so we decided to leave together.” Elade leaned back into her bedroll. “I met her during one of our campaigns deep into the heart of the Zereloth. Her name was Varess. She was an archer, a common role for one of the nau-faer—those without magic—inside the vaeyn army. We fought alongside each other for several months and became close. It wasn’t until we returned home that I realized something was wrong.”
Sabine waited expectantly, and Elade closed her eyes and allowed the old memories to seep through the cracks of the mental vault where she kept them safely locked away. 
“The short version is that Varess wasn’t actually a soldier,” Elade went on. “She was a kyon’plynnur, one of the caretakers responsible for raising vaeyn children while their mothers and fathers fought in the war. But she had vanished many months earlier, and while this new Varess wore the same face, it was clear she was not the same person.”
Sabine’s brow furrowed. “I don’t understand.”
“She had been possessed by a demon,” Elade explained. “A sareloth, to be precise. They are among the weakest of their kind, but they have one particularly dangerous skill: they cannot be detected while they reside within a mortal host.”
“I thought…” Sabine stuttered. She took in another deep breath and steadied herself. “I thought paladins could sense demons.”
 “We can…except for sareloths.” Elade pulled her left arm out of her blanket and revealed the rows of tattoos along her flesh. “These markings are infused with Aether, and they normally glow in the presence of demons. They are meant to ward off possession, but they have no effect upon a sareloth, either.”
She sighed and lied back down next to the fire. “Varess said that her ‘joining’ with the vaeyn woman had been a mutual decision, and she had no interest in harming anyone. My people didn’t believe her…but I did.”
“And so you ran away together,” Sabine reasoned. 
“Yes. I thought that fleeing to the surface would allow her—and us—to live normal lives. But everywhere we went, the humans were terrified of us. Some were openly hostile. A few months later we were ambushed by a group of humans in Tauros. They had no idea she was a demon; they just believed we were both vaeyn monsters and therefore worthy of abuse and punishment.” Elade grit her teeth and swallowed the lump rising in her throat. “They raped her to death.”
Sabine covered her mouth as she recoiled in horror, and Elade immediately regretted mentioning any of this at all. She had long ago learned to keep the past buried where it belonged, and she had no idea why she’d chosen to share any of this with a teenage human she barely knew. The Crell poison must have addled her mind as well as her body. 
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything,” Elade murmured.
Sabine continued to tremble. “I-I don’t know what to say. It’s so awful…”
Elade nodded silently and let out a deep breath. “I was rescued by a Knight of the Last Dawn, and he took me in and trained me as a paladin. Many within the order disagreed with his decision. They didn’t believe a ‘dark elf’ should be allowed to join them.” She winced and reopened her eyes. “Perhaps they were right.”
Sabine shuffled nervously in her blankets. This all had to be incredibly overwhelming for her, and Elade once again chastised herself for not keeping her mouth shut. She had never been one to indulge in self-pity or wallow in regret, but ever since Tevek’s death she felt like there was a specter looming just over her shoulder. Something had changed deep inside her…and not for the better.
Sighing, Elade brushed a strand of silver-white locks from her eyes. “You should get some sleep. If we set out at first light, there’s a chance we can reach the fort by nightfall.”
“But you’re the one who’s hurt,” Sabine replied. “I-I can stay up and—”
“It’s all right,” Elade soothed. “I slept most of the day, and vaeyn don’t require much rest. I’ll be fine.”
For a moment, it seemed like the girl might actually protest, but instead she nodded sheepishly and tucked herself deeper into her blankets. Elade watched her in silence, and as the hours ticked by she slowly rebuilt her mental vault. The memories were even more intractable than usual, but eventually she managed to lock them away. Most of them, at least. 
Over the last several years, she had slowly begun to forgive herself for Varess’s death. They’d had no choice but to leave Sulinor and the comforting darkness of the underworld, after all, and she couldn’t have possibly been prepared for the intensity of the vitriol they’d faced from the humans above. They’d been ambushed and badly outnumbered, and even her shadow knight training hadn’t been enough to save them.
Still, a part of her believed she should have been better prepared. She’d been an Unbound and a master swordswoman; a dozen random thugs should have never been able to get the best of her, not even from surprise. The regret and humiliation had driven her to train even harder with the Last Dawn, and while her channeling abilities remained somewhat middling, physically she was in the best condition of her life. If Varess had been with her today, Elade would have been able to protect her against almost anything. 
But Varess wasn’t with her today, and neither was Tevek. She hadn’t been able to save her rescuer from the Crell or from his own people. That memory—that failure—refused to fade away…and she wasn’t sure she wanted it to. 
Nestling herself up against a nearby tree, Elade settled in and waited for morning. 
 
***
 
Dawn came without a fuss, and Elade and Sabine picked up their camp and set out before the sun had fully emerged from the horizon. For the first part of the day the roads were almost completely clear, and yet again they weren’t stopped or harassed by anyone. Once they closed within a dozen miles of the fort, however, things slowly began to change. Farmers, merchants, and travelers from all across southwestern Solaria had been trickling towards Amberwood for months, even when the roads had been covered in snow. But now that the weather had started to improve—and the Crell had started to advance—the trickle had rapidly transformed into a flood. 
Fortunately, Elade felt well enough today to take the reins, and she led them off the road and through the fields to avoid any potentially awkward encounters. She doubted that any of the refugees would actually attempt to harm them, but desperate and terrified people were unpredictable, and she saw no reason to press the issue so long as they could avoid it. 
They reached Amberwood with barely an hour of daylight to spare, and the fort was every bit as beleaguered as Elade had been led to believe: the main gates were closed, and hundreds upon hundreds of refugees had set up camp outside the walls, presumably in the hopes of eventually gaining entry. But Amberwood wasn’t a hybrid city like Garos in the north; it was a pure military outpost designed to hold the Kiridal River from any foreign armies who hoped to march on Celenest. The soldiers within simply didn’t have the space or resources to handle a flood of homeless villagers. 
“It doesn’t look like they’re letting anyone in,” Sabine whispered. 
“I’ll get us inside,” Elade promised, pulling the cowl of her cloak more tightly around her face as she scanned the distant battlements. Sabine was nestled in front of her in the saddle almost like a child, and given their rather extreme height difference she wouldn’t have been surprised if onlookers leapt to that conclusion. “I just need to get a message to General Iouna—one of the Alliance soldiers should be able to help.”
She gently maneuvered their horse through the fringes of the camp, but after the various refugees turned and shot them venomous glares, she wondered if her confidence might have been misplaced. It was entirely possible that Highlord Alric had sent missives to the various local commanders, and he could have convinced them to clap her in irons and drag her back to Calhara…
Thankfully, her fears were quickly dispelled. One of the Solarian priests was tending to the sick and wounded within the camps, and the instant he spotted her he charged forward and waved her down. 
“Dame Devarath!” he exclaimed as if he knew her. “Her Majesty was hoping you would return to us.” 
Elade forced a tight smile. “I need to speak with General Iouna. Is he here?”
“Yes, he’s inside the command tower,” the priest said, his eyes flicking to Sabine as if he had only just noticed her. “I’ll let the two of you in immediately—this way.”
He escorted them over to the gate, and by the time they arrived they had accumulated an escort of no less than ten Solarian soldiers. Under different circumstances she might have been concerned, but it was obvious these men weren’t here to keep an eye on her—they were here to dissuade any of the refugees from attempting to enter the fort behind her. 
 “You really can’t find space for these people?” Elade asked the priest as the gate cranked open. 
“I wish,” he whispered, glancing back over his shoulder. “More arrive every day, and if the Crell push through the Darrowmere I have no idea what we’ll do.” He shook his head. “Her Majesty has been attempting to requisition more supplies from the provinces in the northeast, but the councilors have been…hesitant.”
Elade nodded in silent understanding. Many in the Alliance Council had opposed Krystia the moment she’d taken the throne, both due to her young age and the fact she was Unbound. Solarian culture was every bit as hostile to their kind as the Last Dawn, and Elade was still a bit surprised that none of the provincial lords had gone to Highlord Alric for support against the throne. Realistically, the Crell might not even need their Breakers or dragons to win this war—they could just wait for the Alliance to disintegrate under the weight of its own politics. 
They had barely made it inside the gate by the time Darius and his ever-present entourage rushed forward to greet her. She hadn’t seen him since his near death at Garos, but he looked as handsome as ever in his white-gold Legion General epaulets and jacket. His blue eyes glittered with barely-contained joy as he struck a balance between decorum and speed. 
“Dame Devarath,” he said as he approached, his voice laced with a formality he would assuredly drop the moment they had some privacy. “Thank Sol you’re alive.”
“You should thank this one instead,” Elade replied, patting Sabine on the shoulder. “She’s the only reason I made it this far.”
Darius blinked. “Truly? Then you have my thanks, miss…?”
“S-Sabine, General,” the girl stuttered. 
“She’s an Izarian conscripted by the Crell after the initial invasion,” Elade explained. “I would appreciate it if you make room for her somewhere—she could use some food and water.”
“Of course,” Darius said, offering a hand to help Sabine off the horse. “The priests will take care of you, my dear. Any friend of Dame Devarath is a friend of Solaria.”
The girl looked back over her shoulder nervously, but Elade placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “You can trust them. I’ll come and check on you later, all right?”
Sabine nodded anxiously and almost looked like she might refuse, but after a few seconds she turned and allowed the priests to lead her into the fort. She glanced back over her shoulder several times, and Elade offered her most reassuring smile.
“I never expected you to arrive with a friend,” Darius commented. “I never expected you to arrive at all, actually. I feared the next time I’d see you would be after my men found your corpse in the wild.”
Elade dismounted as gingerly as she could. One of the soldiers took the reins of her horse, and Darius leapt forward to help her maintain her balance. 
“Gods, I had no idea you were injured,” he stammered. “I can have the priests—”
“I’ll be fine,” she soothed, squeezing his arm. “I was ambushed by Zarul agents in Lirisfal, and they poisoned me with something.”
His brow furrowed. “Poison? Then we should definitely get you to the infirmary as quickly as possible. We can save the questions until after you’re feeling better.”
Elade smiled at him despite herself. For months now she had dreaded her inevitable return to civilization; she didn’t want to have to answer questions about her exodus or why she hadn’t simply stayed and fought with the Legion. But somehow, looking up into the bright blue eyes of an old friend washed all her latent doubts and fears away. 
“All right,” she said. “Lead the way.”
 
***
 
“Have you ever been so happy to be wrong?”
Darius blinked out of his reverie and glanced back over his shoulder to the man standing behind him. “What?”
Major Lennox smiled. “A few days ago, you were convinced we’d never see her again, and now here she is right on your doorstep.”
“Ah,” Darius grunted. He’d been trying his best to hide his relief from the rest of his command staff, but he should have known it wouldn’t work on a man as cagey as Lennox. “Yes, this is a tremendous boon for us. With her help, we have a much better chance of holding the line whenever the Crell finally attack. Assuming I can convince her to stay, anyway…”
“If you can handle the Lord’s Council, I’m sure you can handle an old friend,” Lennox told him. “Unless your relationship was different than I’ve been lead to believe…?”
Darius turned and scowled. “We’re old comrades from Serogar and Garos, nothing more. And you know very well I’m betrothed to the queen.”
“My apologies if I overstepped my bounds,” the older man said with a half-bow. The knowing smirk on his face, however, didn’t go anywhere. “In any event, I’ll leave the two of you to chat. I’ll be in the command tower if you need me—our griffon scouts are set to report in any time.”
“I’ll stop by in a few hours, then. Dismissed.”
Lennox turned on a heel and left, and Darius brought a hand to his forehead and sighed. Nothing could undermine a commander’s credibility faster than rumors about his romantic interests, and he made a mental note to reinforce that point with the major later. Lennox didn’t seem like the gossiping type, but in a military fort filled with telepathic priests, one could never be too careful. 
All told, the priests spent the better part of an hour tending to Elade, and afterwards she drew a bath and cleaned up before meeting Darius in his office. He’d expected her to suit back up in her armor, considering how rarely he had seen her without it, but instead she’d just tossed on a simple tunic and pants. She had also left her white hair down for once, and it was still damp and sparkling by the time she glided through his door. 
“The healers promise me you’ll be fine,” he said, standing and smiling. “I think they were a little amazed that anyone survived an ambush by the Zarul.”
“I was lucky,” Elade admitted with a shrug. He offered her a hand, but instead of shaking it she leaned in and hugged him. “It’s good to see you, Darius. You look well.”
“So do you…now,” he replied coyly. 
She chuckled into his ear and held him close for several long moments. He’d almost forgotten how perfectly her lithe body fit into his arms, and he was belatedly thankful he hadn’t yet taken off his own armor…
Eventually she pulled away and smiled back at him, her luminous blue eyes glittering. “I’m sorry I haven’t stayed in touch, but I’m glad you’re here and not back in Celenest.”
“Until we get some more reinforcements from the northeastern provinces, we’ll have to make our stand here,” Darius said, forcing his thoughts back to the war. It wasn’t easy with her standing right in front of him. “I don’t anticipate the Crell challenging us anytime soon with most of their forces bottled up in the Darrowmere, but it’s hard to say for certain. I also didn’t expect them to take Lanesk and the surrounding garrisons so easily…” 
Elade’s smile faded, and she slid down into the chair and crossed her legs. “I eliminated as many Breakers as I could, but the Zarul are training replacements quickly…or they had a lot more standing by in Drakendaar than we ever thought.”
“The Green Coats have always been obsessed with Unbound; they’ve been gathering every rogue sorcerer they could find for years now. It shouldn’t be surprising that they finally found a use for all of them.” Darius pressed his lips into a tight line. “I’d just hoped that this breaking technique was more difficult to learn.”
She nodded pensively, a wide range of emotions flickering across her gray features. “I know you’re wondering why I left,” she whispered. 
“Everyone is wondering that,” Darius said. “Krystia and I expected you to come back after the funeral, but you never did. Then we started hearing reports about a crazy assassin flitting through the shadows and taking down entire Crell units by herself…”
“I can accomplish more fighting on my own.”
He grunted. “You don’t really expect me to believe that.”
“It’s true,” Elade insisted. “Paladins are trained to be self-sufficient, and so are shadow knights. Besides, the less I’m seen working with you, the better. Maybe there’s a chance that Highlord Alric will eventually come around and offer you support.”
“That will never happen, not as long as Krystia remains on the throne.”
Elade shrugged. “There are plenty of other factions in Torsia who will be more sympathetic to Solaria if I’m not involved. The vaeyn aren’t exactly well-regarded in this part of the world, and neither are exiled paladins.”
“You can come up with as many excuses as you want, but that’s all they are: excuses,” Darius said. “I don’t give a damn what Alric wants, and I don’t particularly care about offending a few diplomats, either. My job is to win the war, and you are the most powerful weapon in our arsenal.”
“I almost got myself killed stumbling into a Zarul trap so obvious a groll could have spotted it,” Elade muttered. “I’m not as powerful as you think.”
“You know I’m right,” he said. “And I think you owe me an honest explanation. You’ve never been the type to hide your feelings before, and you’re certainly not the type to run from trouble. So what’s going on?”
“I told you: I work better alone. I’m not a Solarian soldier, and you can’t give me orders.”
“I don’t care about giving you orders,” Darius said, reaching across the table to touch her arm. “I care about you. What’s going on?”
Elade stared down at his hand for a moment, her vaeyn eyes glimmering, before she abruptly stood and pulled away. “I’ll be heading out again soon, but I’d appreciate it if you looked after Sabine. She saved my life, and she has no love for the Crell.” 
Darius paused. He was tempted to keep pressing, but he knew better than to try and scale an iron wall. Whatever personal demons Elade was fighting, it was obviously going to take her time to fling them from her back. 
“I’ll make sure she’s taken care of,” he whispered. “You have my word.”
“Thank you,” Elade said with a forced smile. “I’ll try to get you as much information as I can about imperial troop movements in the west. They were up to something in the Lirisfal beyond just setting a trap for me, and I still want to figure out what.”
Darius nodded. “Anything you can do to help would be appreciated. But I want you to know that you’ll always be welcome here, no matter what the Highlord or anyone else says.”
“I know,” she whispered. She remained still for a long moment before leaning down across the table and kissing him on the cheek. “I need some rest. Thank you again for taking care of Sabine…and me.”
She twirled around and left the room, and Darius stared at the closed door for several silent minutes before finally standing and rubbing a hand across his face. As much as he wanted to chase her down, he knew it would be a mistake. He would give her some time before confronting her again. And he had a meeting to attend with Lennox. 
Taking a deep breath, Darius pushed open the door and returned to the tower war room. 
 



Chapter Ten
 
“Winning independence is hard. Keeping it is even harder.”
—The Elashi Rebellion by Gideon Farek, Solipean scholar, 1997 A.G.
 
“It’s amazing how much difference a few hundred miles makes,” Jason commented as he and the others finally approached the gates of Bal’Aqui, known to most of the world as “Freedom Port.” Crossing the Talisham border had been relatively painless, though in retrospect they probably shouldn’t have been surprised. The Pah and his Al’Rasaad agents were far more concerned with who entered their nation than who left it. “Better weather, nicer travelers…”
“Prettier scenery, too,” Tam added. 
Selvhara cocked a silver eyebrow at him. “The architecture is virtually the same as in Shanizaar. Bal’Aqui was a Talishite city just twenty years ago.”
“He’s talking about the women,” Sarina muttered. “You’ll notice that his tongue is hanging halfway down his chin.”
“I would think you’d be happier,” Tam replied with a shrug. “You don’t have to dress up like a man just to walk outside. But considering how you prefer to dress like a man most of the time anyway…”
She punched him in the shoulder, though her expression was playful. Mostly. “I’m just surprised you haven’t sprinted off to find one of the whorehouses yet.”
“All things in good time. If you promise not to hit anyone, you’re welcome to come along. I’m sure we can find you a handsome Borden brute with big arms and a skull full of bricks. That is what Asgardian girls like, right?”
“Behave, children,” Selvhara admonished. “The Elashi appreciate travelers, but they don’t suffer fools.”
Gor grunted. “Then perhaps you and I should leave the others here while we look around.”
“Good idea.”
Jason rolled his eyes but smiled. After almost two weeks cooped up in a foreign city and another few days trudging through the desert, everyone in the group was on edge. They needed to find a nice inn and separate for a few hours before continuing their search, otherwise he feared their gentle barbs might devolve into actual punches. 
He nudged his sadrix into line behind the numerous merchant caravans attempting to enter the main gates, and the others followed his lead. Freedom Port was the de facto capital of the young nation of Elashi, and the city’s close proximity to Crell and Izaria, not to mention its central location on the Gulf of Zunlai, had made it one of the most important trading hubs in all of Talisham for the better part of the last five centuries. Then a few decades ago, everything had changed. A young woman named Khalina
had mysteriously Ascended, and she had led a group of mostly female rebels in a long battle against the oppressive regime of the Pah. Her followers had targeted Freedom Port early on, and after nearly two years of bloody fighting on the docks and streets, they had eventually claimed Bal’Aqui as their own. 
Jason had only been a boy at the time, of course, but his mother had devoured any and all news about the uprising. The Galvian nobility had viewed the Elashi in a very positive light; they’d seen Talisham as the last of the ancient Torsian empires still mired by absurd social traditions. Interestingly enough, however, it had been the Crell—not the Solarians—who had played a vital role in Khalina’s success. While the Alliance and its isolationist Council had decided that Talisham simply “wasn’t their problem,” the Sovereigns had pounced on the opportunity to create a new trading partner in the southwest. The Zarul had secretly supplied the insurgents with Aether-infused arms and armor, and as a result they retained a considerable amount of influence over the current regime. 
Today, Elashi was both independent and wealthy, though Queen Khalina still relied heavily upon foreign support to defend her borders. One of these days, Jason was certain the Talishites would try their luck attacking Bal’Aqui again…and the longer the war between Crell and Solaria raged on, the sooner that day would come. 
“You sure you’re all right?” Sarina asked Tam after they’d shuffled the rest of their sadrixi into line. “You still look pale.”
“I’m fine,” he insisted. “Sel said there’s nothing wrong with me.”
The druid leaned closer and placed her hand on his arm. After glancing about to ensure no one was watching, she channeled a current of healing energy into his body. “You’re still weak, but I cannot determine the cause.”
“Perhaps your whore gave you a lasting present after all,” Gor commented.
“That’s not funny,” Selvhara scolded. 
“It wasn’t meant to be.”
“I probably just need to sleep on a real bed and drink some fresh water,” Tam said, glaring at the chagari. “It’s no big deal.”
Jason didn’t believe him, and he doubted anyone else did, either. They had never encountered an illness that Selvhara’s healing skills couldn’t treat, let alone identify, but he reminded himself that the Aether wasn’t truly “magical.” It was mysterious and powerful and wondrous to be sure, but it wasn’t literally magic. Selvhara couldn’t waggle her finger and cure every ailment any more than Tam could waggle his and burn down a whole city. 
“Why don’t you give it a try?” Sarina asked after a few minutes. The line into the city, notably, had yet to move an inch. “You’re the one with the Immortal living inside your head.”
“Perhaps we shouldn’t announce that fact to the entire city,” Jason said through clenched teeth. None of the nearby merchants seemed to be paying them undue attention, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. Just because Elashi was an independent nation didn’t mean Zarul agents weren’t crawling all over it. 
“Sorry,” she said, her cheeks flushing ever-so-slightly in embarrassment. “But you managed to restore Sel’s Ascendant bond back when we were in Celenest, and you’ve been practicing other healing techniques for months. Maybe you can figure out a way to help him.”
“I appreciate the sudden and seemingly random concern for my health,” Tam muttered, “but I told you I’m fine. Really.”
“Let’s wait until we’re actually inside the city before trying anything,” Jason said. “I’m sure we won’t have to wait much longer.”
He was wrong. They spent the better part of six hours standing in line, and by the time the sun went down Jason half-expected Gor to leap off his sadrix and start scaling the walls with his bare claws. But once they were finally allowed to approach the gate, he realized what was causing the holdup: the Elashi guards had been almost entirely replaced by Crell soldiers. 
“This isn’t good,” Tam murmured as their sadrixi shuffled forward. “What the hell are the Crell doing here? Was Elashi conquered when we weren’t looking?”
“It’s more likely the Queen asked for help,” Sarina said, her eyes narrowing. “Or she was ‘convinced’ to accept additional security with the war going on.”
“We’re a long way from the front lines.”
“Yes, but the Sovereigns are probably paranoid about the Talishites taking advantage of the war and invading.”
Jason nodded as a fresh knot of tension twisted inside his stomach. “Smugglers have also used Bal’Aqui to funnel weapons and supplies into Izaria for years. The few remaining rebel groups might have decided to test their luck with most of the country’s troops pressing into Solaria.”
“Regardless, it’s unlikely they’re looking for us specifically,” Selvhara said, tightening the cowl of her cloak and pulling a veil over her face. “We’re just travelers without any valuable cargo.”
“Other than gold and gemstones,” Gor grumbled. He clutched covetously at the heavy bags dangling off his mount. “They had best not look too closely.”
“We’ll be fine,” Jason soothed, wishing he meant it. “Just relax.”
This time, however, he was mostly right. The Crell rummaged through their belongings more fervently than he would have liked, but the group wasn’t hauling anything overtly illegal or incriminating. He had sold the rest of their haul from Malacross’s tomb in Shanizaar, and all they had left was gold and supplies. The soldiers scowled at Gor—they obviously weren’t fond of free chagari—but Elashi law explicitly forbid any form of slavery. Thankfully, the Crell weren’t willing to push the issue, and ten minutes later the group was finally able to enter the city. 
“We should head into the heart of the city before finding an inn,” Selvhara suggested. “It should make our search a bit easier.”
“Speaking of, can you still sense that magic trail?” Sarina asked. 
The druid shook her head. “No, there are too many other auras here. The city is filled with Aether-infused arms and armor as well as the queen’s own Bound channelers. Imagine tracking a stag through the mud during a torrential downpour—the prints are washed away nearly the instant they’re created.”
“That depends on the terrain, but I get your point,” Sarina said. “What about you, Demigod? Can you sense anything?”
Jason closed his eyes and fought back the flash of annoyance. Apparently she just couldn’t help picking away at this wound over and over. “I sense something, but it’s more like a tremor than an echo now.”
“Is that good or bad?”
“I don’t know, but it probably means we’re getting close. The demon must be here in the city.”
“If it’s a demon,” Tam said. “I’m still leaning towards it being an Unbound, possibly Crell. It looks like they have a whole garrison in the city, and he could be delivering the Eye to them.”
“We can speculate all we want later,” Jason said, raising a hand. “Right now we need to find an inn and relax for the evening.”
Sarina turned and studied the side of his face. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? If our quarry is already here, then we need to find him before he hops on a ship and disappears.”
“I know, but I’d rather not force a confrontation when everyone is tired and cranky. Besides, I can’t pinpoint exactly where the echo is coming from. It could take hours to narrow it down. We’ll probably have better luck asking around in the morning.”
“It’s your artifact,” she replied, shrugging. “Just don’t complain when we wake up and it’s already halfway up the coast to Borden.”
“Oh, he won’t complain—he’ll just expect us to hop in a dingy and row until we catch up,” Tam muttered. “You should know how this works by now.”
Jason did his best to ignore them as he maneuvered through the crowded streets and into the heart of Bal’Aqui. It took longer than he expected to find an inn with multiple empty suites—much longer, in fact. The city was always filled with travelers from across Obsidian, but he was still surprised by the diversity of the clientele…and the sheer number of imperial soldiers.
“There are less Crell in Galvia,” Tam grumbled. “And the Elashi aren’t even scowling at them.”
“There’s definitely something wrong,” Selvhara agreed. “The people are on edge. Bal’Aqui wasn’t like this the last time I was here.”
“War has that effect on people,” Jason commented after he had paid for their rooms. “I’ll ask around tomorrow morning and see what I can find out, but for now everyone should try to get some rest. It’s been a long trip.”
Tam scowled as he took one of the room keys. “Please tell me you didn’t stick me in the room next to you and Sarina. The walls in this place are as thin as chagari manners.”
“It’s safer for all of us to be on the same floor together,” Jason explained as he struggled in vain not to grin. “But I’m sure if you ask nicely, Sel will conjure a sound-proof bubble around your bed.”
“Forget it—I’m way too sober to listen to the two of you maul each other. I’m going to check out one of the taverns we spotted on the way in.”
“None of us should risk traveling alone while we’re here,” Selvhara said gravely. “It’s not worth the risk.”
Tam snorted. “Well, someone needs to come and check out the brothels with me. What do you say, big guy?”
“I find the concept of leering at half-naked humans revolting,” Gor said, his lips curling up and over his fangs. “But not as revolting as listening to these two mate. Lead on.”
 
***
 
Ten minutes after arriving at the inn, the group had divided up into their rooms. Ten minutes after that, Sarina had secured the windows and door just to make sure that no one paid them an unexpected visit in the middle of the night. And ten minutes after that, she and Jason were so hot and sweaty it was almost like they were back in the desert again.
“Easy,” Jason murmured as she sank her teeth into his shoulder. “We have all night, you know.”
“The last time you said that, you fell asleep before midnight,” Sarina purred into his ear. “I’m not willing to take that chance.”
Pinning his arms to the side, she ground her hips against him until he was buried inside her to the hilt. A euphoric gasp escaped his lips even as the rest of his face winced in pain. 
“You know,” he breathed, “before I met you I had no idea Asgardian women were so demanding.”
“We know what we want, and we aren’t afraid to go after it.”
“So you do still want me, then. That’s good—for a while I was starting to wonder.”
“You have your uses. Besides, it’s not like I have many options here in this backwards country.”
Jason snorted. “You always know just what to say to make a man feel good about himself.”
“It’s not my job to coddle you,” Sarina said playfully as she tightened her grip around his wrists. “If you want something, you need to learn to take it.”
“Good advice,” he said, and with a sudden grunt of exertion he shook out of her grasp and flipped her over on her back. 
Or rather, that’s what he wanted to happen. Instead he flailed helplessly beneath her grip, and when he tried to buck his hips and knock her off, Sarina squeezed her thighs together so hard she was a bit surprised she didn’t snap him in half. 
“Come on, aren’t you supposed to be a demigod?” she taunted. “Show me what you have.”
She fully expected him to redouble his efforts and eventually knock her over. He was actually stronger than her, at least in the upper body, and with his budding abilities she had no doubt that he could fling her across the room if he really wanted to. But instead of playing her game, he stopped resisting all together. 
“What’s wrong with you?” he asked. “You’ve had a spear up your ass ever since we reached Shanizaar.”
Sarina released her grip and sat up straight. “I don’t know, maybe it’s the fact I’ve been treated like a slave for the past two weeks? How would you like it if you had to stay inside all day or dress up in three layers of clothing before going outside?”
“It’s more than that,” Jason said. “You’ve hardly spoken a single word these past few days without mocking me.”
“You’re very mockable, what can I say?”
“I’m being serious.”
“So am I,” Sarina growled. She swore under her breath before sliding off of him and hopping onto the floor. “By the bloody void, you’re prissier than an Izarian debutante sometimes. Why can’t you just shut the fuck up and stop overthinking everything for once?”
“Why can’t you just answer my question?”
“If you really want to know, you could just peek into my mind.”
“I don’t do that anymore. You know that.”
“Right,” she grumbled. “How could I forget?”
The awkward silence lingered for almost a minute before Jason finally sat upright and sauntered up behind her. Sarina stood stiffly, arms crossed, her eyes flicking between the fireplace and the room’s only mirror. Beads of sweat still glimmered on her bare skin, and her long, barely-intact ponytail dangled halfway down her back. She hadn’t bothered to chop off her hair since she’d abandoned her Asgardian-style dreadlocks a few months ago. 
“I feel useless,” she whispered. “Between you and Tam and Sel, I don’t even know what I’m doing here.”
“What do you mean?” Jason asked, placing his hands on her shoulders. “You’re our friend. I also happen to love you.”
“So pity, then. Great.”
He sighed. “That’s not what I meant. You’re part of the team whether you can channel or not. The same is true with Gor.”
“Gor is three times as strong and ten times as intimidating.”
“Clearly you’ve never seen yourself when you’re angry…”
Sarina whirled around and glared at him. “This isn’t funny. I have no idea what the hell is happening to you, but I do know that wherever you’re going I won’t be able to follow. It’s…”
“Terrifying?” he whispered. “Trust me, I know. Sometimes I wonder if I’ll wake up one day and be a completely different person.”
“I’ve seen it happen before. When my cousin claimed the throne, most of the family became shaman. The powers changed them almost immediately. After just a few weeks, I barely recognized any of them.”
Jason nodded. “I know you’ve been worrying about that for a while, but I haven’t changed yet.”
“Yes, you have,” Sarina told him. “It was bad enough back when it was just Sel and Tam yammering on about the Aether, but now it seems like that’s every other word out of your mouth, too. I have no idea what in the Void you’re talking about half the time.”
“I wish I could show you this new world,” he murmured. “If I were a normal Ascendant, I could grant you power…but I’m not.”
Sarina swallowed heavily and turned around. His brown eyes glimmered in the moonlight, and his hair remained tussled and plastered against his forehead. “Couldn’t you, though?”
Jason frowned. “Immortals can’t grant humans power and never could. It’s the Unbound Ascendants who—”
“I don’t mean magic,” she interrupted. “But couldn’t you show me the rest? Couldn’t you let me feel what you feel?”
He studied her for a long moment. “You mean telepathically.”
“Yes.”
“I…I could, I think,” he said, his brow furrowing in confusion. “But I thought you hated the whole idea of telepathy. You just said how much the Aether changed your family.”
“I do hate it,” Sarina whispered. “But there’s also nothing I can do to stop it. You are going to change, one way or another…and I might as well try to understand it.”
Jason nodded slowly, and after another few moments of silence he reached out and gently pushed their heads together. At first, nothing happened. The only sensations she could feel were the throbbing of his pulse and the heaving of his lungs, and she began to wonder if the technique might not work after all. But then a flood of memories and images abruptly poured into her mind. Her knees buckled and her breath caught in her throat…
And suddenly she understood. 
The entire world around her changed. The laughter and song in the tavern below sharpened into more than just background clamor; she could sense real people behind the words, minds and thoughts and consciousness that were all alike and yet somehow unique. She could sense the bustle of Bal’Aqui beyond the walls, from the Crell soldiers on the streets to the thousands of regular civilians in their homes. And most powerfully of all, she could feel Jason standing right next to her—not just his warmth and smell and breath, but him. All of him. 
“Easy,” he warned. “Just focus on my voice or you’ll be overwhelmed.”
Sarina tried desperately to swallow, but it was like she no longer had control of her own body. She could only imagine a deaf person hearing the world for the first time and having no way to filter out or identify the new sounds assaulting her ears. Every time she attempted to focus on one mind, one voice, her consciousness was pulled in an entirely different direction…and after a few more seconds, she was struggling to even breathe. 
“Focus on me,” Jason repeated. “Just me, nothing else…”
With his guidance, she reined in her wayward senses and concentrated solely on the man pressed against her. She thought she’d known him well before…but now that she could actually touch his mind, she realized she had only just begun to scratch the surface. 
“I don’t want to overwhelm you,” he whispered. “You remember how difficult it was for me to adapt at first. I can stop this whenever you want…”
“No,” Sarina begged, squeezing his arms. “Please, don’t…”
She leaned forward and kissed him. As always, she could taste the passion on his lips and tongue…but for the first time she could also taste her own. It was as if she were in both bodies at once; she could feel the warmth of his hands as they curled around her waist, and she could also feel the sensation in his fingertips as he caressed the smoothness of her own skin. It was both bizarre and wonderful at the same time…and she absolutely did not want him to stop. 
Wrapping her arms around his neck, Sarina dragged him down onto the bed. He slipped back inside her, and she lost herself within the power of their shared minds. 
 
 



Chapter Eleven
 
“Some secrets are best left unspoken. Some treasures are best left unfound.”
—Marcus Hitchens, Galvian Historian, 1993 A.G. 
 
Morning had already melted into afternoon by the time Jason and Sarina stumbled out of bed, and during their quick, mutual bath they scolded themselves and each other for sleeping in so late. Not that either of them would have traded last night’s experience for anything. Back before the battle at Garos, they had finally come to terms with their years apart, but it wasn’t until last night that he felt as though they had come to terms with their new identities. A part of him wanted to immediately touch minds with her again and see where the sensations would lead them, but he knew they couldn’t afford to withdraw from the world again. Unless they wanted to waste several months of searching and travel, they needed to get to work. 
After all, they had no guarantee that the mysterious owner of the Eye would stay in Freedom Port, and the longer they postponed their search the more likely their quarry would flee through the eastern city gates or even hop on a ship and disappear into the ocean. But whenever Jason took a few moments to concentrate, he could still sense the strange Aetheric echo at the very edge of his consciousness.
One way or another, this “demon” was here in the city. The question was whether or not it was still in possession of the Eye.   
After scarfing down an embarrassingly large and surprisingly delicious breakfast, the group set off into the heart of town to continue their search. Less than two hours later, Jason knew exactly where they needed to go…and why Bal’Aqui was so different than he’d expected. 
“Evidently Queen Khalina decided to sign an alliance with the Crell,” Jason told the others after finishing a conversation with one of the local merchants. “Imperial soldiers are now garrisoned inside every Elashi city.”
“An alliance?” Sarina stammered. “The Crell don’t ‘ally’ with anyone—they conquer.”
“Not this time, apparently. The specific terms haven’t been made public, of course, but it’s not hard to figure out the basics. The Elashi get the benefit of imperial soldiers guarding their border against the increasingly aggressive Talishites, and the Crell gain access to one of the most important ports in Torsia.”
“There has to be more to it,” Selvhara whispered. “The Elashi have been fiercely independent ever since they declared their freedom. The Crell must have forced the queen’s hand somehow.”
Jason shrugged. “Maybe, but most of the locals don’t seem all that concerned about it. The merchant class doesn’t, anyway—imperial soldiers mean safer trade routes and more customers.”
“What’s good for the merchants is rarely good for anyone else,” Sarina grumbled. She crossed her arms and scowled at a Crell patrol a block to the east. The black-armored soldiers were a stark contrast against Bal’Aqui’s vibrant colors and fashion. “I always thought the Sovereigns would have to take this place by force. “
“Yeah, well, maybe we shouldn’t advertise our disapproval,” Tam scolded. “You’re drawing more attention than Gor at this point.”
“We should get off the main streets regardless,” Jason said before Sarina could snipe back. For once, Tam was right—they were attracting an uncomfortable number of curious glances. The locals might have been used to travelers from all across the world, but a free chagari and a towering Asgardian huntress were still rare sights. If Selvhara hadn’t been able to hide her faeyn features behind a cloak so easily, he had a feeling they’d have already been arrested by the Crell… “I know where we need to go—this way.”
They dipped in and out of a half dozen alleyways, and a few minutes later they approached the city’s sprawling docks. Once he was certain no one was following them, Jason took in a deep breath and stretched out his senses as far as he could. 
“There are still too many enchanted items in the city for me to track down the Eye’s trail,” Selvhara told him. “The docks are just as bad as the market plaza, possibly worse. Did one of those merchants give you a specific lead?”
He shook his head. “No, but it doesn’t matter. I can still sense the demon’s wake…and we’re getting closer.”
“Let’s just hope Malacross isn’t playing tricks on you,” Tam grumbled. “Accidently busting down the door of an imperial garrison will make getting home a lot more difficult. If they figure out who we are, we could end up in the gallows.”
Jason turned and studied his old friend. Tam was clutching his arms together like he was freezing, and his skin was getting paler by the day. “Are you sure you’re all right?”
“Huh? Yeah, sure, I’m just great,” Tam mumbled. “I’d just really like to get this over with so we can hop on a boat and get the hell out of here.”
Selvhara clutched her hand around his arm, and the air tingled with healing magic. “Your condition is worsening.”
“Thanks for the update, I hadn’t noticed,” he growled as he jerked his arm away. “That breakfast sausage probably just isn’t agreeing with my stomach. Now where is this demon thief of yours?”
Jason was tempted to stop and demand a more elaborate explanation. It had been nearly four days now since Tam had first started showing symptoms, and Selvhara’s inability to cure him was truly troubling. But it didn’t seem like there was anything else they could do about it right now, and the faster they got their hands on the Eye the faster they could get out of here and relax. Perhaps a few days of real bed-rest would make a difference…
“Come on,” Jason beckoned. “The wake leads this way.”
After a few more twists and turns through the alleyways, they arrived in the northern section of the docks. Just like in Lyebel, most of Bal’Aqui’s large shipping warehouses appeared to be consolidated into a single district, and the trail led them right up to a massive twenty-foot tall, hundred-foot wide building that looked old enough to have been built by the last Talishite regime. The surrounding streets were empty, and the complete lack of guards instantly made the hairs on the back of Jason’s neck stand at attention. 
“This is a perfect place for a trap,” Sarina mumbled under her breath. She hadn’t drawn her weapon yet, thankfully, but her fingers kept twitching towards the longbow on her back.  
“Your grasp of the obvious is truly staggering,” Gor growled back. “It’s no wonder Asgardian hunters are revered across Torsia.”
Sarina shot him a cold glare. “I’m just saying that something doesn’t feel right about this. Are you certain about this magic trail of yours? Maybe the Crell identified us and decided to lead us into an ambush.”
“Unless they’re coordinating with this demon, I’m not sure how that would be possible,” Jason said, taking in a deep breath and stretching out his senses one last time. The vibrations of the Aetheric echo were unmistakable. “This is definitely the place. The demon is inside, and the Eye might be as well.”
“I wouldn’t put it past the Imperium to work with anyone, even demons,” Sarina said. “They could have hired a warlock. Galivar’s blood, the garrison commander could be a warlock, for all we know.”
Jason pursed his lips in thought. This did feel like a trap, but he wasn’t willing to just turn and walk away. Not now, not after they had come so far. He couldn’t afford to give their competition any more time. The instant the Eye was loaded onto a boat, it would be out of his reach forever. His father would remain hidden, and this entire trip would have been for nothing. 
“The Eye is here, and we’re going to find it,” he said after a moment. “But that doesn’t mean we have to charge in with swords drawn. Let’s split up and come at the warehouse from different angles. If this is a Crell trap, we might as well make springing it as hard as possible.”
“An excellent plan, other than the fact that no one else will be able to see this demon of yours,” Gor muttered. “The rest of us will be useless.”
 “Sel and Tam should be able to spot him since I taught them the technique,” Jason said. “We can send one channeler with each group. Tam and Gor: loop around to the other side of the building and smash in the opposite door. Sel: fly Sarina up with you and perch on top. You should be able to blast and shoot down through that massive hole in the roof if necessary.”
“Wait a second,” Sarina interrupted, her hand gripping onto his shoulder. “We’re not leaving you alone.”
He flashed her a coy smile. “I’m the demigod, remember? I’ll be fine.”
“You’re also carrying a divine spark that every madman in Torsia wants to get his hands on,” Selvhara reminded him. “We should approach together.”
Jason shook his head and sheathed himself in a mantle of Aetheric energy just like Sel had taught him. “I’ll be fine. Trust me.”
“Your confidence is truly inspiring,” Gor grumbled. He grabbed Tam’s arm and pulled him away. “Let’s go, little wizard.”
The two of them vanished into another alley as they maneuvered around the warehouse. Sarina and Sel, on the other hand, didn’t so much as flinch. 
“This is a mistake,” Sarina said. “I should stay with you.”
“You’ll have a much better firing angle from up top,” Jason told her. “Besides, we need someone to peek inside and make certain there’s not a whole battalion of Crell soldiers inside.”
“I can handle that on my own,” Selvhara said, glancing between the two of them. “You two stay together.”
Without waiting for a reply, she conjured a burst of wind beneath her feet and vaulted up on top of the closest building. Somehow, her robes managed to remain completely still the whole time, and after a few more seconds the stream of air shifted and carried her sideways until she landed atop the warehouse. 
“One of these days she’s going to have to teach me how to do that,” Jason whispered. 
“Let’s get into position,” Sarina said, tugging gently at his arm. “Maybe we’ll catch this demon napping.”
Nodding, Jason followed her around to the building’s main entrance. The vibrations from the strange Aetheric echo intensified the closer he approached, and another warning tingle shuddered down his spine when he noticed that the door wasn’t even locked. 
“Has Sel spotted anything yet?” Sarina asked, unclasping her bow and settling into a half crouch a few feet from the entrance. 
Gritting his teeth, Jason unsheathed his sword and stretched out with his mind. Sel?
I am in position, she replied directly into his thoughts. Other than a handful of crates and barrels,
the warehouse appears to be completely empty.
Appears to be? Tam piped in. 
I can still detect the demon’s presence as well as several other Aetheric echoes, but I cannot pinpoint the sources of any of them. Do you sense them as well?
More or less.
Jason’s brow furrowed. What does that mean?
I’m having a hard time sensing anything, Tam admitted. I must be sicker than I thought…
You should stay put, then, Selvhara said. Somehow even her mental voice was laced with motherly concern. Perhaps we should all fall back and wait a while. 
“What’s going on?” Sarina asked. “I can’t read minds unless you’re touching me, you know. 
Jason grimaced. “Sel doesn’t see anything inside, but we can both sense the demon and the Eye. She suggests we wait a while and see what happens.”
“But you want to charge right in.”
“I want answers,” Jason said, thrusting out a hand and conjuring a spark of lightning into his palm. “And it’s time to go and get some.”
He reared back and kicked open the door. Despite Selvhara’s assurances, he fully expected a pack of demons—or at the very least some regular Crell soldiers—to come charging outward. But the only thing waiting for them was ominous silence.
“Subtle,” Sarina muttered from over his shoulder. “You might make a decent Asgardian after all.”
Biting down on his lip, Jason stepped inside and attempted to track the Aetheric echo to its source. The vibrations seemed to be everywhere at once, almost like he’d walked into a metal chamber two seconds after someone had bashed the wall with a gong. 
I assume that was you who bashed in the door, Tam said. You want us to come in?
You might as well. Just be careful—I don’t see anyone, but there’s definitely a presence here.
A few seconds later he heard the crunch of wood from across the warehouse, and fresh beams of sunlight blasted in from the opposite side as Tam and Gor joined them. Again no one leapt out to confront them, and Jason grimaced in confusion as he peered between the crates and barrels along the northern wall. 
“Are you sure you’ll be able to see the demon?” Sarina murmured. She had an arrow nocked and ready. “Because I’d rather not be clawed to death by an invisible monster.”
“You have nothing to worry about, Lady Zharrs of Asgardia,” a deep, bellowing voice echoed off the walls. “There are no demons here, I assure you.”
Jason dropped down into a crouch and whipped his head back and forth in an attempt to pinpoint the mysterious speaker. Out of the corner of his eye he caught a flicker of movement from the shadows along the opposite wall, and he pulled Sarina protectively behind him. 
“Stay right where you are,” Jason warned, electricity arcing dangerously between his hands. “We have this building surrounded.”
The shadows stirred almost like they were a living creature, and a tall, broad figure adorned in simple white robes emerged from the darkness. He was unarmed and unarmored, but the aura of power radiating from his body was almost blinding. 
“Yes, I know,” the man said, his voice preternaturally calm. “I’m glad you decided to bring your companions with you. We have much to discuss.”
An instant later, the rest of the group rushed into position. Gor and Tam stormed inside from the other doorway, the former having drawn his weapons and the later having summoned Aetheric flame to his palms. Above them, Selvhara floated down from the hole in the roof, a crackling band of electricity coiling around her like a serpent. 
“Who are you?” Sarina demanded. “And where in the Void did you come from?”
“My name is Dathiel, and I have been waiting in this city for several days now.” He pulled back the cowl of his cloak to reveal a bald head framed by a neatly-trimmed beard and crowned by a pair of glimmering golden-brown eyes. If he was at all concerned by the angry-looking channelers surrounding him, his expression didn’t show it. “I have wanted to speak with you for some time, Mr. Moore. You are a genuine curiosity, the likes of which I have not seen for a very long time.”
“I’m not sure how to take that,” Jason said, attempting in vain to swallow the nervous lump rising in his throat. Dathiel’s aura seemed to grow stronger with each and every step he took. He wasn’t just radiating an Aetheric echo; he was radiating an Aetheric nexus.
And it was then, as the man came to a halt just a few yards away, that Jason finally understood. 
“Few mortal men on this world have ever attempted to carry a Godsoul within them,” Dathiel said, “and fewer still have survived the process unscathed. But you are truly unique—you have retained your own mind and memories, and my organization believes that makes you a threat. I am here to evaluate whether or not that is true.”
“Not another step closer,” Sarina warned as she drew back her bowstring. “Jason, what the hell is going on? If this is a demon, shouldn’t we attack?” 
“He’s not a demon,” Jason whispered. “He’s an Immortal.”
 
***
 
“You are widely considered a clever man, Mr. Moore,” the Immortal said. “I see your reputation is well-earned.”
Jason lowered his hands and forced himself to take a deep breath. The faces of his comrades were frozen in various states of shock and disbelief. Even the normally unflappable Gor looked stunned; the fur on his neck rippled up and down, and his tail was locked in a straight line. Jason didn’t blame him; he was still trying to work through the implications of his own epiphany. 
The power and radiance of this Dathiel’s aura made sense, given what Malacross had told him about her people. The Aether was essentially the spilled “blood” of the Immortals after their destruction during the Godswar, which meant that the Immortals themselves were walking fonts of pure Aetheric energy. The creature before him now was practically brimming over with this power.
The power of a god. 
“Anvira have mercy,” Selvhara breathed as she gently floated the rest of the way down to the floor. “How…why…?”
“That’s how we were able to track him,” Jason explained. His voice sounded like a dry croak, but considering the circumstances he was surprised it worked at all. “Demons are comprised of Aether just like the Immortals. They’re remnants of the battles and destruction of the Godswar. That’s how he was able to animate those dead bodies in the statue back in Talisham—he’s basically a living conduit of the Aether.”
“The gods are dead,” Sarina rasped. Her hands trembled, and she nearly dropped her weapon. “They were destroyed thousands of years ago.”
“Not all of them,” Jason told her. “Malacross survived inside a cube for two thousand years. Even she couldn’t rule out the possibility that others of her kind had found a way to survive.”
“Not many, but a few,” Dathiel confirmed. “And the survivors are very interested in the man who carries the spirit of their lost sister.”
“Yeah, I’ll bet they are,” Tam mumbled. His eyes flicked about the warehouse as he broke himself free of his awe-induced stasis. “Did you bring any of your Crell friends with you?”
The golden-eyed man shook his head. “I am no friend of the Crell or the Elashi, and I wish you no harm. As I said, I am here to evaluate Mr. Moore. I am an envoy of an ancient organization known as the Watchers.”
“The Order of Orias,” Jason said, nodding. He inched forward, and the hair on his arms stood and tingled as if he were standing in the middle of a thunderstorm. “The third part of the Triumvirate along with Anvira and Maeleon.”
“That is the conventional wisdom, yes. Though given your previous line of work and your more recent…transformation…I’m sure you’ve come to appreciate that conventional wisdom isn’t always reliable.”
“That’s one way to put it,” Jason grunted. For a moment, he considered trying to hide his identity or pretend he wasn’t carrying around the spirit of Malacross…but he had a feeling this man would see through any guise he attempted to wear. “Conventional wisdom states that the Ascendants are all carrying the ancient souls of your people…but that isn’t true, either.”
Dathiel smiled again. “I’m sure you’ve learned more these past few months than you ever thought possible. It has been many ages since one of the Old Gods has chosen to merge with a mortal outside of the Order.”
Jason frowned at the subtle shift in language. “So you’re not really an Immortal, then. You’re just a human host like me.”
“You almost make it sound commonplace,” Dathiel said. “We are the True Ascendants—we are the ones who share in the consciousness and power of the gods. The mortal kings are pretenders, as you now know.”
“Except that they can empower followers to channel the Aether. We cannot.”
“A talent that is more of a curse than a boon in many situations.” Dathiel waved a dismissive hand. “Regardless, you and I are the bearers of a tremendous privilege. Only a select few members of the Order are even chosen for such an honor, and you have received this gift almost entirely by accident.”
“He’s spent his whole life stumbling into rare treasures by accident,” Tam muttered. “Apparently it’s just in his nature.”
Jason took in another deep breath and once more tried to calm his nerves and think rationally. “The Immortals can’t manifest in our world without a mortal host,” he said, as much to himself as anyone else. “They’re like demons in that respect, except that apparently they’re willing to co-exist with their mortal hosts.”
“Or perhaps they are simply too weak to take over completely,” Gor suggested. He, too, seemed to have finally returned to his senses, though his tail was twitching apprehensively. “I see no reason to give them any undue credit.”
Dathiel smiled. “You are wise to be cautious, but Old Gods who chose to linger within our realm have no interest in tormenting us. They do not possess their hosts without first receiving permission, and they would not do so at all if it were not necessary for their continued survival.”
Sarina’s lip curled in disgust. “How noble of them. And what if the hosts change their minds later?”
“We know the risks, and we understand that the process is irreversible. I chose to accept this gift willingly. It was—and is—a great honor.”
“Yeah, what’s not to love about sharing your mind with crazy, ethereal beings who nearly destroyed the world a few thousand years ago,” Tam mumbled, tossing a meaningful glace at Jason. “I can’t see how anything bad could come of it.”
“The Watchers have always remained neutral in political struggles,” Selvhara put in. Her face was stoic, but Jason could see her hands trembling at her sides. “They rarely communicate with others who serve the Triumvirate, even when circumstances are dire. I only spoke with your agents a handful of times in all the years I lived in Sorthaal.”
“The Order prefers to operate in the shadows whenever possible,” Dathiel explained. “Our enemies are subtle compared to those of the Last Dawn, and we must be equally subtle in our efforts to combat them.”
“Your enemies,” Jason whispered. “You mean the Unbound.”
“Yes. Orias and his brethren brought the power of the Aether to this world, and they feel that it remains our responsibility to temper the worst abuses of its power.” His golden eyes flicked briefly to Tam, then back to Jason. “You can understand why the appearance of one of their sisters has been a cause for both joy and trepidation. Still, the fact you survived the merging process speaks to the strength of your mind and body.”
“Or he’s just really damn lucky,” Tam muttered. “That’s always been my theory.” 
Jason licked at his dry lips. “You said your purpose here was to evaluate me, but what about the Eye of the Pah? What does it have to do with any of this?”
“Finding you after your flight from Lyebel was difficult, but once we heard rumors about the discovery of a lost Talishite relic, we knew you would make your way here eventually.” Dathiel reached down into his satchel and retrieved a milky white gemstone the size of a groll’s fist. “The Order has been searching for the Eye for many centuries. As you can imagine, an artifact with its unique abilities could be very dangerous in the wrong hands.”
Or the right ones, Jason thought to himself. The idea of any organization, even ostensibly well-intentioned ones, having their hands on the Eye was downright terrifying—assuming the artifact worked the way it was supposed to. In theory, the Watchers would be able to use it to hunt down renegade Unbound anywhere in the world, including people like Tam and Elade. 
 “It’s obvious why you would want the Eye,” Jason said, clearing his throat, “but that doesn’t explain why you didn’t just wait in that statue for us to show up. If you were so interested in finding me, why not confront us immediately?”
Dathiel shrugged. “The Order wished to know the full extent of your capabilities. We still weren’t precisely certain what had happened to you, and I decided that more observation was required. Only another bearer of a Godsoul—a divine spark, as you might call it—would be capable of tracking me here to Elashi.”
Jason frowned. He didn’t buy that explanation for an instant. “You’ll have to do better than that. If you really wanted to test me, you could have just confronted me in Shanizaar or the temple or even out in the middle of the desert, but you didn’t. Why?”
Dathiel’s pleasant smile faded. “There are other factors of which you are not yet aware, but you will be soon.”
“That almost sounded like a threat,” Selvhara said, creeping forward a step. 
“Not at all,” Dathiel said. “The rest of you have nothing to fear from me, I assure you.”
“But Jason does?”
The man’s golden eyes glimmered. “I was sent here to Torsia for two reasons: to retrieve the Eye of the Pah, and to confirm the rumors that Mr. Moore was carrying a lost Godsoul. Now it is my duty to return both to Calhara.”
“I see,” Jason murmured. He shared quick but meaningful glances with the rest of his group. They had all recovered from their awe-induced paralysis, and more importantly he could tell that they all remained firmly on his side—even Gor. “And what happens to me when I get there?”
“The Order will wish to ensure the health of the Godsoul, of course,” Dathiel said. “Assuming all goes well, you will be allowed to live among us in peace. You are clearly a capable and knowledgeable host, and I’m sure we have much to learn from each other. In time, you might even choose to join us.”
“Right. And if things don’t go well?”
The man’s cheek twitched almost imperceptibly. “You must understand the gravity of the situation, Mr. Moore. Torsia will not survive this war, not without careful and precise intervention…and if it falls into chaos, all of Obsidian will surely follow. A terrible reckoning is upon us.”
“I understand the threat,” Jason said. “What I don’t understand is why I should trust you or the Watchers to handle it properly. I don’t know you, and I don’t know anything about Orias, either.”
“My lord is one of the stewards of this world, and he has protected our kind for thousands of years,” Dathiel said. “But the Godsoul you carry is of paramount importance. Precious few of the Immortals remain on this world, and we desperately need their help. I am offering you the chance to be a part of the healing process.”
“And what about the rest of us?” Sarina asked. 
“You are free to do as you wish, of course. The Godsoul is my only concern.”
“You still didn’t answer his previous question,” Selvhara said. “What happens if things don’t go well? What happens if the Godsoul is damaged?”
Dathiel turned and eyed her for a moment. “Then it will need to be extracted and healed.”
“Which will kill Jason,” Sarina said. “Right?”
“Regrettably, yes,” Dathiel admitted. “Once the merging process has begun, there is no way to stop it. The host body cannot survive.” His eyes slowly returned to focus upon Jason. “My hope is that this will not be necessary. You seem healthy, and in all likelihood you will be a suitable host.”
“Well, you make a flattering offer,” Jason said, trying not to sound overly sarcastic, “but I came here to use the Eye to track down my father. He is the threat you should be worried about, not a handful of rogue Unbound.”
“If only that were true,” Dathiel whispered. “Your father is less of a factor than he would like to believe. But he will be dealt with soon enough, I assure you. In the meantime, however, I must insist that you come with me.”
Jason stiffened, and his fingers instinctively brushed against the pommel of his sword. He feared to imagine what kind of power this man might wield. Dathiel had probably been carrying around this “Godsoul” for many years now, while Jason had only just begun to unlock his own powers. Still, it wasn’t like the rest of his group was helpless…
“And if I refuse?” he asked. 
“You would only be doing yourself a disservice,” Dathiel told him. “As I said, your father will be neutralized soon; you need not worry about him. And more to the point, there is much the Order can offer a man like you. You are a lover of knowledge, Mr. Moore—the search for the truth is your one, true passion. Our archives can provide you enough secrets and ancient stories to last a lifetime.”
“Be that as it may, I still decline your offer,” Jason said. “Sorry.”
Dathiel took a menacing step forward. “I’m afraid I must insist.”
“Insist all you like—you have your answer,” Selvhara said. She opened her left hand, and sparks of electricity began crackling in her palm. “Now please, leave.”
Dathiel didn’t even look at her. Instead he stared at Jason for a long, intense moment before finally grunting. “My Lord Orias did not believe that you could be convinced to see reason, but I insisted upon making the effort regardless. Once again I see the folly of doubting his wisdom.” He shook his head. “Very well. You and your friends may stay here if you wish—but the Godsoul is coming with me.”
And then Dathiel moved. It was the most subtle motion Jason could have imagined—a slight tilt of the chin followed by a fractional shrug of the shoulders—and then suddenly the entire world exploded in a brilliant flash of light. His companions were flung aside like leaves caught in a hurricane, and Jason himself was hoisted up off the ground and nearly crushed by an invisible fist of Aetheric energy. He tried to move—he tried to breathe—but it was as if his entire body had been shut down in the span of a single heartbeat. 
“Goodbye, Mr. Moore,” Dathiel said, his voice booming off the warehouse walls. “The Order thanks you for your service.”
 
 



Chapter Twelve
 
“Tears from the heavens,
Fires in the sky.
The spark of creation
Where gods shall die.” 
—Sebastian Gronel, Crell poet, 150 A.G.
 
A thunderous tremor shuddered through the earth, and Jason’s eyes shot open wide. His head throbbed like his skull had just been bashed in with a hammer, and his vision was so blurry he couldn’t even make out his own hand in front of his face. But after a dozen frantic gasps for air, his senses slowly began to return…and he realized he was no longer in Elashi. 
“What…?” he rasped, his voice sounding oddly distant in his own ears. He appeared to be lying down in the middle of a vast wasteland. The ground beneath him was a mixture of dried-out soil and burnished obsidian, almost like a volcano had erupted and annihilated everything for as far as the eye could see. The sky was blood red, but he saw no evidence of a sunset; in fact, he saw no evidence of a sun at all. 
For several terrifying seconds, he wondered if he had just woken up in the middle of the Void. Most religious texts described it as an endless, sprawling hellscape of one variety or another, and even though he had never given those stories much credence, he couldn’t immediately think of any other explanation for the wanton devastation and bizarre lack of a sun. But eventually he realized what was actually going on, and the truth was only slightly less terrifying. 
He was once again trapped within the walls of his own mind. 
“I assume that means I’m not really dead,” Jason whispered. “And you must be lurking around here somewhere.”
When no one responded, he placed his hands in the ashen dirt and hoisted himself to his feet. The last few times he had “spoken” with Malacross, she had conjured up verdant fields and blue skies for their chat. So either she had lost her touch with weaving mental illusions…or something was seriously wrong. 
 “We are no longer alone,” a familiar voice said from the shadows. After a few moments Malacross stepped forward into the starlight, though Jason barely recognized her—the healthy, vibrant Hassian ruler had been replaced by a withered crone. Her once black hair had thinned and gone white, and her skin sagged like it was about to fall off her bones. 
“Are you all right?” Jason asked. “You look…ill.” 
“My essence fades as our spirits continue to merge. This is how your mind has chosen to perceive that transition.”
“I see,” he murmured, wishing he did. “Is that why we’re standing here in the middle of a wasteland?”
Her milky eyes flicked around as if she had only just noticed their surroundings. “Yes. Your mind is under siege, and I am not certain how long I can protect you.”
“Protect me?” Jason asked, frowning. “Protect me from wha—”
He cut himself off as the memories flooded back into his mind. Tracking the Aetheric wake through Bal’Aqui, entering the abandoned warehouse, confronting the mysterious golden-eyed man…
“Dathiel,” he whispered. “He attacked us. He wants to take your spirit back to Calhara and give it to the Watchers, but I refused to go with him.”
“Yes,” Malacross said. “He is attempting to separate us. Doing so will result in your death.” 
“Yeah, I figured that part out on my own,” Jason muttered. The pounding in his head had started to recede, and he wondered dimly if that was Malacross’s influence…or if his real-world body was simply going numb. “Is there any way you can communicate with him? Did you know him before you manifested as a Hassian queen?”
Her withered brow furrowed in confusion. “I do not know. Many of my memories have become…indistinct.”
“So that’s a ‘no,’ then,” Jason grumbled. “Well, we need to figure something out. Unless you’re really hankering to rejoin your people…”
“I do not wish to see you destroyed,” Malacross told him. “You are a suitable host, and your mind has proven more resilient than I expected. I would prefer to remain joined as a single being until your physical form falters.”
“I’m afraid that’s no longer possible,” a bellowing voice said. A broad, masculine figure materialized out of the darkness, his familiar golden eyes glittering intensely. “He has forsaken his chance to remain joined.”
“Sure, come right in,” Jason said snidely. “The more voices in my head, the merrier…”
Dathiel didn’t even look at him. He remained fixated upon Malacross. “You have been away for too long, sister,” he said. “It is time for you to return home.”
“We have no home,” she replied. “Not anymore. All that remains is a hollow void of shadow and despair. I have seen the specters—the demons—that infest it. And I have seen its harrowing visage in the nightmares of mortals.”
“Those of us who survived the mortals’ onslaught have come together and built a new home here on this world.”
“It was not the mortals who destroyed us. We turned upon ourselves, and now our blood has tainted this world forever.”
Dathiel paused a moment, then flicked his eyes about the surrounding area. “Why have you created this…fantasy?”
“It is the only way for him to understand,” Malacross explained, nodding towards Jason. “I cannot commune with him otherwise.”
“Then commune with me, sister,” Dathiel said. “Leave this nonsense behind. Allow me to show you what has transpired—allow me to show you what we have rebuilt.”
He offered her his hand, and Malacross reached out and took it. Her eyes closed, and for several long moments nothing happened. But then a ripple of light cascaded across her body, and her withered form seemed to regenerate right before Jason’s eyes. Her sagging flesh began to tighten, and her thinning silver hair thickened and returned to its healthy, normal black. 
And then without a single word of warning, Malacross jerked free of his grip and stepped away. 
“No,” she said, her head shaking. “I will not abandon him, not yet.”
Dathiel frowned. “There is no other way for you to rejoin us. You know this.”
“Then I will not rejoin you. Not yet.” She glanced back over to Jason. “When his mortal shell is nearly expired, I shall return—but not before.”
“And what if he is struck down on the battlefield?” Dathiel asked. “He is not a hermit living in the safety and solitude of the mountains. He intends to fight in a war, and if he dies while we are not present, you will die with him. You will be lost into this ‘Aether’ like so many of our brethren.”
“I know,” Malacross said. “I am willing to accept that risk.”
“You may be,” Dathiel whispered. “We are not.”
Jason shrieked and collapsed to his knees as a fresh spike of pain abruptly and inexplicably jolted through his temples. For a terrifying heartbeat he feared his head might explode right then and there…but then Malacross took a step closer to him, and the pain vanished as quickly as it had struck. 
“I will not allow you to harm him,” Malacross declared. “We are joined, and so we shall remain until he can no longer bear the burden.”
Dathiel arched one of his black eyebrows. “You are ill, sister. You have languished in solitude far too long, and you cannot allow the obstinance of one mortal to destroy you.”
“If I promised to take good care of her, would that help?” Jason murmured as he hauled himself back to his feet. “Your offer has been refused. What else do you want?”
“He will not relent,” Malacross said gravely. “I have seen into his thoughts. We will not be able to dissuade him. You must be prepared to fight.”
Jason swallowed, and his hand reflexively reached for his nonexistent sword. “Uh, sure,” he managed. “And how exactly am I supposed to do that?”
“You can’t,” Dathiel said matter-of-factly. “I have spent a lifetime mastering the power of the Godsoul, while you have barely scratched the surface of its power. There is nothing you or any of your companions can do to stop me, not anymore. Accept the inevitable, and I promise to spare you as much pain as possible.”
“Not anymore?” Jason asked, retreating a few steps. “What is that supposed to—?”
He paused as the barren wasteland around him unexpectedly shifted. After a few seconds, he could see translucent, shimmering outlines of the Bal’Aqui warehouse in which they were presumably still standing. He could make out the insubstantial edges of the floor, the stacked crates…and then even the bodies of his insensate companions. They had all been knocked unconscious except for one, Tam, but he seemed to be having difficulty standing. His features had grown increasingly sallow, as if his mysterious illness had taken a turn for the worst—
And then Jason finally understood. 
“Tam,” he whispered into the stillness. “He’s Unbound, which means he’s the only one who could seriously threaten you.” Jason glanced up, his jaw tightening. “That’s the real reason you didn’t confront us in Shanizaar or at the temple. You did something to Tam, and you needed time for the contagion to take effect. You waited until he’d been sufficiently weakened before finally showing yourself…”
“You underestimate him, brother,” Malacross said, the faintest touch of pride in her voice. “He is neither weak nor foolish.”
Dathiel’s eyes glimmered dangerously. “Your ‘friend’ was easily seduced, and my servant was able to corrupt him without difficulty.”
“Your servant?” Jason asked, his mind flashing back to their time in the Talishite city. “You mean the whore he spent so much time with? She wasn’t even human, was she? She was a bloody demon!” 
“A sareloth,” Malacross whispered. For the first time since Jason had opened the cube in Lyebel, her features twisted in disgust. “You would willingly bring one of those…creatures…into the realm you claim to protect?”
“In order to protect its people, yes,” Dathiel replied matter-of-factly. “The mortal realm is more turbulent than ours even during the height of our schism, and extraordinary measures must sometimes be taken to serve the greater good.”
“No good can come of summoning demons,” Jason whispered, a fresh knot of disgust churning in the pit of his stomach. He’d had a hard enough time believing that his father had become a warlock…but the Watchers? They were a part of the Triumvirate; they were supposed to be the stewards of Obsidian. They worked hand-in-hand with the Knights of the Last Dawn!
“What mortals call ‘demons,’ are merely shadows of unraveled Godsouls,” Dathiel said. “They are dangerous, yes, but they can be controlled if necessary. Unlike the Unbound—unlike your friend.”
Jason nearly choked on the lump swelling in his throat. “Tam isn’t a threat to anyone,” he managed. “Except maybe the Crell.”
“He may not be the most powerful channeler in Torsia, but that doesn’t mean he is not a threat. Had I been confident that you would accept my offer and return with me to Calhara, I might have spared him. Your presence has been a stabilizing influence upon his development. But once you are dead, I fear his behavior will rapidly degenerate. He is stronger than he realizes, and with time he could become as great a threat as any of these ‘Breakers’ rampaging across Torsia.”
“If you just sit him down and politely explain the reasons why you poisoned him, I’m sure he’d understand,” Jason muttered. Tam’s translucent projection still floated nearby, and he looked to be deteriorating almost by the second. “There has to be a way to help him. If you promise that he’ll live…I will consider going with you to Calhara.”
Dathiel took a step forward, his golden eyes still glimmering. “You really would accept that offer, wouldn’t you?”
“Yes,” Jason said, forcibly tearing his gaze away from Tam’s projection. “But you’d have to convince me that you’d keep your word, and let’s just say I have my doubts.”
“As I said, this one is a worthy host,” Malacross put in. “It is foolish of you to challenge him.”
Dathiel glared at Jason for a moment longer before grunting softly. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t matter. The corruption has seeped into your friend’s blood. He will not survive, and there is nothing to be done about it.”
“I think you’re lying,” Jason said. “But even if you’re not, we have nothing else to talk about. You can try to separate us if you want, but I have a feeling it won’t be as easy as you think.”
“No,” Malacross agreed. “It will not.”
Dathiel smiled. “We shall see.”
Another blinding flash of light seared into Jason’s eyes, and the mental realm surrounding him collapsed. The ghostly specters of Tam and the others vanished and were quickly replaced by the real things; Malacross, too, melted away into the nothingness, and the ashen wastes transformed into the simple wooden floor of the Bal’Aqui warehouse. 
Dathiel, for his part, didn’t go anywhere. He appeared to be standing in exactly the same place in the physical world as this hallucinatory one. But this time, his golden eyes weren’t merely glittering—they were glowing inside his head like a pair of blazing suns. Flickering sparks of Aetheric energy crackled between his fingertips, and he was floating a full foot off the ground. 
“It didn’t have to be this way, Mr. Moore,” the man said. “But I’m afraid I must insist.”
A low rumble shuddered through the air, and a fist of telekinetic force hoisted Jason up from the ground and suspended him in midair like he’d been strung up in the gallows. Sparks of white light crackled in Dathiel’s palm before hungrily lashing outwards—
And then they splattered harmlessly against a shimmering bubble of energy barely an inch in front of Jason’s face. 
He blinked in confusion. He had no idea where the barrier had come from; all he knew was that he was alive when he should have been burned into a cinder. The telekinetic grip holding him in mid-air released, and as he dropped back down upon the floor he felt a sudden and seismic shift in the Aetheric currents within the warehouse. Normally they carried him helplessly along like a piece of flotsam cast out into the endless abyssal void, but this time it was different—this time they broke before him. He became a whirlpool, a vortex, and the Aether coursed through his body as if it were his own blood. 
“This is pointless, sister,” Dathiel hissed. “Why waste your energy protecting this obstinate shell?”
“I’m a charming man, what can I say?” Jason said. He extended his arms and felt the bubble surrounding him flex right along with his muscles. Selvhara had taught him how to conjure a protective barrier, of course, but this was different. It was dramatically more resilient, like the Aetheric shields wielded by the Knights of the Last Dawn. He still didn’t quite understand how the technique worked, but he could almost effortlessly control and maintain the bubble. “Maybe if you got to know me better, you wouldn’t want to kill me, either.”
Dathiel fired another blast, but this time the scintillating barrage refracted off the shield. It scorched through the warehouse roof and burned holes into several of the stacked piles of crates. The dry wood ignited immediately, and Jason’s eyes flicked over to his comatose companions. They seemed safe for the moment, but if the fire spread they wouldn’t be much longer…
“You are fortunate the Godsoul was so weak when you unlocked its power,” Dathiel said as he continued floating forward. “Had our sister been at full strength, she could have brushed aside your consciousness without having to worry about your consent.”
“Now you really sound like a demon,” Jason replied. He continued to backpedal, if for no other reason than to shift the battle farther away from his companions. But stalling would only get him so far; he still had no idea how he was actually going to win this fight. “I’m starting to think that maybe the ‘Old Gods’ aren’t worthy of our worship…and maybe they never were.”
“Ever since the day my people first manifest within your realm, we have engaged in partnerships with mortals,” Dathiel told him. Aetheric tendrils began crackling up and down his body, and his palms blazed like he was clutching onto glowlamps. “We grant your people vitality, power, and an unnaturally long life. In exchange, they become our willing supplicants.” The man’s head tilted curiously. “You have spent your life studying history and religion. Is this not what gods do?”
“I’d never met one until Malacross decided to try living inside me, so I’m probably not the right person to ask,” Jason muttered as he continued his retreat. The others still weren’t moving, which meant that he couldn’t just turn tail and make a run for it. Dathiel would kill them, or at the very least he’d hold them as ransom until Jason returned. No, there was no way out of this other than to fight…but how could he possibly stand toe-to-toe with a living, breathing god?
Dathiel flicked his wrist, and another torrent of energy splattered across Jason’s defenses. This time, however, even his new protective bubble wasn’t enough to repel the blast. Jason screamed in shock and pain as he was abruptly and violently hurled through the air and into a tall stack of burning crates on the opposite side of the warehouse. Flames licked at his flesh and wood splintered around him, and for the second time today he knew he should have been dead. The impact alone should have shattered half the bones in his body…but the power of the Godsoul continued to shield him. Other than a handful of splinters in his forearm and a few bruises on his legs, he was more or less fine.
But he wouldn’t stay that way for long—not if he couldn’t figure out a way to strike back. Clenching his teeth, Jason vaulted back to his feet, and the smoldering crates around him scattered aside like marbles on an overturned game board. Dathiel remained floating at the center of the warehouse, the Aether swirling around him as if he were standing at the eye of a terrible storm. Jason could barely even make out the man’s features through the thickening cloud of smoke and dust, but it didn’t matter. He was past the point of trying to negotiate.  
One way or another, it was time to finish this. 
Biting down on his lip, Jason stepped forward and channeled the Aether through his arms and into his hands. A jagged torrent of electricity erupted from his fingertips, and for an instant he thought he might actually catch Dathiel by surprise. The other man flinched away from the blast, and the exploding flash of lightning was so brilliant Jason could barely make out the Watcher’s features.  But when the worst of the coronal afterimage faded, Dathiel was still floating in place. Unhurt. 
“The Godsoul is weak, fractured,” he said, “and you have no idea how to control its power. Your resistance only causes you more pain.”
Another rumble shook the warehouse, and this time Jason’s body vaulted into the air like he’d just been sucked up into a tornado. He whirled around in place so quickly it was all he could do not to vomit, and he watched in silent terror as Dathiel stripped away his protective magic as effortlessly as if he were peeling the skin from an onion. Once the shield had been completely dismantled, Jason plummeted back down into the pile of crates…and this time, it hurt. 
His ankle twisted awkwardly on impact, and he barely had time to shield his face with his forearm before he crashed through another pile of wood. By the time he finally stopped rolling, he had to squint through the haze of red clouding his vision. He could barely even see. 
But he could see…and out of the corner of his eye he caught a flicker of movement from the other side of the warehouse. There, crawling hand over hand through the piles of debris littering the floor, was Tam. 
“Be at peace, Mr. Moore,” Dathiel said. “The pain will only be momentary…”
He leaned down as if to grab onto Jason’s head—and then he shrieked as a ball of fire exploded in his back and catapulted him halfway across the warehouse. 
“I guess the gods are flammable after all,” Tam muttered as he propped himself up on one arm. “Good to know.”
With his free hand, he hosed down the other side of the warehouse with a continuous cone of flame. Dathiel leapt back to his feet and sheathed himself in another protective mantle, but his robe and tunic had already caught fire. Jason could feel the man’s pain echoing like a shockwave through the Aether, and he knew that now might be his only chance to strike…
Ignoring the agony shooting through his ankle and forearm, Jason hoisted himself up into a crouch and unleashed every last bit of power he could muster. The scintillating blast swirled together with Tam’s flame, and Dathiel screamed in exertion as his barrier threatened to collapse. Jason could feel the other man’s power weakening, and for a fraction of a second he was actually able to peek into the Watcher’s mind—
And then suddenly it was over. With a final tormented shriek, Dathiel’s barrier collapsed. He soared backwards and smashed through the warehouse wall like a small meteor, and when the debris cleared he was gone. Not dead, but gone. At least for now. 
For a long moment it was all Jason could do to breathe normally and force himself to stay conscious. But then Tam groaned in misery, and Jason managed to lunge over to his friend’s side despite his broken ankle. Tam looked terrible—his pale skin had taken on a yellowish twinge, and trickles of blood had begun leaking from his nose. Whatever the demon had done to him, it was clear he wasn’t going to last much longer.
“God or not,” Tam muttered between labored breaths, “that guy was a real asshole. Let’s stick with fighting regular soldiers and bandits from now on, all right?”
“No promises,” Jason whispered placing his hand upon his friend’s head. “How do you feel?”
“Do you really have to ask? I’m just glad you don’t have a mirror.”
Jason bit his lip hard enough to draw blood. The Aether no longer swirled around Tam now that he’d stopped channeling, but Jason could still sense a lingering aura of…something beneath the other man’s flesh. It wasn’t a normal Aetheric echo; it must have been the demonic corruption seeping into Tam’s veins. Distantly, Jason wondered if it had been there ever since Shanizaar. If so, he must have only now become attuned enough to detect it…
“You should check on the others,” Tam told him. “I think they’re just unconscious, but I’m not sure.”
“They’re alive,” Jason said, reaching out with his telepathy. He could sense their minds from here, and none of them looked visibly wounded—at least, not compared to Tam. “I’m more worried about you.”
“This place is falling apart, and the Crell will be here any minute. You should drag them out of here while there’s still time.”
Jason glanced back over his shoulder. His battle with Dathiel had destroyed plenty of crates and other storage containers, but the bigger problem was that they had set half the building on fire—a fire which was rapidly spreading across the wooden debris. It was already getting more and more difficult to breathe even with the open roof above them, and soon the smoke would be a bigger concern than the city guardsmen who were assuredly on their way…
“I have to figure out a way to stabilize you first,” Jason said with a determined grimace. “There has to be a way to undo this.”
“If Sel couldn’t cure me, there’s no way in the Void you’ll be able to,” Tam replied with a cough. “No offense.”
“She couldn’t cure you because this isn’t a normal disease. You were corrupted by a demon.”
Tam blinked. “What?”
“That woman you spent so much time with in Shanizaar—she had been possessed by a demon. Dathiel put her there explicitly to try to weaken you before he confronted us.”
“But…” He coughed again and shook his head. “That’s the craziest damn thing I’ve ever heard.”
“You’re Unbound, and he knew you were the only one who could seriously threaten him,” Jason explained. “I’m not sure why he didn’t have you killed outright—he probably figured it would change our plans too much and make us unpredictable.” He waved a hand. “But it doesn’t matter right now. There has to be a way to purge this corruption.”
Jason took in a deep breath and forced himself to concentrate on the strange aura inside Tam. It was almost like a dissonant echo that had fallen out of synch with the rest of the Aether; Jason felt as though he were pressing his ear up against a door to hear what was on the other side. The more he “listened,” however, the more he could isolate the aberrant vibrations…
Tam’s chest shuddered from yet another coughing spasm, and he reached out and clutched onto Jason’s wrist. “Just get the others, Jace. Sarina and Sel don’t deserve to die like this.” He tilted his head backwards towards the unconscious chagari just a few yards away. “Feel free to leave Gor if you want, though.”
“Just shut up for a minute,” Jason scolded. “I need to concentrate.”
“You need to go!” Tam insisted. “There’s nothing you can—”
Jason clamped a hand over his friend’s mouth and then closed his eyes. The aberrant vibrations grew so loud they drowned everything else out. The crumbling warehouse, the crackling flames, Tam’s continued protestations—everything faded into the background. Jason allowed the Aether to become his eyes…and suddenly the demonic taint was as obvious as a tar stain on white linens. 
You can cleanse the corruption, Malacross’s voice whispered into his mind. It is a shadow, a reflection, just like the creature that spawned it—but it is still part of the Aether, just as you are now. Draw the shadow into yourself…and then return it to the light.”
“Yes,” Jason said. “I understand.”
Taking a deep breath, he reached out with the Aether and grabbed a hold of the corruption. At first, it resisted; the dissonant vibrations grew stronger and stronger until he almost couldn’t bear the noise. But then he finally broke through, not by muffling the sound—but by harmonizing it with the natural ebb and flow of the Aether. Soon the aura was indistinguishable from any other…and Jason’s eyes slowly reopened. 
“What the…?” Tam stammered. On the outside, he still looked weak—his skin remained pale, and his eyes were completely bloodshot. On the inside, however, he was as strong and healthy as he’d ever been…a few bumps and bruises notwithstanding. “What the hell did you do?”
“I’m…I’m not sure,” Jason said, slouching back on his haunches. He felt like he’d just sprinted all the way from Shanizaar to Bal’Aqui on a broken ankle. “But I think I just performed a miracle and saved your life. Normal demigod stuff, you know.”
Tam let out a half-cough, half-chuckle as he sat up. “Figures. You’ll do just about anything to prove me wrong.”
Jason smiled and even started to laugh before a chunk of the ceiling collapsed barely ten feet away from them. “We need to get out of here,” he said. “Can you walk?”
“I can certainly try,” Tam grunted as he pulled himself up. “I’ll grab Sel, you get Sarina.” 
Jason nodded and lunged towards Sarina, but then stopped himself mid-dive. “What about Gor?”
“I can move myself,” the chagari grumbled. He unsheathed his claws and slowly hoisted himself to a knee. “But it’s so wonderful to know you care.”
“You were next on my list, big guy,” Tam said as he leaned over Selvhara and slung her wispy figure over his shoulder. “I promise. I just figured you could tough out the smoke a bit longer than the rest of us.”
Gor grumbled something under his breath as he sifted through the nearby debris, but Jason was no longer paying attention. He ran a hand across Sarina’s forehead, then hoisted her up into his arms. She was alive and breathing more or less normally, but judging from the cuts and bruises on her head, something must have smacked into her during the fight. He considered trying to channel and heal her, but even though he’d just performed a miracle with Tam, Jason still didn’t trust in his abilities enough to risk pausing inside a collapsing building. 
 Instead he ignored the pain in his foot and lumbered outside, the others following closely behind him. Fire horns blared in the distance, and he had no doubt that the local guardsmen would show up any second. If they couldn’t get out of here soon, they’d all end up in a holding cell…and with the Imperium here in force, sooner or later they’d end up in the High Sovereign’s dungeon.
“Where to now, chief?” Tam asked between breaths. The color had already begun to return to his face. “We can’t exactly sprint through the streets with a couple of women slung over our shoulders.”
“Not the main streets, anyway,” Jason agreed. “We should be able to hide out in the slums for a while.”
“You’re certain you don’t wish to use this?” Gor asked. He reached out his arm, and nestled in the crook of his paw was a large, milky-white gemstone. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but wasn’t this the entire reason we left Solaria?”
Tam gasped in surprise. “Is that the Eye? Where in the hell did you find it?”
“Sitting amongst the debris,” the chagari said, eyeing the gemstone covetously. “You can thank me for retrieving it later.”
“Unfortunately, it’s not going to help us,” Jason murmured. He ran his hand across Sarina’s cheek, then took a deep breath and tried to sift through the memories of the past few frantic minutes. “It doesn’t work like the legends claim—it can’t actually track anyone down.”
“What?” Tam stammered. “How do you know that?”
“While we were fighting, I was able to peek into Dathiel’s mind. The window was only open for a second, but I learned some things…” Jason shook his head. “The Eye isn’t a beacon and never was.”
“So then this trip really was a complete waste of time,” Gor growled, his claws closing tightly around the gem. “This relic of yours is worthless!”
“It still bears a potent enchantment, but I don’t know what it does,” Jason said. “It doesn’t matter, though. I still know where my father is.”
Tam frowned and glanced between the two of them. “But you just said the Eye doesn’t work.”
“It doesn’t, but we don’t need it. While I was in Dathiel’s mind, I was also able to catch a glimpse of a few of the Watcher’s secrets. Evidently they have operatives embedded all over the world, including Galvia, and they have been keeping a close eye on my father. That’s where he is right now.”
“I could have told you that all along,” Gor grumbled, though he seemed slightly less annoyed. “But Galvia is a huge country.”
“Yes, but his demons have been operating in Ashenfel,” Jason explained. “The Watchers are convinced he’s going to attempt to take back the capital. They believe he has a plan to raise an army somehow.”
Tam pressed his lips into a thin line. “So what does that mean for us?”
“What it means,” Jason said, gently brushing Sarina’s hair from her face, “that it’s finally time to go home.”
 
 
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
“War may be the fire in which Asgardians are forged, but if history has taught us anything, precious few of the Northmen are truly capable of enduring the heat.”
—Baron Pavel Korvich, 1783 A.G., shortly before his army’s defeat at Frostgarde
 
In the eyes of most Torsians, especially those dwelling along the continent’s southern coast, Asgardia was a country filled with brawny, mead-addled barbarians who wanted nothing more than to fight and fuck, usually in that order. At best, Asgardian warriors were seen as foolish, honor-bound mercenaries; at worst they were dismissed as downright brutish thugs. Yamatan playwrights in particular had always demonstrated a fondness for the “intemperate savage” character archetype in both their dramas and tragedies, and some Talishites believed that the only explanation for the ferocity of Asgardian women was that they were tainted with the blood of demons. 
The truth, naturally, was a bit more nuanced. While the “men of the north” did cling to many ancient warrior traditions, in reality they weren’t all that different from Galvians or Solarians or even Crell. People were people no matter where they rested their heads, the old saying went, and the politics of the Asgardian clan and family structure were every bit as byzantine as the Alliance Council or the old Galvian Royal Court. The clan lords were both cunning and ruthless in their own way, and Ethan Moore had no intention of underestimating them. 
Not today. Not with the fate of Galvia hanging in the balance. 
“Make certain you remain at least a hundred yards from the building at all times,” he whispered to Kar’zhel as they approached Frostgarde’s aptly-named “Wind Quarter” where an ever-present gale swirled off the sea and nearby bluffs. “In fact, just stay right in this spot. I’ll summon you if you’re needed.”
Master is too cautious, the demon whispered into his mind. The Northmen shamans are no threat to us.
“Probably not, but your ‘brother’ is already in position. Having more than one of your kind lurking in the same place is just begging for trouble. Now stay put.”
The demon obeyed, albeit reluctantly, and Ethan took a deep breath and pulled the cowl of his brown hood more tightly about his face. He had arrived in Frostgarde yesterday morning, and with the help of a few newly-summoned minions, he had already learned everything he needed to know about the city’s major political players. Clan Lord Torvald Halfren, the son of one of his old contacts, spent most of his time here managing his ships and assets, and Ethan was more confident than ever that he’d soon call this ambitious young man an ally. The pieces were already in place—all that remained was for Ethan to maneuver them about the board correctly. 
He smiled as he made his way across the district. Frostgarde itself was surprisingly gorgeous, especially for a city filled with barrel-chested brutes. Built upon the northern shores of Lake Lyebel, Frostgarde had long served as the most important military and trading settlement along Asgardia’s southern border. Goods from Galvia, Solaria, Crell, and Numen flowed into the massive port, and ever since Lyebel’s destruction during the Ash War, Frostgarde’s coffers had swelled beyond anything the High King could possibly have envisioned. The result was that most of the Asgardians who lived here were much wealthier—and worldlier—than their counterparts living in the plains or countryside. They were still proud of their warrior heritage, but they were also cagey enough to realize that their nation’s future was much more dependent upon the flow of foreign coin than the sharpness of its axes. 
What they were apparently not cagey enough to realize, however, was the laughable state of their security. In the span of just a few dozen hours, Ethan had been able to glean everything he could possibly want to know about the daily routines of the clan lord and his entourage. He knew where they ate, he knew where they slept, and even knew what whores they fucked when they weren’t on duty. If he’d been a Zarul agent, he would have been able to eliminate almost every important person in this city well before imperial galleons began bombarding the harbor. The local shamans simply weren’t trained to deal with enemy channelers.
Evidently, the years of peace had not been kind to the warriors of the north. Ethan had almost started to question his decision to bring them into the war in the first place, but at this point he was out of options. The Mon’Gardoth were his only realistic option. 
A few minutes later he reached the Crescent Bridge Counting House, an establishment that had nothing to do with bridges or banking. In reality, it was something of a hunter’s lodge crossed with a back-alley fighting pit. Here the wealthier, older, and mostly male denizens of Frostgarde came to relive their glory days by drinking, swapping stories, and then gambling on fist-fights of younger warriors. Ethan could hear the ruckus inside long before he approached. For the average citizen, the misleading name on the front of the building was something of a private joke. The two enormous men looming in front of the doorway, however, were not. 
“There’s no charity for you here, old man,” the one on the left growled as Ethan started up the steps. “Try the almshouse on the north side of town.”
Ethan smiled and pulled out a small pouch of coin from inside his robes. “I don’t require charity. I just arrived from Lyebel, and I’m here to meet a friend of mine.”
The guard grunted derisively, but his partner’s surprisingly nimble hand lashed out and stole away the purse. “No foreigners allowed,” he said, smiling toothily. “Now leave.”
Ethan sighed. He could have destroyed them both with a single spell, of course, but killing two of the clan lord’s
warriors probably wasn’t the best way to ingratiate himself. Instead he chose the simpler option: he reached out with his telepathy and picked out the information he needed directly from their minds. 
“I am a business partner of Aldor Gjorn, and he told me to meet him here for drinks and entertainment,” Ethan said. “Keep the gold if you like, but if you don’t get out of my way I’m sure the Gjorn family will—”
“Go on inside,” the first guard said, smacking his compatriot in the arm. “Just don’t cause any trouble.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Ethan murmured as he stepped up to the door. He lacked the skill to wipe their memories of the encounter without seriously harming them, and there was always the possibility that this Gjorn fellow would hear about the encounter later. But by then a minor deception was unlikely to matter, and so Ethan grabbed the handle and stepped inside. 
The interior was every bit as loud and bawdy as he had envisioned. There were already at least a hundred people gathered within despite the early hour, and it was immediately obvious why just from the grunts and cries echoing up the staircase: one of the fights had already begun. This particular bout involved one tall, blond Asgardian man wailing upon another tall, blond Asgardian man, and Ethan used the distraction to survey his surroundings. Most of the people sitting around the various tables were transfixed by the melee, but the man he was looking for was not. Sitting at a large table in the corner, a frothing stein in one hand and a buxom tavern wench in the other, was Torvald Halfren, the eighteen year-old leader of the Mon’Gardoth. 
He could have easily been a younger copy of his late father, from his block-shaped head to his mangy red stubble to his absurdly bushy eyebrows. His bare arms were covered from shoulder to wrist in tribal tattoos, and he was draped in the tanned hide of a chagari complete with a bone tooth necklace. It would have been entirely too easy to underestimate such an obviously foolish and savage teenager, but Ethan reminded himself that appearances could be deceiving. He then decided there was no point in wasting any more time, and so rather than attempting to blend in or schmooze with the rest of the Frostgarde elite, he strode right over to Halfren’s table. 
And was almost immediately confronted by two even bigger, meaner-looking guards than the ones who had been watching the front door. 
“Good evening, gentlemen,” he said with a half-bow. He had half a mind to thump his chest and howl like a beast just in case these brutes didn’t understand their own guttural language.  “I would like to speak with your employer for a moment, if possible.”
“Who in the bloody void let you in?” one of the men growled. His words were surprisingly coherent, especially considering the dearth of healthy teeth in his mouth. 
Smiling, Ethan finally pulled back his hood. “I told your comrades outside that I had a business proposal for their employer, and they were kind enough to open the door for me.”
“Then they are fools,” the other warrior said. He had considerably more teeth than his companion, though his hygiene was every bit as deficient. “Leave now, or you’ll be crawling out of here.”
“If you’ll just allow me a moment, I’m sure we can—”
“Leave,” the bodyguard repeated. His hand reached over his shoulder and clutched the handle of the mighty claymore strapped to his back. “Now.”
“Wait a moment,” another voice piped in from behind them. One of the other men at the young clan lord’s table stood and took a step forward. He was older than the others, but his towering frame was no less impressive. Based on the intelligence Ethan had gathered around town, the man’s name was Warmaster Jorgir, and he was Halfren’s closest advisor. “I remember your face,” he went on. “You were a Galvian general from the last war…”
Behind him, the clan lord’s eyes lit up in recognition. “Moore,” Halfren said. “Ethan Moore.”
“You have an excellent memory, my lord,” Ethan replied with a forced smile. “Your father and I were friends several decades ago back before the war.”
“I remember him speaking of you,” Halfren said, his brow furrowed in thought. “But never as a ‘friend.’ He said you were the most dangerous kind of snake—the one who wears the skin of an ally right before he plants his fangs in your neck.”
Ethan’s cheek twitched. “We had our disagreements, yes, but we always managed to work together in spite of them.”
“I’m sure you did,” Halfren murmured. “But my father is dead…and according to the Crell, so are you.”
“I am a difficult man to kill,” Ethan said. “As the Crell have learned on many occasions.”
Jorgir grunted and crossed his arms. “Perhaps we should put that to the test.” He gestured towards the near-toothless warrior. “The Clan Lord has no use for backstabbing Galvian ghosts. Kill him.”
The warrior unsheathed his claymore, and for a single panicked moment, Ethan was tempted to strike. He wasn’t carrying a weapon, but with the Aether he didn’t really need one. He could easily reduce one or possibly two of the guards to dust before they could respond, and there was a small chance he’d even be able to escape during the confusion. But thankfully his poise kicked in, and he reminded himself that any hostile action on his part would doom these negotiations before they could even begin. And so instead of reaching out to the Aether, he stood in place and waited calmly for the warrior to strike him down. The man grinned widely as he hacked downward—
And stopped himself barely an inch away from Ethan’s neck. 
Jorgir laughed, and the other men at the table quickly joined in his mirth. “So you’re not a coward, at least,” he said, clapping Ethan on the back. “You face death like a warrior!”
“I face death like a man with nothing more to lose,” Ethan corrected with a tight smile of his own. “But I face the Clan Lord of the Mon’Gardoth with an offer of power he will not receive anywhere else.”
Halfren waved off his guards, and his wench hopped off his lap and scampered back to the bar. “Have a seat, General. You’ve earned the right to speak…for now.”
“Thank you, my lord,” Ethan replied. He eyed the bodyguards one last time before pulling out a chair at the opposite side of the table. Jorgir joined them, but the rest of the warriors stepped away and formed a makeshift wall between their leader and the rest of the jeering patrons. Not surprisingly, only a few of the drunken fools seemed to have noticed what was going on here; the rest were completely transfixed by the ongoing slugfest. 
“There are many Crell officers who would pay good coin to know the ‘Butcher of Geriskhad’ is still alive,” Halfren said, flicking a bone from his plate. “And I’ve no doubt they’d pay even more to sit this close to you.”
“Yes, I’m sure they would,” Ethan murmured. “But the Imperium has never been a friend to Asgardia, and if Solaria collapses it will not be long before the High Sovereign’s armies march across the Crescent Mountains.”
Jorgir grunted. “Solarian diplomats have been barking that line at the High King for months now, and he has wisely chosen to ignore their ceaseless prattle. I sincerely hope you’re not here as their newest lapdog.”
Ethan shook his head and scoffed. “Hardly. I’m no great ally of the Solarians, but I do recognize they are the only reason the Crell have yet to flood across all of Torsia. Solaria’s loss will be everyone’s loss eventually.”
“Perhaps,” Halfren said, swigging down half his stein in a single gulp. “But the High King has ordered the clans to keep their swords sheathed. We have little choice in the matter.”
Ethan smiled and resisted the urge to place his hands on the table and lean forward. The Asgardians were surprisingly sensitive to body language, and they reacted poorly to anything that could possibly be conceived as “conspiratorial.” So instead he reached out and stole an abandoned mug of ale, then struggled mightily to keep the revulsion off his face as the vile liquor burned its way down his throat. 
“I’m not here to mince words, my lord, and I know your people appreciate honesty,” Ethan said. “So allow me to be perfectly blunt: the Mon’Gardoth are in trouble. You lack the resources and influence of your fellow clans, and if your situation does not improve soon, you’re likely to be subsumed by the Sork’Morgai or even the Gral’Kaloth. Your advisors will be put to the sword, and your wives and property will be divided amongst the other clans.”
Halfren’s fist clenched upon the table. “I gave you the chance to speak your bargain, not to insult my clan!”
“It is not my intention to insult, but rather to convey my understanding of your current situation,” Ethan soothed. “But you don’t need my charity, and you certainly don’t need my pity. What you do need is the opportunity to demonstrate your prowess and expand your resources.”
For a long, awkward moment, the two Asgardians just stared at him like they were trying to decide whether or not they should draw their blades and hack him into kibble. But eventually Jorgir leaned back and chuckled. 
“Just like your father warned. The most dangerous of snakes…” He glanced over to Halfren. “He’s quite clever, you see. The Alliance offers us a warning: help them or become the next ant crushed by imperial boots. But the general here understands us well. He knows we won’t flinch in the face of a Crell invasion like a council of mewling Solarian sops, and so instead he promises us victory and spoils. He believes we won’t be able to resist the temptation of an easy conquest.”
Ethan shrugged. “Am I wrong?”
“Probably not,” Jorgir conceded.  “But the Galvians have always underestimated us, even before the Crell turned you into their puppets. The clans do not march to war simply because there is blood on the wind.”
“Not in a while, at least,” Ethan replied, ignoring the veiled insult. “Over the past two decades, your people seem to have forgotten how to swing their axes. Your honored warriors have become fat merchants, and your clan lords have become simpering diplomats.”
Halfren slammed his fist upon the table. “I will not sit here and allow a Galvian ghost to—”
“Patience, my lord,” Jorgir said, placing a hand on the younger man’s arm. “Moore has merely decided to alter his strategy once more. Since he couldn’t persuade us with promises of glory, he hopes to goad us by insulting our traditions.”
“All I want is to provide a contrast between what Asgardia once was and what it could become again,” Ethan said, putting just a hint of frustration into his tone. “With my help, of course.”
“Then speak plainly, dog,” Halfren hissed, “or I shall rip out you waggling tongue.”
Ethan’s eyes flicked between the two men. “I’m sure your scouts have informed you that the Imperium has all but abandoned Galvia. After they failed to take Garos, the Crell withdrew most of their soldiers from the northern cities, and they’ve left only a token force to defend Ashenfel. Most of the country has descended into chaos as a result.”
“So you want us to ally with you to drive them from your home,” Jorgir reasoned, a knowing smile tugging at his lips. “As if there was ever any doubt of your true desire.”
“What I want is for Galvia to be free and strong again,” Ethan corrected. “But I am not a fool. I know that our armies are broken, and I know it will take generations to repair the damage the Crell have wrought. The glory days of Galvia are gone, and they will never come back.” He took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair. “The only hope for my people is to forge a lasting coalition, and I have no more desire to become another Alliance province than to remain an Imperial colony. That leaves our friends to the north—friends who are in dire need of resources and territory.”
Halfren frowned. “You are offering your homeland to Asgardia?”
“No,” Ethan said. “I am offering my homeland to you.”
A heavy silence settled between the clan lord and his advisor, and they eyed each other with equal parts excitement and disbelief. It would take considerably more for them to be convinced, of course, but Ethan could almost visualize the door opening…and him wedging his foot inside. 
“My people yearn for freedom, but also for strong leadership,” Ethan continued. “The kings and queens of Asgardia have a long-standing reputation for fairness and temperance. And frankly, it isn’t as if we have any other choice. Like I said, I have no interest in aiding either the Alliance or the Imperium, and Asgardia is the only other option.”
Jorgir leaned forward. “You are just one man, General, and you’re hardly in a position to give away anything, let alone an entire country that believes you are dead.”
“Anyone who wishes to rule Galvia will eventually need the people’s support, and I am the only surviving member of the Hands of Whitestone,” Ethan explained. “My word will carry weight, especially within the larger cities. With time, I can convince the remaining nobles to support an Asgardian governor rather than fight him.”
“That is all you offer?” Halfren asked. “Vague promises of your limited usefulness?”
 Ethan smiled. “What I offer is a chance at godhood. The imperial governor, Sovereign Verrator, still sits upon the throne in Ashenfel. He carries inside him the divine spark of King Whitestone and every Galvian monarch for nearly two thousand years. Whoever slays him will inherit his power…and be able to create hundreds of his own shamans rather than relying upon the whims of a foolish and disinterested High King.”
Jorgir folded his arms across his chest. “Slaying an Ascendant is no trivial task even if his armies are broken.”
“No, and I would not presume to claim otherwise,” Ethan said. “But the Sovereign is as vulnerable now as he will ever be, and recent history has shown us that even the most powerful Ascendants can be destroyed by a dedicated enemy. I’m sure King Areekan felt perfectly safe inside his fortress in Celenest.”
Halfren’s fingers rapped across the table, and even without using his telepathy Ethan could sense the boy’s brimming excitement. His mind had undoubtedly begun to conjure fantasies of glory and power…and his initial skepticism was slowly but inevitably withering away. 
“You could have easily brought this offer before the High King, but you have not,” Jorgir asked after a moment. “Why? He could command the whole of Asgardia to support your cause.”
“He could, but he won’t,” Ethan said plainly. “What use does he have for another divine spark? A second Asgardian Ascendant would only be a threat to his power. There is a reason that very few nations are ruled by more than one God-King.”
“Zharrs is a fool who cannot smell prey even when it is bleeding out in front of him,” Halfren growled under his breath. “When he took the throne, all he could speak of was a ‘return to glory,’ but he is every bit as weak as his predecessor. He cares nothing for Asgardia—all he wishes is to consolidate his own power over the clans.”
Ethan nodded but resisted the urge to grin. “None of the other clan lords are strong enough to stand against him on their own, and they don’t trust each other enough to form a lasting alliance. If one of them were to Ascend, however, he would have as rightful a claim to the throne as anyone…and I’ve no doubt at least some of the other clans would come flocking to his banner.”
“Don’t allow his honeyed words to lead you to folly, my lord,” Jorgir warned. “The High King has been very clear in his decrees. If you lead your men into Galvia, the Mon’Gardoth will be branded as traitors. He will seize your lands, and he will turn his shamans against you.”
“Which is exactly why you won’t be bringing his shamans along,” Ethan said. “I need your warriors, not your channelers.”
Jorgir snorted. “I don’t care how many soldiers the Crell have pulled out of Galvia—no one is taking Ashenfel or any other city without magic.”
“I didn’t say we wouldn’t need magic—I said we wouldn’t need the shaman of Frostgarde,” Ethan clarified. “The new Solarian queen may be a foolish child, but she understands the importance of opening another front against the Crell. A dozen of her priests will aid in the assault against Ashenfel…and she has also promised us dragons.”
“Dragons,” Halfren rasped, his eyebrows perking up. “How many?”
“Enough to breach the city walls with relative ease. After that, it will be up to your warriors to clear out the Crell and surround the castle.”
Jorgir grumbled under his breath. “The Solarians will never allow us to claim Sovereign Verrator’s power as our own.”
“They won’t be in a position to deny you anything,” Ethan said. “Dragons or not, your troops will outnumber theirs ten to one, and just as importantly the Alliance has minimal influence over my people. I will convince the nobles to follow you, and Queen Krystia won’t have any choice but to go along with their wishes. She’ll be happy enough that we’ve stopped the bleeding on her northern border.”
Halfren shared a long, meaningful glance with his advisor. “You promise much, snake,” the boy said as he turned back to Ethan, “but the slightest misstep will cost the Mon’Gardoth everything.”
Ethan shrugged. “Would you rather sit here alone in your city while your clan withers to dust? Glory may be fleeting, my lord, but so are the opportunities to claim it. Fifty years ago, the mere sight of as Asgardian warrior would terrify any Torsian from Solipei to Talisham. Now…”
“We have long since lost our way,” Halfren whispered. “My father cautioned the clan lords about complacency. He said that peace would destroy us as surely as another war, and his reward for honesty was a meeting with the headman’s axe.”
“Consider his words carefully, my lord,” Jorgir warned. “And consider more carefully the serpent’s tongue that speaks them.”
“I will need to hear much more before deciding anything,” Halfren said. “We shall discuss this in private at my lodge.”
Ethan nodded. “Of course, my lord. I will provide you with as much information as I am able.”
He spent nearly the entire night in the young clan lord’s company, and he returned in the morning and spent most of the next day there as well. But the strategy and details were almost ephemeral at that point. As expected, Halfren willingly swallowed the bait. Ascendancy was far too tempting a prize for any would-be conqueror to pass up, especially an ambitious young man whose most trusted advisor—Warmaster Jorgir—had been secretly possessed by a demon several days ago. The outcome was as glorious as it was inevitable: the Mon’Gardoth would march to war, and Ethan would have his army. 
And at long last, Galvia would be free. 
 
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
“The only difference between an imperial governor and an Alliance councilor is the guise of legitimacy.”
—Ethan Moore, 1992 A.G.
 
“I want to reiterate that this is not intended as a personal attack against you, my queen,” Lady Savilen said, her voice as cool and precise as ever. “We merely wish you to be aware of the political situation as it unfolds. And right now, that situation is tenuous at best.”
“So you’ve explained—numerous times,” Krystia replied sourly. As usual, it was taking all of her willpower not to lash out at the individual councilors. She was definitely going to need to appoint a Voice sooner rather than later; these constant meetings with petitioners and politicians were driving her to the brink of madness. “And I reiterated that we need only hold our current position for a few more weeks. Once our additional dragon reinforcements are ready, we’ll be able to launch a devastating counterattack.”
“Yes, your mysterious new source of combat-ready dragons,” Lord Tamas murmured. “You’ll have to forgive us for being skeptical, Your Majesty.”
“You’re free to be as skeptical as you like. But I promise you this: by the end of the month, no one in this room will be worried about the defense of Amberwood or the Darrowmere or anywhere else in Solarian territory.”
The four councilors shared wary glances, and Krystia closed her eyes and steepled her fingers in front of her chin. If Sovan had been here, he would have suggested that she reach into the councilors’ feeble minds and “persuade” them to see the situation her way. She could ensure their loyalty in the short term, and by the time her control faltered their dragons would be ready and the Crell would be on the run. But if the public ever learned about what she’d done, they would turn against her—and even an Unbound Ascendant couldn’t stand against the entire country. Not that she had any desire to do so. By the time this war was over, the people of Solaria would be proud to have her as their queen. 
“The reason I brought up the new reports,” Lady Savilen said, “is that recent developments in Amberwood have presented us with a unique opportunity.”
“You mean reconnecting with Elade,” Krystia replied, nodding. “Yes, thank Sol she’s alive and unharmed. General Iouna is trying to convince her to stay and assist with the fort’s defense. The Crell will think twice about attacking with her on the walls.”
Savilen’s grey eyes flicked to her fellow councilors for the briefest of instants. “Actually, Your Majesty, that’s not exactly what we had in mind. We know you consider Dame Devarath your ally, but once again we implore you to consider the political ramifications of harboring a wanted fugitive.”
Krystia’s eyes narrowed dangerously, and she sat up straight in her throne. “Elade is not a fugitive,” she said coldly. “If anything, she’s a refugee. She has been unfairly persecuted and demonized by the Last Dawn.”
“Be that as it may, she is also a powerful bargaining chip,” Alistan said. “If we hand her over to Highlord Alric, he may reconsider his position to withdraw his knights from Solaria. They could help us—”
“I am not turning her over to Alric,” Krystia hissed. “I have made that abundantly clear on numerous occasions.”
“Please, Your Majesty, just allow him to finish,” Lord Jeracho added softly. “Again, we only wish you to be informed of all your available contingencies.”
“Elade is not a ‘contingency.’ She is an ally, and a powerful one at that. Over the past few months, she’s won more victories for us than any of our armies.”
“Some would call her an assassin or a vigilante,” Tamas put in. “The Legion has no place for either.”
“No one is questioning her contributions to our cause,” Alistan interjected before Krystia could reply. “All we’re saying is that sometimes a queen and her advisors must make difficult decisions. Dame Devarath is a powerful asset, but she is still one woman. Highlord Alric could supply us with dozens—perhaps hundreds—of his knights. And even more importantly, he could potentially use his influence to convince High King Zharrs and other world leaders to send us aid.”
Krystia bit down on her lip and shook her head. “In other words, you want me to throw Elade onto Alric’s sword in order to get us some additional soldiers.”
“What we want is for you to make the best of a bad situation,” Lady Savilen corrected. “And you’ll forgive me for saying so, but you are being overdramatic. The Last Dawn does not execute its prisoners, not even those who turn against their code. In all likelihood, they will simply lock your paladin friend away, and once this war is over you’ll be in a better position to bargain for her release.”
“She seemed like a reasonable woman the one time I met her,” Alistan said. “If you spoke with her, she might even agree to—”
“I am not turning Elade over to Alric, and that’s final,” Krystia said. “We do not need his knights or the Asgardians or anyone else. We will defeat the Crell on our own, and that’s the last I wish to hear of it. Do I make myself clear?”
They shared another round of frustrated glances, and Krystia balled her hands into fists. They still believed she was a petulant child. They couldn’t see her as anything other than a naïve, twenty year-old girl who’d spent her whole life as a healer in the local temple. Raw personal power didn’t matter to them—they were politicians, not channelers. They viewed the world as an intricate web of coalitions and compromises, and they believed there was always a way to tug at a particular thread to get what they wanted. 
But this war wasn’t about politics or soldiers or even armies—it was about control and mastery of the Aether. The High Sovereign’s Breakers had given the Crell a tremendous tactical advantage thus far, but Sovan’s dragon-breeding technique would even the odds soon enough. And once the other Unbound were ready for deployment, she wouldn’t have to worry so much about binding new priests. Eventually she might even be able to set them all free and rid herself of the constant whispering voices in her mind...
The Council adjourned shortly thereafter, and Krystia returned to her chambers. Unsurprisingly, Sovan was already there waiting for her. 
“I trust you listened in on the proceedings,” she asked as she stepped over to her wardrobe and removed her earrings. 
“Of course,” he said, leaning his back against the darkest corner of the room. “But it’s not as though I haven’t heard exactly the same arguments before.”
“Welcome to politics,” Krystia muttered. “Do you still believe they’ll betray me?”
“More than ever,” Sovan said as he stepped out from the shadows. “Margrove and Zorael already have. Why do you think they’ve refused your summons back to the palace?”
“Because their lands are under siege or soon will be. Margrove might be foolish enough to try and negotiate a deal with the Crell, but Zorael has been a loyal supporter of the Legion for many years. She stands with her people in the Darrowmere.”
“They have both betrayed you, and the others won’t be far behind.”
Krystia glanced at his reflection in the mirror. “Were you probing their thoughts during the meeting?”
His eyebrows arched ever-so-slightly. “You explicitly forbade me from using the Aether on any high-ranking officials, Your Majesty.”
“As if that would stop you,” she muttered, setting her earrings inside her jewelry case and spinning around. She had never allowed him to sit in on Council meetings before, and not just because he was completely devoid of social graces. For one, his presence in the palace was just another reminder to the nobles that she had freed the so-called “prisoners” from the Asylum, and his proximity to her played into the growing political narrative that she cared more about her kind than the people of Solaria. For two, she didn’t trust him to keep his powers in check. He could ruin everything with a single spell. 
Still, the more time passed the more she sympathized with his position. She desperately wanted to believe there was a way to bridge the gap between the Sightless masses and the Unbound, but that prospect seemed less and less likely by the day. Debates were tenuous enough between equals, but how could she possibly negotiate with someone who almost literally lived in a different world?  If her relationship with Darius was suffering—and it absolutely was, no matter how much she wished to deny it—then how could she possibly work with other Sightless whom she didn’t even respect?
Krystia sighed and pinched at her temples. “Give me a straight answer: were you reading their minds or not?”
“No,” Sovan said. “I couldn’t even if I’d wanted to.”
She frowned. “What do you mean?”
“They were wearing dampening crystals, likely embedded within their jewelry or other finery. I could sense their presence but not press into their thoughts.” He shuffled in place. “You didn’t notice?”
“I didn’t try to manipulate their minds,” she told him, though she felt her cheeks flushing in embarrassment. Even without actively trying to read their minds she probably should have noticed the dampening aura of the crystals. But with her power splintered in hundreds of different directions in order to support her Bound servants, she was finding even mundane channeling techniques more difficult than normal. 
“I see,” Sovan said. His expression remained neutral, but his tone was as smug as ever. “Well, in any event they are obviously not stupid. One of them—probably Savilen—realized they needed a way to protect themselves against you and your Bound. The largest vatari crystal deposits are in her province, if I recall correctly.”
Krystia shook her head. “King Areekan never would have tolerated such a slight. But then again, the councilors never feared him, either. They were his glorified lapdogs.”
“You could order them to remove the crystals. If they resist, we’ll know for certain if they have anything to hide.”
“No. That would only hasten their defection, and none of this petty bickering will matter once our dragons are ready.” She eyed him warily. “They will be ready, won’t they?”
“The Hatchery’s timetable remains intact,” he assured her. “But what if the councilors don’t wait that long? What if they move against you before we’re ready?”
“Then I will do whatever is necessary,” Krystia told him. “But right now, we’ll just have to wait.”
“I see,” Sovan murmured. He didn’t believe her, of course—he doubted both her ability and willingness to take a hard line with the Council. But right now, she didn’t particularly care what he or anyone else thought. She just wanted to be alone. 
“Leave me,” she ordered, turning back to her armoire. “We can speak again tomorrow.”
Sovan nodded. “Of course, my queen. As always, I shall be here if you require my services.”
He strode out of her chamber, and she sank down into her bed before stretching out with the Aether and telepathically locking the door. With all the voices of her Bound constantly jostling for her attention, she could never truly be alone anymore, but at least her room was quiet. She had already learned to appreciate why most Ascendants empowered a Voice to speak for them, and as the days went by she also understood why they isolated themselves in a private chamber away from the eyes of the world…
But she wasn’t willing to completely withdraw. Not yet, and hopefully not ever. She didn’t want to become a cronish hermit like Areekan forever trapped in the thousands of whispered conversations inside his mind. She still had personal goals to accomplish; she still had a life she wanted to lead. One of these days, once they had driven back the Crell and the tensions of the war had eased, she was going to marry Darius. The celebration would sprawl up and down the grand streets of Celenest, and people from across Solaria would come to catch their first glimpse of the young queen who had saved them from imperial rule. They would respect her wisdom and marvel at her beauty…and her legitimacy as Areekan’s successor would finally be secured. 
Krystia was nearly half an hour into her pleasant, relaxing reverie when a telepathic voice inside her mind requested—no, demanded—her full attention. Sighing tiredly, she concentrated on sorting through the myriad Aetheric tendrils binding her to her servants. It wasn’t overly difficult, especially considering how fervently this particular Bound had decided to tug…
I hope you bear good news, Krystia said.  
I do, in fact, Ethan Moore replied. I made contact with one of the Asgardian clan lords, and he has agreed to join us in our attack on Ashenfel.
She blinked and sat up. You convinced the Asgardians to aid us?
Not the Asgardians—just one clan, Ethan corrected. You can ask your diplomats for the political details, but suffice to say that High King Zharrs remains resolute in his noninterference. Clan Lord Halfren, thankfully, is capable of seeing the larger picture. 
I’m surprised they were willing to challenge their king, Krystia said. I thought the clans were as united as they’ve ever been.

That’s because you are ignorant of politics outside Solaria, Ethan said, his mental voice as snide and self-assured as his physical one. The clan-lords are desperate to find glory in a time of extended peace.
Krystia bit down on her lip and tried not to seethe. She had considered severing her connection to Ethan numerous times over the past few months—she had even considered dispatching her other Bound to kill him outright—but she’d always managed to convince herself that he was still a worthy asset. He had as much experience with war and subterfuge as any of her advisors, and if he excelled at one thing it was getting results. The problem was that he was also a completely insufferable bastard.
How many soldiers has Halfren promised to commit?
Five thousand, Ethan said. His entire clan is scheduled to land north of Lyebel twelve days from now. They’ll rendezvous with whatever forces you can assemble, and together we’ll march to liberate the capital.

“Five thousand,” Krystia whispered aloud, shaking her head in quiet disbelief. For the most part, she had been willing to leave the broader strategy of the war to Darius and his advisors, and she’d been so focused upon empowering new Bound to aid in the defense of Amberwood that she had almost forgotten about the northern front. After Garos, the Crell had withdrawn so many troops that Darius had only left a minimal garrison in Lyebel. 
I’d ask how you managed this, she said, but I’m not sure I want to know.
You have nothing to worry about, Your Majesty, Ethan insisted, which actually made her feel even worse. All I’ve promised them is the chance for glory in battle. Clan Lord Halfren understands that once the war is over, Galvia and Solaria will be very appreciate of its allies.
 Krystia snorted. You promised him help in overthrowing Zharrs, didn’t you?
I promised nothing we cannot deliver. You will just need to trust me on the details. 
“As if I have a choice,” she muttered. I can speak with General Iouna, but I’m not sure we’ll be able to spare any more men, not with the Crell pressing Amberwood and the Darrowmere.
If you ever want relief in the south, then we must put pressure upon Galvia, Ethan insisted. The Asgardians can handle the front-line grunt work, but we will need considerable support troops. Specifically, we’ll need as many Bound as you can spare. The king’s shaman obviously won’t be interested in helping us. 
I will spare what I can, but it won’t be much, Krystia told him. You’ll have to make due. 
I trust in your judgment and that of your general, he replied, the sarcasm practically dripping off every word. We will also need air support if we have any hope of breaching their walls, preferably dragons.
Krystia grunted. She considered informing Ethan about their plans with the Golden Hatchery, but for the moment it was probably best to keep the details to herself. Telling him now wouldn’t gain her anything, and she rather liked the idea of keeping at least a few secrets from him. Still, he was right that their army would need something. Otherwise an old-fashioned city siege would take weeks if not months, and that would completely defeat the purpose of drawing Crell resources away from the south. 
I’ll see what we can spare, she told him. I just hope Ashenfel will fall as easily as you seem to believe.
I never claimed that taking the city would be easy, Ethan corrected. I simply claimed it was necessary. Once Sovereign Verrator is defeated and Galvia is free, the Crell will have no choice but to fall back to protect their northern border. The scope of the war will change overnight.
I just hope that once Galvia is free, you’ll remember what side you’re on.
I am on the side of Galvia, Your Majesty. Just as I have always been.
Right, she said, shaking her head. Keep me apprised.
As always, Your Majesty, I am merely a thought away. 
 
***
 
“I still say this is a terrible idea,” Horsch muttered as he held his hands out above the fire. Winter had technically ended about a week ago, but his breath still billowed out in front of him. “The Supreme Commander of Imperial Forces shouldn’t be sitting out in the open this close to the border. Not without a whole battalion of troops surrounding him.”
Onar Tenel smiled thinly. “We’re not exactly defenseless.”
Horsch scoffed and glanced over his shoulder to the small squad of armored soldiers surrounding the campsite. “A dozen men and a few scouts hardly count as an escort for a colonel, let alone the Supreme Commander. You should have pleaded with the High Sovereign for one of her Breakers.”
“There aren’t any left in this part of the country. The Imperators will have to suffice. It’s not like we’re meeting with a bunch of Galvian rebels.”
“No, just a member of an organization that has worked tirelessly to undermine the Imperium for the better part of two centuries.  You’ll excuse me for being cautious.”
Tenel’s smile faded. He and his retinue had set up camp in a clearing just a few miles south of Breachvale Harbor. They were less than twenty miles from the Galvian border, though Kiersale Keep and the surrounding lands were ostensibly still under Crell control. So far the Solarians and their Galvian allies had remained content to bunker down in Lyebel, but it was always possible that they’d managed to hide a scouting party nearby. 
All in all, however, Tenel had never considered this mission much of a risk. Much could be said about the bizarrely subjective morality of their forthcoming guests, but they weren’t assassins or murderers. At worst, they would turn back and cancel the deal. At best…
Well, at best he would finally have the weapon he needed to crush the Solarians at Ashenfel and break the will of General Moore once and for all. 
“Sir,” Lieutenant Mirrel called out from behind him. “Our scouts have spotted a carriage approaching.”
“Right on time,” Tenel commented. “How many riders?”
“Just the driver and two guards, all of whom are lightly armed and armored,” she told him, her eyes narrowing in thought as she sifted through the telepathic reports from her fellow Imperators further down the road. “Though there’s easily enough space inside the carriage for several other soldiers.”
“I should hope so. I want everyone to fan out along the road here in escort formation, but keep your weapons sheathed—we don’t want to frighten our guests.”
“Of course, sir,” Mirrel replied with a nod. “Are you certain you don’t wish me to accompany you in your tent? If something goes wrong, I won’t be able to respond quickly enough—”
“I’ll be fine,” Tenel assured her. “This is a diplomatic meeting, and I have every reason to believe our friends are ready to negotiate with good faith.”
“I hope so, sir,” Mirrel whispered before she nodded and strode away. Neither she nor any of the others knew the true nature of this meeting, of course, and Tenel planned to keep it that way as long as possible. Instantaneous magical communication had its benefits, but spreading scuttlebutt across the whole of the Imperium in record time was not one of them. 
“We could have arranged to negotiate inside Breachvale, you know,” Horsch grumbled. “It’s not as crowded as it used to be, and at least then we could have stayed indoors.”
“The less people know what’s going on, the better,” Tenel said. “For all our sakes.”
Five minutes later, they finally caught a glimpse of the carriage approaching from down the road. Tenel beckoned for Horsch to follow him inside the command tent, and the two of them waited patiently inside for their guests. The driver backed the carriage all the way up to the flap before opening the side doors, and three heavily-cloaked figures stepped directly into the tent. Tenel signaled for his men to close the flap behind them, and only then did the newcomers pull back their cowls. 
“You must be Admiral Tenel,” the Knight of the Last Dawn said. “We meet in person at last.”
Tenel smiled and offered the woman his hand. She was younger than he had expected—thirty years at most—and her accent combined with her braided blond hair and bright blue eyes marked her as a Kor, one of the largest ethnic groups of humans in Calhara. As a people, they were nearly as tall and stocky as the Asgardians, though their culture was only a fraction as barbaric. 
“I thank you and your associates for coming, Dame Vohn,” Tenel said, sharing a quick glance with the two male knights flanking her. “Allow me to introduce my top advisor, Colonel Karl Horsch.”
“A pleasure to meet you, my lady,” Horsch added with a nod of his head. Perhaps today we can take the first step towards repairing the relationship between our—”
“Let’s just skip right past the pleasantries, shall we?” Vohn interrupted. “The Last Dawn isn’t about to condone the actions of your empire, and there’s no point deluding ourselves by treating this as anything other than an alliance of convenience. We’re here to aid you in stamping out a demonic infestation, nothing more.”
Tenel repressed the urge to snort. He had never met a Knight of the Last Dawn in person, but rumors of their smug superiority and sickening self-righteousness had spread far and wide across the Imperium. For once, the rumors might have actually been accurate. 
 “If that is what you wish, then I am happy to oblige,” Tenel said. “As I mentioned in my correspondence, our forces all across central and northern Galvia have been plagued by both possessions and outright demonic attacks. Our best guess is that the former Galvian General Ethan Moore is responsible.”
“Yes, we’ve been following his activities ever since one of our members tracked his minions to Solaria,” Vohn said. “We suspect that he has taught others his summoning techniques—I find it hard to believe that one old man could have possibly wreaked this much havoc on his own. If the situation isn’t dealt with quickly Torsia could face another incident like Serogar.”
“A concern we both share,” Tenel said. “A rising cult of warlocks could cause immense damage to—”
“Let’s also not get bogged down in false motives and thinly veiled interests,” Vohn cut in again. “I suspect your Sovereigns care as much about neutralizing demonic infestations as they do about stopping slave trafficking in their harbors. The only reason you’ve called for our help is that the demons are interfering with your war against the Alliance.”
“Don’t be absurd,” Horsch scoffed. “The Imperium has always taken demonic threats seriously. Just last year we annihilated a cabal of warlocks in—”
Tenel raised a hand for his friend to be silent. “The war is obviously our primary concern at the moment, and I have no intention of pretending otherwise,” he said diplomatically. “But the demons are a problem, and we are willing to take whatever steps are necessary to contain the threat. If we can agree on that point, then nothing else matters.”
Vohn’s blue eyes darted between them, and Tenel resisted the urge to smile. Horsch wasn’t actually upset, of course; they had carefully choreographed this entire exchange well in advance. Like all moralistic zealots, paladins were notoriously easy to manipulate, and Tenel was more than willing to feed this woman whatever bullshit was necessary to get what he wanted. 
Her stare was remarkably intense, though, and he had no intention of underestimating Vohn or her entourage. Misguided or not, the Knights of the Last Dawn were rightfully feared as the most powerful warriors in all of Obsidian, and he had no doubt that these three paladins could carve a bloody swath through his guards if they so desired. 
Still, after months of standing in the presence of Sovereign Ishthare, the judgmental glare of a mere paladin seemed harmless by comparison. 
“Very well,” Vohn said into the silence. “Highlord Alric believes it is important to eliminate this threat, and so do I. But we will not take sides in the war.”
“Nor would we expect you to,” Tenel assured her. “The infestation remains strongest within Ashenfel and the surrounding lands, and so far the Solarians have been content to leave the bulk of their forces within Lyebel. You and your associates should be able to enter the capital without any difficulty, and with luck we’ll be able to stamp out the—”
“We have no intention of entering Ashenfel or any other imperial territory,” Vohn interrupted. “Once this meeting is concluded, we will return to Calhara.”
Horsch frowned in mostly fake confusion. “I beg your pardon?”
“I suspect that you are an honorable enough man, Admiral, but unfortunately your superiors are not,” Vohn explained. “I’m not about to take my men into the heart of imperial territory and trust the good intentions of the High Sovereign or his Zarul assassins. I’m sure you understand.”
Tenel shared a quick glance with Horsch. “I understand your concerns, yes, but without your presence in Ashenfel I’m not sure how you intend to confront this infestation.”
Vohn smiled faintly and gestured to one of her companions. He turned and reached back into the carriage. “As we discussed in our correspondences, the Last Dawn has other methods of containing warlocks,” she said. “We’ve brought with us a tool that will allow you to locate and banish any demons you come across.”
On command, the other knight withdrew a small, rectangular wooden case and set it down upon the table at the center of the tent. Dame Vohn flipped open the lid to reveal a glimmering golden plate with a fist-sized purple crystal inset directly at its center. 
“Interesting,” Horsch commented. This time he was being completely honest; they had known all about the capabilities of this device, but neither of them had any idea what it actually looked like. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a crystal that color before.”
“It is a small shard of Maeleon’s godstone,” Vohn said. “A fraction of his divine energy remains dormant within the crystal, and a handful of properly trained channelers can temporarily bring its power to the surface.”
Tenel nodded idly as he studied the shard. The swirling purple mists dancing across its surface were oddly mesmerizing, though as a vorhang his ability to appreciate Aetheric devices was limited. “We’re honored that you would willingly share a piece of your god with us.”
“A small piece,” Vohn clarified. “And before you ask: no, the crystal has no other purpose. It was designed specifically to expose and weaken Void-spawned creatures, and that’s exactly what it does.”
“Still, we appreciate the gesture,” Tenel told her. “I’m sure it was difficult to convince your superior to part with such a sacred relic.”
“It is not unique—many other shards were extracted from the godstone four hundred years ago during the Glorinfel Blight. An army of demons had escaped from their prison in Zereloth, and there simply weren’t enough paladins to track and defeat them all. The shards allow regular soldiers to fight what they otherwise could not see.”
All while not revealing your precious channeling techniques to outsiders, Tenel thought to himself. Not that he really cared—the knights could keep their personal magic tricks all they liked. The Breakers would still crush them eventually, and for now this shard would more than suffice. 
“When properly activated,” Vohn went on, “the shard will reveal any demons within a small radius. This will allow your soldiers to find and exterminate any Void-spawn they come across as well as identify if any of your men have been possessed.”
“What do you mean by ‘small radius,’” Horsch asked. 
“The range is variable based upon the skill of the channelers who activate it, but you should be able to expose all demons within several thousand feet, perhaps even a mile.”
“Enough to cover most small towns and even some cities,” Tenel replied, nodding. “Excellent.”
Vohn waved her hand above the crystal. “The shard will also temporarily suppress the control of any warlock in the vicinity, which means that the demons will likely turn upon anyone or anything nearby. You will need to be prepared to deal with the chaos.”
“We will be,” Tenel assured her. 
“Good,” she said, reaching into her pack and retrieving a scroll. “These are the instructions your channelers will need to properly activate the device. I would recommend dealing with a small area at first before expanding your search.”
“Good advice,” Horsch said. “You have our thanks once again, my lady.”
Vohn grunted softly. “Demons are the scourge of all life on Obsidian, and if we can empower nations to deal with their own periodic infestations, all the better.”
 “Then please extend my sincere thanks to Lord Alric,” Tenel said, smiling. “I know you’ve undergone a change in leadership, and the previous Highlord never seemed particularly interested in cooperating with our government.”
“Nor should he have been,” Vohn replied matter-of-factly. “And do not expect us to deal with you in the future so long as the High Sovereign remains in power. It is unfortunate that the Alliance has also chosen to follow a renegade channeler. I fear that by the time this war ends, all of Torsia will pay a heavy price.” Her lip twitched, and she seemed to mentally step down from her self-made pulpit. “But politics aside, there are a few more things you should know about the device before we leave.”
“Then by all means, continue,” Tenel implored.  
The meeting lasted another twenty minutes or so, at which point the paladins slipped back into their carriage and rode off without even sharing a cup of tea. Tenel watched them disappear into the edge of the forest, a satisfied smile tugging at his lips. 
“I’ve half a mind to order our Imperators to attack their carriage,” Horsch grumbled. “I’d pay a Sovereign’s ransom to see that smug superiority burned off their faces.”
“You would only be sending our men to an early grave.” 
His friend cocked an eyebrow. “We might not have any Breakers, but we still outnumber them six to one.”
“Never underestimate a Knight of the Last Dawn,” Tenel warned. “Even our Breakers have learned that lesson.”
“Except that Vohn and her lackeys aren’t Unbound or vaeyn,” Horsch countered. He paused for a moment before waving his hand dismissively. “Anyway, I suppose that went about as well as we could have hoped. Thank the Sovereigns they didn’t insist on accompanying us back home.”
Tenel nodded. “It will certainly allow things to proceed more smoothly. We won’t have to bother attempting to hide our operations from them.”
“I have to give you credit, Onar,” Horsch said, clapping his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “You’re getting damn good at this. They responded just like you predicted. If I didn’t know better, I would assume you’d been a Green Coat your whole life.”
Tenel’s smile slowly faded. His friend had obviously intended his words as a compliment, but Tenel wasn’t sure he liked the implication. He still thought of himself as a military man first and foremost. He was a soldier and a patriot, not a Zarul goon. He had taken an oath to defend the citizens of the Imperium and bring peace and order to the rest of Torsia.
But for all intents and purposes, the Crell Imperium was the Zarul at this point. Sovereign Ishthare had seen to that. And as long as Tenel stood here directing a war in her name, then his coat was as green as the men skulking in the shadows behind his tent. 
“Order the Imperators to deliver the shard to Ashenfel immediately,” Tenel said, ignoring the sudden tightness in his chest. “If our early reports are accurate and the Asgardians are plotting to land troops near Lyebel, then we need to be prepared for a potential attack.”
Horsch scratched at his chin. “It’s a three-day ride to Ashenfel assuming the roads are clear. Our Imperators should have plenty of time to figure out the device before Moore’s army can seriously threaten us.”
“Just make sure they only test it in a small area. If Moore does have demons in the city, we can’t afford to tip him off that we have a counter to his best weapon. He needs to be surprised.”
“I’m sure he will be,” Horsch said. “And so will his Alliance friends when demons start appearing right in the middle of their army. Do you think they’ll hang him on the spot?”
“I’d rather he be allowed to watch as we crush the last of the Galvian resistance once and for all,” Tenel murmured. “But I will settle for victory.”
Horsch chuckled. “I’ll deliver the orders, and then you and I need to get back. It’s just about time to spring our surprise at Amberwood.”
“Yes,” Tenel said, his smile returning. “It is indeed.”
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
“The Godsoul is stronger than we expected. Unfortunately, so is the man who carries it.”
—Lord Dathiel upon his return to the Watchers
 
The indiscernible buzz of muffled conversation gradually wrangled Sarina back into the conscious world. When her eyes opened and she didn’t recognize her surroundings, her first reaction was to scramble for her weapons. 
“It’s all right,” a soft, familiar voice breathed into her ear. “We’re all here with you.”
Sarina bolted upright and instantly regretted it. Her stomach churned and her vision blurred, and she banged her elbow hard against the wooden floor as she tried to keep herself from crumpling over. 
“Take it easy,” Selvhara scolded. She gripped onto Sarina’s shoulders with surprising strength and struggled to hold her in place. “You’ve been unconscious for almost two days. Give your body a chance to adjust.”
“Two days?” Sarina croaked. “What in the Void…?”
She trailed off as the memories belatedly flooded back over her. They had been chasing Jason’s artifact across the Elashi city of Bal’Aqui, and it turned out that his “demon” had actually been a living Immortal instead. They had spoken for a few minutes, and then there had been a flash of light…
“The warehouse nearly collapsed on top of us, and you were struck in the head by a piece of debris after you had been rendered unconscious,” the druid explained. “But Jason managed to defeat the Immortal, and now we’re on a ship headed for Galvia.”
Pressing her eyes shut, Sarina sucked in a long, deep breath and waited for the dizziness to abate. Her stomach settled a few seconds later, and this time she gradually propped herself up onto an elbow. 
“Jason killed a god?”
“No, but he and Tam managed to drive Dathiel off. I doubt he’ll return anytime soon.”
“How comforting,” Sarina muttered under her breath. She took a moment to study their surroundings. They appeared to be inside the hold of a medium-sized cargo ship, though none of the others were currently present. “Galivar’s blood, this all seems like some kind of nightmare…”
“It could have been much worse,” Selvhara said. “I’m afraid you took the worst of it. No one else was seriously injured.”
Sarina grumbled under her breath and she searched herself for lingering wounds. Her skin was sticky and gross, but she didn’t feel any scars or lumps. “So not only was I useless in the fight, I also slowed everyone down.”
“Dathiel disabled all of us. There was nothing you could have done.”
“I know,” Sarina whispered. “That’s what bothers me.”
Her mind flashed back to the telepathic link she had shared with Jason just before their confrontation with Dathiel. It had unquestionably been the most powerful experience of her life, and at the time it had also soothed her latent anxiety about Jason’s transformation and her own dwindling ability to remain a part of that world. But then Dathiel had casually flicked her aside like an annoying insect…
Taking in another deep breath, she hopped to her feet despite her caretaker’s protestations.  She was dizzy at first, but after a few minutes—and another surge of restorative magic from Sel—Sarina felt more or less normal. 
“The others are above deck,” Selvhara said. “I’m certain they will be pleased to see that you’re awake.”
Sarina nodded distantly as she grabbed the clean tunic and pants next to her bedroll. “All of this still feels like a weird dream.”
“That should pass in time. I just hope you still have your sea legs from your time in Ikara.”
“So do I,” Sarina murmured as she slipped the brown tunic over her head. The gentle swaying of the boat hadn’t gotten to her just yet, but she had never been particularly fond of sea travel. “Does this ship have a crew?”
“Just us. We decided it would be safer to purchase and sail our own ship. Gor even fronted most of the gold.”
“Now this definitely feels like a dream. I dread to think what he’ll expect in return.”
Sarina finished getting dressed before gingerly making her way up the stairs onto the main deck. The rest of the crew noticed her immediately. Jason and Tam hopped down from the upper deck, while Gor glanced up to her from his personal cubby beneath the mast. 
“You
rejoin us at last. I was starting to fear we’d have to feed you to the sharks.”
“Nice to see you, too,” Sarina murmured. She cocked an eyebrow at the collection of shiny baubles he had laid out across a blanket. “Having fun with your toys?”
“They are not toys,” Gor said pointedly. “They are valuable possessions, just like the ship you are now standing on.”
Tam snorted. “I just assumed he was planning on starting his own merchant fleet when we finally reach Galvia. He can sell shiny trinkets for a while, at least until the Crell capture him and toss him back in chains.”
The chagari’s orange eyes narrowed. “Careful, little human, lest I feed you to the sharks instead. At least the ka’chek here is capable of actual conversation.”
“I think that means he’s happy to see you,” Jason murmured, stepping in close enough to squeeze Sarina’s arm. “How are you feeling?”
“Well enough,” Sarina told him, squeezing back. 
“I’m glad you’re awake. For a while there, we were all worried.”
“I just wish I had been more useful during the actual fight,” she whispered. “I barely remember anything.”
“Jace and I had it under control,” Tam said with a smirk. “I mean, we were only fighting a demigod. How threatening could he be?”
Sarina rolled her eyes. “You’re looking better, by the way. Whatever that whore gave you must have gone away.”
Tam’s smirk transformed into a grimace. “It wasn’t a disease, and she wasn’t a whore. She was…”
“A demon,” Jason said, tugging gently on Sarina’s elbow. “Come up to the front of the ship and I’ll tell you all about it.”
He escorted her far enough away from the others to get some privacy, then told her everything that had happened—his battle with Dathiel, his cleansing of Tam’s corruption, and then their eventual flight from Bal’Aqui. By the time he finished, she felt like she had been unconscious for a week rather than a few days. 
“I admit I never really expected the Eye to work like the legends claimed,” she whispered, “but I also never expected to run into a god.”
“He wasn’t a god,” Jason said. “He was like me…whatever that is. He called us the ‘True Ascendants,’ which I guess is probably the most accurate term. We’re the ones with actual Immortals inside us.”
“Well, we can call him whatever we want, but if he’s working with the Order of Orias…” Sarina shrugged. “I don’t know much about him, but they strike me as the persistent type. If they want you badly enough, they’ll come after you again.”
He nodded. “I know. But right now we have bigger problems to worry about.” He gestured towards the distant shoreline off their starboard bow. “We made it out of the Gulf of Zunlai without any problems, but we’re still a long way from home. Even with Sel blasting wind into the sails, it will take us weeks to reach Galvia.  I’m tempted to dock at Velashel Harbor and make our way on foot.”
Sarina blinked. “You want to ride straight through the heart of the Imperium? Are you crazy?”
“My father is still in Galvia,” Jason murmured, his jaw muscles visibly tightening beneath his cheeks. “We need to get there as quickly as possible.”
“You really think your father would be so brazen as to openly try and recruit an army to liberate Ashenfel?”
“Openly? No. My father never does anything openly if he can help it. But the Watchers have operatives all across Torisa, and there have been several reports of demonic attacks in Ashenfel.”
Sarina resisted the urge to remind him that she had suggested they go back to Galvia in the first place. Ethan Moore had always been obsessed with driving the Crell from his homeland, and there was no other logical place for him to be. But now that she had touched his mind, she knew that the Eye of the Pah was only part of the reason Jason had wanted to travel to Talisham. He had also wanted to flee Solaria before he could get sucked into another war. He had wanted to run as far away from his past as he could before it finally caught up with him. But fate, it seemed, had other plans. 
 “Before we set off, I had a chance to…chat…with some of the imperial soldiers in Bal’Aqui,” Jason added into the silence. “I was able to glean some useful intelligence.”
“I thought you’d decided not to probe into anyone’s mind without permission,” Sarina said. 
“I decided to make an exception, considering that half of us were injured and you were unconscious. The Crell have been pushing so hard into southern Solaria that they’ve virtually abandoned Galvia. Nearly all of their forces in the north have withdrawn to Ashenfel.”
“Which means you father will be doing everything possible to weaken their defenses in preparation for a Solarian attack,” she reasoned. “Assuming the Solarians are going to attack. Did the Crell soldiers have any news about the state of the war?”
“Yes, though I almost wish I hadn’t heard it,” Jason said gravely. “The imperium already occupies almost a quarter of Solaria, and they’re threatening the forts outside of Celenest. At this rate, the Alliance will crumble by the end of summer, if not before.”
Sarina closed her eyes and swore under her breath. The news could have been exaggerated, of course, given that Jason had plucked it from the minds of Crell soldiers. The local Imperators had a vested interest in keeping morale high, which meant that any reports they received from the Sovereigns would have been fed to the rank-and-file grunts in the most positive light. 
Regardless of the spin, however, there was no doubt in her mind that the Alliance was in trouble. Queen Krystia had been fighting an uphill battle from the very beginning. She wasn’t aware of a single nation in all of history that had survived the assassination of their reigning Ascendant. Sarina still felt guilty about not being there to help, as irrational as the thought was—one Asgardian huntress wasn’t going to miraculously turn the tide. 
“A part of me wishes we’d been there too,” Jason whispered. “Even though I’m not sure what we could have done to make a difference.”
She turned and glowered at the side of his face. “Are you in my head now?”
“No, but I don’t need to read your thoughts to know what you’re thinking,” he said, squeezing her hand and smiling tightly. “This whole trip was a mistake. We wasted all this time halfway across the continent, and we have nothing to show for it.”
Sarina glanced back over her shoulder to Gor. The chagari was still sitting on the deck rifling through his bags full of shiny baubles. Tam was chatting with him, though Gor didn’t seem to be paying much attention. 
“Gor bought some nice souvenirs and you went one-on-one with a god,” she said. “That has to be worth something.”
Jason grunted but didn’t smile. “I can’t stand the idea of my father being out there. I can’t stand the idea of more innocent people suffering because of his petty quest for vengeance.” He sighed and swallowed heavily. “But now I’m starting to wonder if I’m just doing the same thing. He wants vengeance on the Crell, and I want vengeance on him.”
“I don’t think it’s quite that simple,” Sarina soothed. “Your father is a monster, and he needs to be stopped.”
“The Crell are monsters, and they need to be stopped,” Jason countered. “What’s the difference?”
“Your father has murdered dozens, maybe even hundreds of people. He got every one of his old friends killed, including your mother. And of course there’s the little problem that he’s actively summoning demons to help him…”
Jason’s cheek twitched. “I almost got all of my friends killed on this foolish quest, and I’m attracting the attention of gods instead of demons.”
Sarina sighed and pulled her hand away. “Look, if you want to sit here and feel sorry for yourself, I’m not the one you should be talking to. Sel is the kind and pleasant one, remember?”
“Maybe, but you’re the one who tells the truth,” he said, pivoting around to face her. “You’re the one who doesn’t coddle or pull punches. So I want you to tell me what you really think.”
“All right, fine: what I think is that worrying about this is about as pointless as me worrying about not having a place in this group. If I’m not allowed to sit around moping, then neither are you.”
Jason chuckled, but his smile quickly faded. “My father’s rage has destroyed the lives of many people, but especially the women who loved him. My mother is dead, and Sel…” He glanced behind him to the druid as she hovered near the sails and conjured a steady wind to keep up their speed. “She’s not the same person she used to be. She was exiled from Sorthaal for fighting in a human war, and now she’s stuck following me around out of some misplaced sense of duty.”
Sarina followed his eye and put a hand on his arm. “She loves you like the son she never had. I don’t think that affection is misplaced.”
“Maybe not, but I see the sadness in her eyes whenever she thinks of her people. She’s not human, and Torsia will never be her home.”
“Maybe not,” Sarina said, placing a hand on his arm. “But we are her family. Maybe that’s enough.”
Jason’s smile returned. “You know, for a barbarian, you can be pretty clever sometimes.”
“Took you long enough to notice,” she said, smiling back. “I’m still not sure we should risk traveling by land across the Imperium, though. Gor alone will make us walking targets.”
“We can always pretend he’s our slave. Though I don’t relish the prospect of proposing that idea to him…”
 “They’ll also be looking for you,” she pointed out. “We can’t avoid their patrols forever.”
“You’re probably right,” he conceded. “I’m not sure how much time we’d save anyway. If we cut through the Strait of Kai’Hathi in Numen, we can shave several days off our trip.”
“It’s definitely the safer choice,” Sarina said. “And you know us. We always like to play it safe.”
“Yeah,” Jason said, grunting and shifting his eyes out to the horizon. “That describes us perfectly.”
 
***
 
Four days after limping into Amberwood, Elade finally felt like herself again. The Solarian priests had healed her wounds and purged the Crell toxins from her system almost the instant she had arrived, but the nausea and pain hadn’t really faded until the next day. Even once she had recovered physically, however, she hadn’t felt complete until the warm, reassuring tingle of the Aether flowed through her body once more. 
Just like with so many things in life, Elade hadn’t appreciated just how much she depended on her channeling abilities until she had lost them. The Aether was more than just a conjured shield or healing spell; for over a hundred years now it had been her constant companion, her tether to an entirely different realm of perspective and sensation. She had never been much of a telepath, but she still possessed the ability to sense the collective presence of the conscious minds surrounding her, especially inside a bustling city. Losing that sense had been like suddenly going deaf, and even after her powers had returned she’d felt as if someone had clapped their hands over her ears. Everything had been muted and distant, and she’d spent the last two nights meditating atop one of the fort’s old, empty towers in an effort to re-center herself. Both the shadow knights and the Last Dawn had taught her numerous focusing techniques, and eventually her efforts paid off—the mental haze cleared away, and she was herself again. 
A warrior. An Unbound. A Knight of the Last Dawn. A woman whose mere presence was a threat to everyone in Amberwood. 
Elade grit her teeth as she spiraled down the stairs of the central command tower and into the private quarters Darius had graciously provided for her. Night had fallen several hours ago, and midnight was fast approaching. Aside from the night watchmen, most of the soldiers were now asleep…which meant that now was the perfect time for her to make a discreet exit. 
Shutting the door behind her, she retrieved her armor off the rack and began to suit up. The Solarians had been kind enough to polish off the dirt and blood, and even though their local blacksmiths were hardly up to Last Dawn standards, they’d still been able to repair most of the battle damage. All things considered, the suit was as clean and supple as it had been in months. At this point slipping into the familiar light scale mesh was like wrapping herself in a blanket; the weight on her shoulders was warm and comforting. She didn’t just feel naked without it—she felt like an entirely different person. 
Then came her sword. She hadn’t allowed the weapon out of her sight long enough for the Solarians to touch it, but she had spent several hours polishing the hilt and pommel on her own. Just like her armor, the Dawn-forged steel required relatively little maintenance. The edge and tip were nearly as sharp as when Tevek had first forged the blade four years ago, and when she held it up in front of her she could see her luminous blue eyes reflecting in the silvery metal. 
The blade of a paladin is a symbol as much as a weapon, he had told her. Never draw it unless you intend to use it, and never use it unless you are prepared to deal with the consequences.
At the time, Elade had found his advice painfully naïve…and all these years later, a part of her still did. But even still, she would have given just about anything to hear Tevek’s voice speak those words to her one last time. 
With a final sigh, Elade sheathed the weapon and slipped out of the room. The lower levels of the tower were mostly empty at this hour, and the guards she passed didn’t bother her. Mercifully, Darius himself had barely spoken with her after their last aborted encounter. Whether that was because he was busy or because he respected her desire for solitude didn’t really matter; either way, she’d been afforded the space she needed. And now it would be that much easier for her to slip away without being noticed. 
Three separate bridges spanned the river bisecting Amberwood into a lower and upper city, and Elade maneuvered through the streets towards the easternmost one. Patrols were sparse at this time of night, and she waited until the trio of wandering guardsmen meandered across the bridge before crossing it herself. With the help of the Aether, she wouldn’t need to draw undue attention by leaving through the main gate—she could shadow-walk up onto the battlements, then shadow-walk back down into the refugee courtyard on the other side—
“The guards are under strict orders not to allow anyone to leave the fort,” a familiar voice called out from behind her. “All the gates are locked down tight.”
Elade stopped in her tracks and bit down on her lip so hard she tasted blood. “I don’t need to open the gate.”
“There are suppression crystals on the wall every few hundred feet or so. That teleportation trick of yours won’t work unless your range is a lot longer than I think it is.”
“I’m sure there’s a weak point somewhere.”
“Maybe. The question is why you want to find it so badly. I thought paladins considered sneaking around through the darkness…unseemly.”
“I’m not a paladin,” Elade whispered. “Not anymore.”
“Highlord Alric might not think so, but that doesn’t change what you are. You’re a Knight of the Last Dawn, and the people in this fort desperately need your help.”
Elade’s body heaved from another deep sigh, and after a few more seconds she finally summoned the courage to turn around. Looking into Darius’s eyes again was every bit as difficult as she had feared. “I can’t stay here.”
“Of course you can,” he said, stepping out from the shadows. “I’m the High General of the Solarian Legion, in case you’ve forgotten. One of the perks of the job is being able to choose who is and isn’t welcome inside my forts.”
“You know what I mean.”
“No, I really don’t,” Darius said, taking a step closer. “Do you see any of Alric’s goons lurking around? He recalled every single paladin in Solaria. There’s no one here to take you back.”
“That’s not the point.”
“Then what is the point? All I know is that you’ve spent the last couple months slinking behind enemy lines like some kind of assassin. Don’t get me wrong: we all appreciate you taking out as many Crell Breakers as you can. But there’s no reason you have to be alone out there.”
Elade winced as she leaned over the edge of the bridge. The water was clear and still enough that she could see her own reflection. “Everyone who spends too much time around me eventually pays the price for my mistakes. I won’t allow that to happen again.”
“You can’t still blame yourself for Tevek’s death,” Darius said, creeping up behind her. “There was nothing you could have possibly done.”
“I could have been there with him.”
“Then the Crell would have taken Garos. I would be dead, and Jason and his friends probably would be, too.”
“I could have returned to the Citadel with him, then,” Elade pressed. “They might have forgiven him if I’d been there to surrender. Tevek’s powers would have been restored.”
“Alric would have found a way to destroy Tevek one way or another, and you would have been locked in a dungeon or killed outright. Instead you chose to protect Jason, drive his father’s demons out of Celenest, and save Garos from Crell occupation. I’d say you made the right decision.”
Elade shook her head. “You don’t understand. You can’t understand.”
“I’m willing to try,” Darius said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Please, tell me.” 
She pressed her eyes shut. Deep down, she understood that he just wanted to help. He always wanted to help. From the first time they had met in Serogar, she had sensed a bond between them. She had been shocked that any Solarian, let alone a high-ranking Legion officer, had been willing to speak with a vaeyn. But Darius hadn’t seemed to care about her gray skin or her people’s reputation. He had seen her as a Knight of the Last Dawn, and that had been enough. 
As the weeks had passed and the battles had grown more intense, the nature of their relationship had changed. His attraction to her had been obvious, but it had also been mutual. Under different circumstances, Elade would have gladly invited him into her bed…and now, a few years later, their time apart had only caused those feelings to simmer into a boil. She could hear it in the tone of his voice; she could feel it in the trembling of his fingers on her shoulders. And she could see it in the sparkle behind his eyes.
A part of her wanted to spin around and kiss him. An even larger part of her wanted to drag him back to her chambers and spend the night beneath him. But if sleeping with him would have been a mistake at Serogar, then it absolutely would be a mistake now. She needed to get out of here as soon as possible…
“Those refugees down there in the lower city think the world of you,” Darius said. 
Elade blinked at the abrupt change of subject. “They don’t even know who I am.”
“They know enough. And that Izarian girl practically worships you. She’s been begging my men to get another chance to see you.”
“She’s young. Too young for war.”
“The Crell have never been all that choosy about their conscripts. As awful as this is to say, she’s probably lucky the local commander didn’t make her his pet instead.” 
“Very lucky,” Elade murmured. “But she saved my life. I’m still not sure why.”
Darius shrugged, “Like you said, she’s young. You’re probably the first Knight of the Last Dawn she’s ever seen. Even Crell children grow up on stories about knights and dragons.”
“No, I don’t mean that,” Elade whispered. “There’s something unusual about her. She’s skilled for a raw conscript—too skilled, I think. And too brave as well. I still have a hard time believing she followed me all the way from Lanesk, and I have an even harder time believing she shot and killed a Zarul operative.”
“Paladins have a reputation for inspiring regular people to take great risks.”
“Maybe, but you know how much the average Crell fears the Green Coats. And I’m sure it’s worse in the assimilated provinces like Izaria.”
“What are you suggesting, then? That she’s lying to you about being a conscript?”
“I don’t know,” Elade admitted. “But something doesn’t feel quite right about her.”
“If she’s some type of Crell spy, then she’s one hell of an actress. And I’m not sure why they would set up a trap to bait you into the fjord only to have her kill their own men. That seems way too elaborate, even for the ‘Coats.”
“You’re probably right. And if she’s not a Zarul plant, I have no idea what else she could be.”
“A brave, awe-stricken kid with a crush on an exotic foreigner,” Darius said. His hand gradually shifted from her shoulder down to her waist. “Trust me: I know exactly how she feels.”
Elade closed her eyes. “Darius…”
“Please stay,” he whispered into her ear. “I won’t pretend to know what you’re going through, but the people here need you.” His grip tightened. “I need you.”
Slowly, deliberately, Elade finally turned around…and the instant she did so, she knew she had made a terrible mistake. She should have run while she’d had the chance. She should have shadow-walked free of his grip and sprinted off towards the lower battlements before he could stop her. 
Instead she leaned forward and kissed him. Her arms locked around his head, and his arms squeezed about her waist. For a few perfect seconds they remained still, and she savored the heat of his breath and the taste of his lips. Their armor clattered together as he gently pushed her back against the edge of the bridge, and his hand grabbed her thigh and hoisted her right leg up near his waist. 
Elade was just about ready to drag him back towards the central tower when she caught a flicker of movement from the corner of her eye. Tilting her head to the side, she glanced down into the water. The surface wasn’t nearly as calm as it had been just a few minutes ago. Farther down the channel she noticed some small waves…
“What’s wrong?” Darius panted between breaths.
“Something is stirring the water.”
“What?”
“Is there a mill or pump further down that I’m not aware of?”
He shook his head in obvious confusion and frustration. He was probably trying to decide if this was another weak attempt to get away. “No, but plenty of fish squeeze through the western grate.”
“This was much larger than a fish,” Elade told him as she gently slipped free of his grip. She didn’t sense anything strange when she reached out to the Aether, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. There were enough channelers and enchanted weapons in the city that she couldn’t really separate one aura from another. 
“Urchins from the Black Quarter sneak down there to swim at night sometimes,” Darius said. “Not all the guards have the heart to turn them away.”
“Mm,” Elade mumbled. “When was the last time your people checked the grates?”
Darius blinked. “I don’t know, that’s not exactly the Fort’s weakest—”
He never finished the sentence. Without warning, a thunderous roar echoed up from the waterway, and when Elade glanced down over the edge she had to resist the urge to scream at the top of her lungs. Rising out from the water, its massive black scales glinting in the moonlight, was the unmistakable silhouette of a dragon. The creature’s mighty wings flapped upwards, splashing the adjacent streets in a veritable tidal wave of displaced water, and it reared back on its haunches as if it were about to breath fire across half the fortress. But instead it hoisted its arms from the water and flicked its talons outward…and a pair of all-too-familiar Crell troop carriers soared free from its grip and crashed down somewhere in the upper levels of the city. 
“Sol have mercy,” Darius stammered. “How in the Void did—”
“Get down!” Elade warned, driving her shoulder into his waist and tackling him flat against the bridge. She felt the air wheeze from his lungs, but before he could protest another roar echoed across the battlements…followed by a storm of flame and death. 
Without the protection of the Aether, they both would have been cooked alive. Even with Elade shielding them, the heat was so intense that her brow instantly beaded with sweat. Flames writhed hungrily around the bridge like the tongue of a giant beast lapping up everything in its path, and she closed her eyes as a curtain of fire singed barely an inch in front of her face…
And then it was over. The dragon unleashed another ear-splitting roar, and Elade grabbed Darius’s arm and wrenched him back to his feet. 
“Get back to the command tower and rally your men,” she ordered. “Now!”
Darius hopped back to his feet. The dread momentarily darkening his features had already vanished. Whatever else he might have been, he was still a soldier. His combat instincts immediately took over. 
“You should come along,” he told her. “I’ll need your help to—”
“I’ll keep them contained as long as I can,” Elade said, pushing him away. “Now go!”
Without waiting for a response, she dashed off towards the closest Crell troop carrier. Groll shock troops were already spilling out onto the streets, but even with the help of a dragon, this wasn’t a large enough force to actually conquer Amberwood. The Crell would have reinforcements on the way, and it was up to her to hold the line until Darius could mobilize his priests and erect a barrier over the city. Otherwise this fortress was doomed…and Solaria would be doomed along with it. 
Unsheathing her sword, Elade charged into the fray. 
 
 
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
“Embrace victories when you can. Endure defeats when you must.”
—Legion General Karolyn Hargrove, 1972 A.G.
 
“The siege dragon has breached the waterway, sir,” Lieutenant Mirrel reported, her eyes flicking back and forth in concentration. “The groll carriers have been deployed, and our Breaker units are standing by.”
“Excellent,” Onar Tenel said with a crisp nod. “Order them to hold position for another few minutes. We need to give the groll a chance to whip up a suitable distraction.”
“Yes, sir.”
Tenel sank back into his chair and calmly folded his hands in his lap. He had long ago learned the importance of projecting a calm façade to his subordinates, especially during vital engagements. On the inside, of course, his stomach was twisting into knots. He had spent months carefully developing this plan, and if it worked the Solarians would have no choice but to fall back and perhaps even consider outright surrender. If it failed, the loss of life and resources would be relatively minimal…but he had no idea how Sovereign Ishthare would react. She had been suspiciously quiet recently—she hadn’t spoken to him in person in nearly a month, and she hadn’t whispered a single word to him via Mirrel or the other Imperators within central command, either. 
Not that he was complaining. The less he caught her looming over his shoulder, the better. And the less he saw of the Zarul, the less time he spent wondering what the Imperium was actually going to look like when this war was finally over…
“Can we get a projection of the fortress?” Horsch asked. 
“Yes,” Mirrel said, her forehead creasing. “One moment…”
A heartbeat later, the table shimmered with magic as the lieutenant conjured a translucent, three-dimensional approximation of Amberwood. It wasn’t perfect, of course; they could only see what the Imperators on the ground could see, which meant that most of the fort was still covered in shadow. Still, from a commander’s perspective these projections remained immensely useful tools. Tenel could scarcely imagine what war must have been like for the generals and officers of the dark ages before the Godswar…
“The groll shock troops have engaged the Solarians,” Mirrel reported. “Most of the enemy soldiers are fleeing back to the command tower. They have nothing to defend the—wait.”
Tenel cocked an eyebrow. “Lieutenant?”
She waved a hand above the projection, and several other human-shaped blurs appeared near the bridges overlooking the waterway. “One of the figures is General Iouna. He is heading for the command tower.”
Horsch swore under his breath. “I don’t think we’ll be able to cut him off in time. What a pity. That would have been a fine turn of luck, wouldn’t it?”
“What about the other figure near the bridges?” Tenel asked. 
“We’re not certain, sir, but he—no, she,” Mirrel corrected, “seems to be heading towards the groll.”
“I’ll bet you a year’s supply of vodka that’s our missing dark elf paladin,” Horsch grumbled. “She could bloody ruin everything…”
“There’s no need to panic just yet,” Tenel admonished. Despite the flatness of his tone, however, he felt an extra twinge of anxiety in his gut. This woman had almost single-handledly prevented them from acquiring the divine spark in Lyebel several months ago, and then she had cut down their powerful soldiers at Garos just a few short weeks later. Tenel might not have loathed her as much as General Moore and his Elf Witch…but tactically speaking, this vaeyn was almost certainly the greatest threat to the war effort in Solaria.
But perhaps her presence was a hidden blessing. If they could successfully sack Amberwood and destroy the Alliance’s most visible hero along with the Legion’s High General…
“Order the Breaker units to begin their assault on the Solarian priests,” Tenel ordered. “And make sure the siege dragon causes as much destruction as possible—I want to make certain it gets her attention.”
Horsch cocked an eyebrow at him. “She is a paladin, you know. There’s a real chance she might actually be able to kill it.”
“Possibly, but she’s also the only one in Amberwood with the power to stop our Breakers. The longer we keep her attention on the waterway, the more time they’ll have to finish their job.” Tenel smiled and leaned forward. “And once our reinforcements arrive, the fortress will be ours.”
 
***
 
Chaos, the old saying went, spread as quickly and destructively across a battlefield as flame across a slick of tar. And the panic gripping Amberwood could not have been a more perfect illustration. 
Many civilians bowled over each other in a frantic attempt to find shelter, while others cowered behind buildings, towers, or even rocks for cover. Most of the Solarian soldiers were scrambling to locate their unit commanders and rally a defense, but a surprising number of them had dropped their weapons and run screaming in the opposite direction. The sad truth was that by the time Darius organized his men, this battle could already be over. 
Elade grimaced as she leapt down off the bridge to one of the staircases on the lower level. The groll shock troops were a serious problem, and so were the Crell units accompanying them—especially if they included Imperators or Breakers. But right now the water-borne dragon had to remain her top priority. If she could draw its attention for even a few minutes, the Alliance soldiers might be able to gather their wits and hold the line. Better yet, if she could force the creature to take off, then perhaps the priests could erect a defensive barrier over the fort and block it out completely…
But first things first. One of the Crell troop carriers had shattered barely a hundred feet ahead of her current position, and an armored groll brute was already rampaging through the streets directly between her and the dragon. Elade knew she needed to eliminate it before it could do anymore damage, and so she sucked in a deep breath, summoned her shield onto her arm, and charged. 
The groll turned at her approach. Her dark blue cloak and armor blended in well with the long shadows, but her shield wasn’t exactly subtle. The shimmering blue disc lit up the street as she ran, and the monster picked up a large chunk of broken stone and hurled it in her direction. Reaching out to the Aether, Elade waited until the rock was just about to squash her before she teleported through the shadows and re-appeared directly behind the groll. Her Dawn-forged sabre easily carved through the creature’s leg armor and sank deep into its flesh, and on instinct she immediately rolled to the ground in the hopes of evading the inevitable counterattack. 
Just in time. The groll’s right-hand axe whooshed through the air and narrowly missed cleaving her head from her shoulders; the left axe slammed into the ground and just as narrowly avoided severing her arm at the elbow. Wincing, Elade vaulted back to her feet and thrust her sword into the creature’s now-exposed flank. Again her blade tasted flesh, and again the groll retaliated with wild slashes in her direction. But at this point the bulk of its strength had been sapped, and a few seconds later it crumpled over in an anguished ball of blood and screams. Elade hacked down a third and final time to put the monster out of its misery. 
“Get back to the command tower!” she called out to any soldiers that could hear her above the rising din of battle. “General Iouna will rally the defenses there!”
Elade had no idea whether they would obey her or not, but she didn’t have time to wait around and find out. Pivoting on a heel, she dashed down the road towards the dragon and stopped when she closed within fifty feet. 
At first, she was a bit surprised the creature hadn’t taken to the air yet—even a dragon could only do so much damage trapped within the confines of the waterway. But now that she was close enough to get a better look, she belatedly understood: this wasn’t a normal dragon. 
The Crell beast masters had obviously been doing some tinkering. The average black-scaled adult dragon was wide and powerful; the Imperium had long bred them for raw strength and carrying capacity rather than speed. Crell commanders preferred to use the smaller, nimbler manticores for aerial raids and skirmishes, while their dragons functioned as mobile siege platforms and troop carriers. This particular dragon, however, had obviously been malformed by some type of perverse Aetheric manipulation. Its wings were thick and stunted, not to mention shaped oddly, and Elade wondered if it was even capable of flight. But she had a feeling it could swim quite rapidly, and the grotesque, bulbous sacks hanging from its jowls likely aided the creature in holding its breath for long periods of time. 
In other words, the beast had been designed specifically for this mission. The Crell must have loaded it with troops somewhere farther up the river, knowing that the only viable entrance into Amberwood was through the old waterway. This dragon’s purpose wasn’t to conquer, but to divide and confuse…and even though the beast couldn’t fly, it could still crawl out of the waterway and breathe flaming death across the streets, not to mention terrify the defending soldiers. Elade had to buy Darius and his men a little more time…  
Cursing under her breath, she sprinted across the street to the westernmost bridge spanning the upper and lower sections of the city. As far as she could tell the dragon had yet to notice her, and it reared back and spewed flame across the opposite side of the waterway. Most of the buildings here were made of stone, thankfully, but the fires still leapt from straw rooftop to straw rooftop and scorched the cobblestones black. Ignoring the panicked screams as best she could, Elade dashed to the center of the bridge before hopping up onto the edge and glancing down at the massive creature beneath her. 
During the battle at Garos a few months ago, she had gotten the bright idea to climb the city’s command tower and leap down onto an attacking dragon’s back. The plan had worked…more or less. She had killed the dragon and the riders, but in its death throes it had hurled her against the tower and broken her arm. She almost certainly would have bled out right then and there if not for the aid of Jason and Sarina. 
Tonight she was on her own, which probably meant she should at least try to be more careful. But caution wasn’t going to save this fort and the thousands of hapless villagers who were depending on it, and paladins—even ex-paladins—weren’t exactly known for playing it safe. There was only one way she was going to stop this thing, and it was now or never. 
And so Elade sucked in a deep breath, clutched her sword in a two-handed grip…and leapt off the bridge. 
Her plan, crazy as it might have been, was relatively straight-forward: she would land near the center of the dragon’s back, and her fall would give her sword all the momentum it needed to pierce the creature’s thick, scaly hide and hopefully kill or paralyze it right then and there. But the beast had obviously noticed her after all—the instant she leapt off the bridge, it reared back and smacked her with one of its wings. 
By all rights and measures, her body should have gone flying halfway across the fort. But somehow she managed to grab onto the edge of the wing and use its bony ridge as a pivot point to alter her trajectory. She flipped straight up into the air, and for a moment she feared she would crash down into the waterway and get crushed by its mighty feet. But whether through skill, luck, or pure divine providence, she landed directly atop the dragon’s bony back in almost the spot she had been aiming for in the first place. 
Unfortunately, the loss of downward momentum was a serious problem. The creature bucked and writhed beneath her, and Elade struggled to maintain a firm grip on her sword. She wildly hacked down across its spinal ridges, but the dragon’s thick hide was more than a match for a few errant swings, even from a Dawn-forged blade. What she needed was stability and brute force, and she wasn’t going to get either of those as long as she remained fastened to its back. 
Which meant it was time to try her first plan again. Mentally crossing her fingers, Elade channeled the Aether through her body and conjured a set of glowing, semi-translucent wings to her back. She braced her boots against the edge of the spiny vertebrae and jumped…and the wings lifted her up off the dragon’s back and into the air. Grinning, she grabbed her blade with both hands and prepared to fall back down and skewer it straight through its spine—
And then a tail smacked her right in the back. 
This time, Elade soared over the waterway like her body had been fired from a ballista. Her sword flipped out of her grip and her breath fled her lungs. In desperation, she hefted her shield protectively in front of her, and a heartbeat later she crashed into the side of the nearest bridge before plummeting down into the water. 
Pain stabbed through her arm and shoulder, and once again her memory flashed back to Garos. Her ears rang, her vision blurred, and her consciousness nearly drained away…but this time she refused to give in. She forced her arms and legs to swim towards the edge of the waterway, and after a few seconds her fingers curled around one of the stone ladders. Rung by rung she hoisted herself out of the water…and then the dragon reared back and spewed yet another fiery cone of death. 
Acting on pure, panicked instinct, Elade sucked in a deep breath and dove back into the near-freezing water. A sheet of flame scorched across the surface, but the weight of her armor dragged her to the bottom with remarkable speed. Flipping her head about, she watched in horror as a cloud of steam and bubbles reduced her visibility to virtually nothing. She could feel the liquid heating around her, and she knew that given sufficient time the dragon could probably boil the water and everything within it. But she also knew it would have to pause for breath eventually, and so she crouched down on the waterway floor and waited patiently for a window of opportunity… 
The roaring storm abated with a final puff of flame, and Elade once again summoned her Aetheric wings before pushing off with all the force her legs could muster. She vaulted up and out of the near-scalding water, and with the aid of her wings she managed to flip backwards and land more or less steadily atop the archway directly in front of the dragon. The beast looked up at her, clearly stunned that anything could have survived its assault, let alone a single annoying warrior. 
Elade knew she had no chance of defeating this creature. Not now, not without her sword or any other weapon capable of piercing its hide. But ultimately, she didn’t need to kill it—she just needed to keep its attention focused upon her long enough for Darius to rally his men and secure the fortress. As long as they could erect a barrier to block out the inevitable Crell reinforcements, a single dragon would eventually fall beneath the force of sheer numbers. The only remaining question was whether or not she would live to see it. 
Whispering a silent prayer to Maeleon, Elade hunkered down behind her shield as the dragon’s breath scorched the  cobblestones black. 
 
***
 
“The barrier is up, thank Sol, but I’m not sure how long it will hold,” Major Lennox said between clenched teeth. Like most of the other officers here in the command tower, he was a parody of his normal self—his brown hair was disheveled, his armor was only half-strapped on, and he otherwise looked like he had been yanked out of bed in the middle of the night. No one had expected a Crell attack, not with the bulk of their army tied up in the Darrowmere. Yet here they were, storming a fortress garrisoned by almost ten thousand soldiers with a single dragon, a handful of elite soldiers, and now a small incoming wave of aerial reinforcements. 
“Our griffon scouts assured me there wasn’t a single Crell manticore within fifty miles,” Darius grumbled. “Where in the hell did they come from?”
No one replied. But then, there really wasn’t anything to say at this point. The die had been cast, as it were, and recriminations could wait. Right now they just needed to figure out a way to get the situation under control before it was too late. 
“I need an update from our men in the courtyard,” Darius said, curling his fingers over the pommel of his sword to hide his anxiety. His soldiers needed to believe their commander was fully in control no matter how chaotic the situation. “I want archers in the towers to take down that dragon.”
“Our men are on the way, sir, but the groll have cut them off,” one of the nearby priests stammered. “They won’t be able to get to the waterway without help.”
Darius turned and glared at the younger man. Like half the Bound in this garrison, this boy—Acolyte Janeel—had obviously never seen real combat before. But as long as he could relay messages from the priests maintaining the barrier in the fort’s main defensive towers, he would suffice. 
 “Then assemble a squad and take down the bloody groll!” Darius ordered. “There can’t be more than a dozen of them.”
“W-we’re trying, sir,” Janeel blubbered, “but it’s going to take time. The soldiers say the groll are fighting much more intelligently than we’re used to.”
“First an underwater dragon, and now modified groll,” Lennox muttered. “The beast masters must have been busy these last few months.”
Darius bit down on his lip and glanced out the closest window. Amberwood had fallen into a near total anarchy at this point. The fact they were harboring thousands of civilians inside the walls wasn’t helping anything, either—they were wasting an enormous amount of time trying to round up and defend thousands of hapless villagers both in and outside the walls. 
Still, at least the barrier would buy them a bit of time. The dragon seemed contained in the waterway for the moment, and if anyone here had a chance of taking it down solo, it was Elade. The more pressing concern was the squad of manticore riders strafing the city. If they somehow managed to breach the barrier…
“I need those griffon riders,” Darius growled. “Please tell me there weren’t all piss drunk in the barracks.”
Janeel shook his head. “The first squad is lifting off now, sir. The last two should be ready to go any moment.”
“A year ago, we had a hundred riders stationed here,” Lennox murmured wistfully. “Now we have five times as many griffons as Bound…”
“Save your grievances for later,” Darius admonished. “Right now we need to make do with what we have. I want the first wing playing defense; order them to keep the manticore away from the barrier, but don’t take any risks. The second wing can—”
“General!” another voice called out from the stairway. His armor bore the insignia of a lieutenant, but Darius didn’t recognize his face. He must have been one of the many new soldiers called here from the 3rd Legion. “Sir, a team of Crell soldiers just broke through our lines on the main bridge. They’re making their way towards the eastern tower.”
Lennox frowned. “Soldiers? I thought those crates were full of groll.”
“They emerged from the water behind the dragon,” the lieutenant reported. “I have no idea how they got in, but our soldiers don’t stand a chance without support. They have Imperators with them, sir.”
“And probably Breakers as well,” Darius hissed. If any Breakers breached the eastern or western towers and attacked the priests inside… “I want every available soldier on this level to fan out and protect the other towers. The priests will be virtually helpless as long as they’re maintaining the barrier.”
Lennox cocked an eyebrow. “We already have two squads of our best soldiers protecting them. If we pull away any more of our defenses, I’m not sure we’ll be able to stop the groll, let alone the dragon…”
“Defending the priests is our top priority. Without them, we lose the fortress.” Darius closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Have any of our priests spotted Elade? Is she still engaging the dragon?”
Acolyte Janeel swallowed heavily. “She engaged the dragon a few minutes ago, General, but none of our priests are close enough to check on her. The last we saw it had thrown her into the water…”
“Don’t count her out just yet,” Darius said, injecting as much false confidence into his tone as he could manage. “She took out a dragon and its riders at Garos.”
“If anyone can kill that bloody thing, it’s a Knight of the Last Dawn,” Lennox agreed. “But we need to get a message to her somehow—she might be the only one here who can stop those Breakers, too.”
Darius nodded and forced himself to swallow the lump rising in his throat. “Yes.”
“Sir, the Crell manticore riders are regrouping, and our men in the watchtowers have spotted four more dragons approaching from the hills to the west,” Janeel said. “Our first squad of griffon riders is ready. Shall we lower the barrier?”
“Do it,” Darius said. “We might not get another chance. Just make sure they get it back up the moment the griffons are clear.”
A grim silence settled over the war room, and eventually Lennox sighed and leaned against the wall. “I suppose all we can do now is wait.”
“No,” Darius said, leaning up and drawing his sword. “We can get down there and try to help.”
Lennox blinked. “General, you can’t be serious—”
“You’re in charge here, Major,” Darius interrupted. “Just remember that defending the priests is our first priority. Once the enemy squads are contained, rally every soldier we have to reclaim the courtyard. Hopefully the Crell will retreat once they realize their assault squads have failed.” He swiveled around to face the guards along the wall. “You four: come with me. We’re going to see what we can do about that dragon.”
 
***
 
Another cone of flame hosed down the bridge, and this time Elade had to reinforce her shield with all the power she could muster. The heat still singed the edges of her cloak, and if not for the fact she had just taken a dive into the near-freezing water, her brow would have been covered in sweat. Even when the dragon finally paused to gather its strength, she could barely see anything between the rising plumes of smoke from the burning debris and gathering tendrils of mist from the waterway. She could hear the creature sloshing closer and closer, however, and soon she would have to contend with its teeth and talons as well as its mighty breath. And that meant it was time to move. 
Bracing her boots against the scorched cobblestone, Elade leapt upwards and allowed her Aetheric wings to take over. Her flight speed was slow and awkward, at least compared to a bird or any other avian creature, but she was still able to surge off to her left and hover above the street. She had hoped to catch a rare break and spot her fallen sword somewhere, but sadly she had no such luck. She needed to come up with another way to bring this monster down…and there, glinting at the edge of her vision, was her answer: one of the axes from the groll she had cut down just a few minutes earlier. 
Elade dropped to the ground and sprinted towards the corpse. Normally, the creature’s massive weapons would have been far too cumbersome for actual combat—even the strongest Asgardian warrior couldn’t possibly wield a thirty-pound axe with any kind of accuracy. But the Aether could probably boost her strength enough to swing it a few times, and it wasn’t like she was planning on challenging the dragon to a fencing duel. So Elade quickly dismissed her shield, hefted up the mighty weapon in a two-handed grip, and charged back into the fray. 
The dragon saw her coming, of course. The beasts had excellent physical senses, and even if it couldn’t see her through the smoky mist, it could undoubtedly hear her as she surged forward and leapt back into the air. But this time it didn’t bother buffeting her with its wings, slapping her with its tail, or even dousing the area in another curtain of flame. Instead it smashed its enormous bulk into the bridge she had just been standing on and showered the entire road with smoldering chunks of stone. 
Muttering a vaeyn curse under her breath, Elade frantically struggled to gain altitude before the rubble could crush her to a pulp. But the Last Dawn employed this channeling technique to control a rapid descent, not to lift off and actually fly. She managed to weather the initial storm of pebbles and even dodge several of the larger boulders…but before she could rise above the destruction, a spinning chunk of cobblestone slammed into her shoulder and sent her careening into a nearby building. She smashed into the wall with an impressive thud, then slid and crashed into the rubble below. Without the protection of the Aether, she probably would have broken her neck. Even with it, she felt like she had just been drop-kicked by a groll. Or a dragon. 
She craned her neck upwards to see the beast already lumbering after its prey.  The dragon lifted its massive torso up and out of the waterway, its mighty talons shredding the street as it hauled itself forward. From this angle the creature’s malformed features were even more obvious, and it unleashed a deafening roar as it reared backwards and inhaled—
And then a pair of crossbow bolts pierced into its long neck, and the dragon whipped its head around like a human tracking a particularly annoying insect. Running towards the battle from the opposite side of the street, firing their weapons as they ran, was a quartet of Solarian soldiers…and right behind them, sword drawn, was Darius. 
Elade’s jaw dropped open. She wanted to rush over and yell at him; she wanted to tell him how idiotic it was for the Legion’s High General to be running around the battlefield like a lowly front-line infantryman. But she knew she’d never get the chance to save him from his own stupidity if she didn’t do something, and so instead she used the distraction to hop back to her feet, pick up the oversized groll axe, and charge. 
This time the dragon didn’t see her coming. Just as it sucked in a deep breath and prepared to roast Darius and his men, Elade vaulted up off the ground and slammed the axe into the creature’s exposed flank. The dragon roared in protest and whipped its tail around in an attempt to swat her off, but Elade had already let go. Her momentum carried her up and over the beast’s spiny ridges, and she landed more or less cleanly on the edge of the waterway. 
A single blow wouldn’t kill any dragon, of course, let alone a specially-bred siege engine like this monster. The continued crossbow fire from Darius’s men wouldn’t kill it either, and even if Elade were still in possession of her sword, she doubted she’d be able to slay it before it incinerated everyone else. But just this once, she didn’t need her blade—she just needed the shield floating above her left arm. 
Twisting her body sideways, she hurled the glimmering disc with every ounce of strength her Aether-enhanced muscles could muster. It smashed into the damaged stone pillar on the opposite side of the street, and with a crackling rumble that could be heard across Amberwood, the pillar snapped off at the base and toppled over. 
The dragon didn’t have a chance. The broken pillar crashed down squarely at the base of its skull, and its head struck the cobblestone with enough force to send another shower of debris spraying over the area. But by the time the dust eventually cleared, the mighty beast had finally stopped thrashing. 
“Nice work,” Darius commented as he strode over to her and wiped the dust from his brow. “Sorry we couldn’t make it here sooner.”
“You shouldn’t be here at all,” Elade scolded him between labored breaths. “You should be in the command tower overseeing the battle.”
“A simple ‘thanks’ wouldn’t hurt. It was about to eat you, you know.”
“I had everything under control,” she muttered, flashing him a tight smile. “But thanks anyway.”
He grunted. “I think you dropped this, by the way,” he said, holding out her sword. “I figured you might still have a use for it before the day is over.”
Elade took the weapon, her smile widening. “I certainly hope so. What’s the situation on the upper level?”
Darius gestured upwards. “The priests erected the barrier, but the Crell managed to slip a few squads into the city. They’re attacking the towers, and I’d bet a small fortune they have Breakers with them.”
She grimaced. “I’ll take care of them. Which tower is closer?”
“From what I could tell, the path to the eastern tower is mostly clear. We should head that way first.”
Elade thought about arguing with him. She still wanted him back in the central tower with a throng of soldiers protecting him…but if there were Breakers in the city, they didn’t have time to stand around arguing. Not yet, at least. 
“All right,” she said, twirling her sword in her hand. “Let’s move.” 
 
 
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
“Celenest is the treasure. Amberwood is the key.”
—Berec Droll, Citulan Commander, shortly before the sacking of Amberwood in 1711 A.G. 
 
“Incoming report from one of our low-flying manticore scouts, sir,” Lieutenant Mirrel announced. “The groll on the lower level have been killed or contained…and our siege dragon is confirmed dead.”
Tenel nodded calmly. “What about the paladin?”
“No confirmation one way or another. Visibility is exceedingly poor even without the barrier.”
“She’s alive,” Horsch grumbled. “We both know that.”
“Probably,” Tenel admitted, struggling to keep the frustration out of his voice. “What’s the status of our Breakers?”
“Both teams have encountered stiffer resistance than we expected,” Mirrel told him. “The Solarians have rallied quickly.”
Horsch hissed between his teeth and leaned his palms onto the table. “They’re running out of time. If the elf catches up with them, she’ll—”
“We are all aware of the situation, Colonel,” Tenel interrupted, shooting his friend an admonishing glare. The battle was far from over, and there was no reason to panic just yet. “Remind our men that the hourglass is draining. They need to press now, otherwise…”
Mirrel frowned as he trailed off. “Sir?”
Tenel stared down at the glowing projection, his mind racing. It had become virtually useless for anything other than tracking their Breaker squads at this point. Without Imperators on the ground, they had no way of knowing what was happening at the center of the fort…or rather, they had only one way. 
“Order one of the manticores to perform a scouting flyby here,” he ordered, pointing at the streets near the waterway. “I want to know which way the paladin is heading.”
Horsch turned and cocked an eyebrow. “We don’t have any available men to intercept her, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
“It’s not,” Tenel said. “Lieutenant?”
“The Alliance griffons have engaged most of our riders,” Mirrel said. Her brow and cheeks kept twitching as she struggled to keep up with the flood of information. “Breaking off may be dangerous.”
“I know, but we don’t have a choice. Relay the orders.”
“Yes, sir. Standby.”
The Aetheric projection flickered as one of the half-dozen manticores engaging the griffons abruptly broke off and banked across the fortress. Two of the Solarian riders pursued, but their mounts weren’t nearly as fast or maneuverable. The manticore soon pulled clear, and Tenel hoped the rider would be able to see something useful despite the rising smoke…
“There!” Horsch said, pointing. A small squad of shadowy figures was moving away from the dragon, though the mind’s eye view from the manticore rider wasn’t precise enough to discern any details. “That must be her.”
“They’re heading for the western tower,” Tenel said, grinning. “Order three men from the western team to slip away and join the squad in the east. Once they arrive, they’re to press as hard as possible. They have to get inside that tower.”
Horsch turned and studied his profile. “You’re throwing the rest of that squad to the wolves. They won’t stand a chance against the Solarians, let alone the paladin.”
“If they don’t get into the tower, they’re all dead anyway,” Tenel pointed out. “They knew the risks before this assignment, and at this point there’s no chance we can cripple both groups of priests. We’ll have to settle for taking down the eastern batch and hope it’s enough to weaken the barrier.”
Horsch pivoted back to the projection and pursed his lips. “Then we should call off the strafing runs and have every available manticore to try and time a strike to coincide with the collapse of the tower. With luck, it will be enough to shatter the barrier.”
“Agreed,” Tenel said, clapping the other man on the back. “Relay the orders, Lieutenant. And make sure the dragons are with them. The instant the barrier falters, they’ll drop their troop carriers right here in the courtyard. Even if the priests hold, we’ll give them a second wave to deal with.”
“Understood, sir,” Mirrel said. “Relaying your orders now.”
Tenel leaned forward and narrowed his eyes in thought. “Make certain they focus their strike upon the western tower. If we time it right, we might destroy the whole bloody thing.”
“Including our own men?” Horsch asked. 
“In all likelihood, that team will be dead or crippled by then anyway,” Tenel said, his voice grave but hard. Unlike the previous High Command, he cared for the men and women under his command; he had no desire to needlessly throw away their lives. But this was still a war, and tactical losses were unavoidable. “The Solarians, on the other hand, will probably be clustered right beneath our assault—including our annoying paladin friend.”
Horsch grunted. “With our luck, she’ll be the only survivor.”
“Even if that’s true, Amberwood will still be ours…and then we’ll have a fresh prize to offer the High Sovereign,” Tenel said, sitting back down in his chair. “Besides, no one can escape justice forever. Not even a Knight of the Last Dawn.”
 
***
 
“It looks like the Crell haven’t breached the tower yet, thank Sol,” Darius breathed as he crouched down behind a stone wall near the stairs at the base of the eastern tower. The level above roared with the sounds of battle—the click of firing crossbows, the clatter of clashing steel, and of course the crackling hiss of Aetheric flame and lightning. “We should be able to flank them.”
“I can flank them,” Elade said, “but you and your men should get back to the central tower. It’s far too risky for you to be out here.”
“She’s right, General,” one of the other Solarian soldiers put in. “You shouldn’t be—”
“We’ve been over this, and I’m not discussing it again,” Darius interrupted firmly. He glared at his men for a moment to let the point sink in, then tilted back to Elade. “You don’t always have to fight alone, you know. Even paladins can use help now and then.”
She stared back at him, her expression unreadable. “Fine. Just make sure you stay behind me.”
He nodded. “So what’s the plan?”
“The plan is to stay behind me,” she repeated, smiling thinly. She unsheathed her sword and leaned backwards into a nearby pocket of shadow…and then vanished. 
“What in the Void?” the closest soldier stammered. “Where did she—?”
A series of stunned screams echoed down the staircase, and Darius peeked up over the edge just in time to see one of the Crell soldiers toppling down towards them, blood spraying from a mangled stump that had once been his arm. On the ledge above, her shield glittering like a beacon as she carved her way through the imperial lines, was Elade. 
“You heard the woman,” Darius whispered. “Stay right behind her.”
He drew his own sword and charged up the stairs. But the battle, it turned out, was already over. The Alliance soldiers inside and below the tower had held their ground; the bodies of a half dozen Crell soldiers littered the area in front of the entryway, and Elade dispatched the rest in a deadly blur of magic and steel. Darius and his escort never even had to lift their weapons. 
“Lieutenant: report!” Darius called out as he approached the defenders. They were all clearly shocked to see him, but their priest commander quickly regained his composure and stepped forward. 
“They didn’t touch the priests, sir,” the man said, “and the barrier is still holding.”
“I have eyes, Lieutenant,” Darius growled. “What’s the status of the other tower?”
The priest closed his eyes for a moment. “They’re under heavy attack, sir. The Crell have breached the doorway, and…”
“And what?” Elade asked as she stepped in closer. Her brow glistened with sweat, and she cleaned her bloody sword off on her cloak. 
The priest blinked and swallowed heavily. “I’ve lost contact with the other priest, sir. The Breakers must have—”
He had no sooner spoken the words when the shimmering barrier above them began to flicker like a dying candle. Darius swore under his breath, but mercifully the shield appeared to hold…at least for now. 
“We need to get the rest of our griffons in the air,” he rasped. “Relay the orders, and tell Major Lennox that we need every remaining soldier to form up and take back the western tower. We have to deal with those Breakers.”
“I’ll take care of them,” Elade said. “You should stay here and—”
“Incoming,” the priest screamed, pointing up to the barrier. 
Darius craned his neck upwards just in time to see a storm of fireballs raining down towards them. They splattered against and then pierced through the barrier, and a curtain of flame singed across his face as a dragon streaked past—
And then something slammed hard into his chest, and he tumbled uncontrollably down the nearby staircase. The air left his lungs as he crashed hard against the rough stone edges, and for a split second the heat was so intense he feared his flesh would melt right off his bones. But then the sensation passed in a blur of stone and steel, and all he could think about was the agony stabbing into his gut. 
“General,” an accented female voice whispered into his ear. “Darius…can you hear me?”
His eyes belatedly popped open, and it was only then he realized they had snapped shut in the first place. He was lying on his back at the bottom of the staircase, and looking down at him was a familiar gray-skinned woman. 
“I can’t…” he managed. 
“Just hold still,” Elade told him. He was vaguely aware of a sudden warmth in his chest, and he could feel her applying pressure to his breastplate. “You’ve cracked two ribs, and you might have punctured a lung. I’ve done what I can, but you need to get to your feet.”
Darius blinked in confusion as she struggled to help him lean up. He must have blacked out at some point. “What happened?”
“The tower is gone,” she replied gravely. “The Crell have dropped reinforcements in the city, and I doubt your men will be able to hold them back for long. You need to rally what soldiers you can and evacuate through the north gate.”
“Evacuate?” he gasped. “We can’t…”
His voice trailed off as he glanced past her shoulder to the tower above...or rather, what was left of it. Barely half the structure remained intact, and the entire area was littered with smoldering rubble and debris. He didn’t see any of the other soldiers, either—they must have been annihilated in the blast. 
Darius swallowed heavily as the acrid stench of death finally flooded his nostrils. His mind flashed back to Garos and the surprise Crell attack upon their defenses. He should have died there with the rest of his command staff, it was only through sheer luck and the will of Sol that he’d managed to survive. But here…
“You saved my life,” he whispered.
“You can thank me later,” Elade told him, grabbing his arm and hoisting him to his feet. “Right now, you’re the only one who can rally the men and get them out of here.”
Darius coughed as he braced himself against a nearby slab of stone. Standing made it more difficult to breathe, and the air continued to burn in his lungs. But it wasn’t because of the pain in his chest—it was because Elade was right. 
Amberwood was lost. For the first time since the foundation of the Alliance, Celenest itself would be under siege by an enemy army. Morale would crumble, desertions would be commonplace, and they would be forced to leave the southern provinces at the mercy of the Sovereigns. Solaria would collapse, and the rest of Torsia would surely follow. All while he had been in command. 
“You have to get out of here, Darius,” Elade told him. “Go. Now!”
He coughed again and forced his mind back into the present. “You should come with me,” he said. “I’ll need your help to make sure we protect as many civilians as possible.”
“I’ll buy you as much time as I can, but I have to stop their Breakers before they can do any more damage. Good luck.”
She started to sprint away, but Darius reached out and grabbed her arm. “You can’t go out there alone,” he said, flinching as a trio of manticores flew past overhead. “If they’ve dropped other carriers, there could be dozens of groll out there, and all my men are—”
“I will hold them off,” Elade promised. “Now go. Please.”
There were a dozen things he wanted to say to her in that moment. More than anything, he wanted to plead with her to flee with him to Celenest. But one look in her eyes convinced him not to waste his breath. She wasn’t a soldier he could order around, nor was she just a friend he could persuade to come with him. 
She was a Knight of the Last Dawn, and she would do what needed to be done. No matter the cost. 
“Goodbye,” Elade whispered. She squeezed his hand one last time, then turned and sprinted away. 
Darius stood in place until she disappeared into the rising smoke. “Goodbye.”
Clenching a hand around his aching ribs, he lumbered back towards the command tower. 
 
***
 
The western tower was a graveyard by the time Elade arrived. The burnt, mangled corpses of dozens of Solarian soldiers littered the entryway, and she reflexively pulled her cloak up over her nose to filter the awful stench. The tower’s interior wasn’t any better off; the priests who had been maintaining the barrier had all been systematically broken and then carved to pieces. Bloody viscera stained the floor and walls, and Elade struggled not to be sick as she strode back outside. 
The Crell strike team had apparently decided to pull back to the fort’s lower level and regroup with their incoming reinforcements. It was a smart if unexpected bit of caution on their part. With the barrier down and the Solarian priests dead, Amberwood was already lost. The Crell could take as long as they wanted to march across the bridge and storm the upper city en masse. The aerial battle continued overhead, but at this point the surviving griffons were just trying to draw fire away from the civilians and soldiers retreating out the north gate. A merciful enemy commander would let them flee uncontested…but given the reputation of the Sovereigns, Elade wasn’t about to hold her breath. 
Lunging over the bodies, she dashed off towards the easternmost bridge spanning the river. Between the siege dragon and the continued aerial assault, the other two archways had been destroyed, which at the moment actually worked to her benefit. When the Crell finally decided to make their final push, she could bottleneck them here. At least for a little while.  
Drawing her sword and re-summoning her shield, Elade closed her eyes and took in a deep, calming breath. She should have been terrified by the prospect of inevitable death, but for some reason she felt completely at peace. At least if she died here, it would be for a worthy purpose. And just as importantly, she would deny Highlord Alric and the rest of the Dawn Conclave the pleasure of their continued witch hunt…
“It appears Highlord Dracian was right after all,” a soft voice said from behind her. “You really are a complicated woman, far more so than Alric or the Last Dawn believes.”
Elade glanced back over her shoulder. Approaching from the shadows on the opposite side of the bridge, the moonlight glinting strangely off her dark eyes, was Sabine. “What are you doing here? You should be fleeing the city with the other refugees.”
“I came to find you,” the girl replied. She had cleaned up since their last meeting, and she had shed her baggy Crell scout armor for a simple brown dress. “I didn’t expect the Crell to act this quickly, and I’m pleased to see that you are all right.”
A cold chill tickled its way down Elade’s spine. The woman standing in front of her was not the meek Izarian conscript she had rescued at Lanesk. Sabine’s voice, her posture, her stance…they were all different. If Elade didn’t know better, she would have assumed the girl was possessed. 
“Alric insists that your mere presence in the Citadel corrupted several of the younger knights, and he blames you for Dracian’s fall,” Sabine went on. “In his mind, you are a demon-loving apostate. He fears that you will share the Dawn’s channeling techniques with the Crell and the vaeyn and anyone else who asks.”  
“What are you talking about? How do you know about Alric?”
“If he could see you now, willingly throwing away your life to defend a bunch of hapless Solarian peasants, perhaps he would understand that the world is not as black and white as he would like to believe,” Sabine said, ignoring the comment. “But I suppose it doesn’t really matter. You are still Unbound, and the Watchers will never allow you to roam the world freely.”
“The Watchers?” Elade rasped. They were the servants of the Immortal Orias, and while they were technically allies of the Last Dawn, she had never personally met any of their order. Tevek had always told her that the Watchers were a secretive bunch, and he had never been particularly fond of their order or their methods. Ostensibly, their purpose was to contain the influence of renegade Unbound in Obsidian, and that was probably why he had kept her away from them…
Another dragon roared past the fortress and belched fire into one of the nearby towers, and Elade braced herself against one of the support pillars on the bridge. Sabine, for her part, didn’t even twitch.
“Who are you really?” Elade asked, squeezing the grip of her sword more tightly. 
“I am a pawn, not so different than you,” Sabine whispered. “I was summoned to this realm by Lord Dathiel. He dispatched me to Solaria to discern your true intentions and evaluate the extent of your abilities.”
“Summoned? You mean…” Elade paused and stretched out with her paladin-honed senses. She couldn’t sense anything—no visible Aetheric wake, no lingering aura of power. And that led to only one terrifying conclusion. 
“I am a sareloth, just like your dead lover,” Sabine said. “Alric knew his knights would never find you. They are capable warriors, but stealth and subtlety are far beyond their expertise. Besides, Lord Dathiel has never completely trusted the Last Dawn when it comes to containing the threat of the Unbound. That is why he prefers to employ my kind instead.”
Elade took a step backwards and forced herself to swallow. “You were foolish to reveal your true nature so readily. I can banish you back to the Void and free this girl of your grip.”
Sabine shook her head. “No, you cannot. Not anymore.”
The pain stabbed through Elade’s heart like she had just been impaled upon a spear. Her glimmering shield vanished, and she dropped her sword and reflexively clutched at her chest. In desperation, she reached out to the Aether…but somehow its power was beyond her reach. She felt almost exactly like when she had been poisoned by the Crell in Lirisfall…
“There is nothing you can do—the corruption has already seeped throughout your body,” Sabine said, calmly stepping forward and retrieving Elade’s sword. “The Crell poison was a fortuitous opportunity to test my limits and ensure I could cripple you when needed. Lord Dathiel warned me that I would be no match for you otherwise.”
Elade slumped to her knees and blinked. Her vision was quickly darkening, and her breath had become short. “Why…?”
“Because they fear you. They fear your power. And they should—you are a threat to their control. I know that you have shown mercy to my kind before, and I wish I could help you. But I cannot resist Lord Dathiel’s will. He has commanded me to return you to Calhara to face judgment, and that is what I must do.”
The girl leaned down and cupped her soft hands around Elade’s cheek. “For what it’s worth, I am sorry,” she whispered. “Now rest. It will all be over soon.”
With a final staggered breath, Elade collapsed against the stone and slipped into darkness. 
 
***
 
“I believe congratulations are now officially in order,” Horsch said with a wide smile. “Let the record show that I never doubted you for a moment.”
Tenel snorted. He tried to keep his expression flat and professional, at least until the fighting was officially over, but he couldn’t stop the corners of his lips from curling into a satisfied smile. This was a truly monumental victory, both for his command and for the Imperium. With Amberwood under imperial control, the Alliance would be forced to pull back virtually all their southern forces to defend Celenest. Some of the Alliance councilors might even defect, especially if his plans in Galvia unfolded half this well…
“The ground commanders are asking whether or not they should pursue the enemy troops,” Lieutenant Mirrel said. 
“No,” Tenel said, shaking his head. “I want them to clear out the fort and hold their positions, but they can let the Solarians run.”
Horsch frowned. “Are you certain that’s wise? Our manticore and dragons can harass them on the road—we could probably wipe most of them out, or at the very least force them to scatter into the hills. Half the soldiers will desert before they return to—”
“I said let them go,” Tenel interrupted. “Most of the survivors are civilians—civilians who will soon be imperial citizens. Amberwood has been harboring terrified villagers for months, and we don’t need to make their lives any more miserable.”
“Yes, sir,” Mirrel said. She sounded almost relieved, not that Tenel blamed her. Crell commanders had a well-earned reputation for ruthlessness—a reputation he intended to change. 
Horsch leaned in closer and lowered his voice. “I appreciate the sentiment, but every soldier that survives the trip back to Celenest is one more defender on their walls when we finally attack.”
“And every civilian we spare is one more refugee for their new queen to clothe and feed,” Tenel countered. “If she turns them away, she’ll appear heartless and increase the likelihood that her nobles will defect. If she takes them in, she’ll be crippling her own supply of resources.”
The other man grunted. “And here I was starting to believe you had gone soft.”
“I don’t wish those people ill, Karl, but I have to plan for all contingencies. Besides, every one of those people will have a story to tell their peers, and soon the people of Celenest will realize there’s no point in standing against us. With luck, we can convince them to surrender and spare everyone more needless suffering and bloodshed.”
“You may be right,” Horsch whispered. “Even a Knight of the Last Dawn couldn’t save them.”
“Speaking of,” Tenel said, glancing back over to Mirrel. “Have our forces on the ground located any sign of the vaeyn?”
“No, sir,” she replied. “No one saw anything after the tower exploded.”
“She was probably killed,” Horsch reasoned. “I bet we’ll find what’s left of her body in the waterway in a day or two. I can’t imagine a paladin would willingly retreat.”
“Probably not,” Tenel agreed, though he doubted he would be able to relax until they found a corpse. Killing the vaeyn would be as significant a victory as taking Amberwood.
“Perhaps we’ll find General Iouna’s body as well,” Horsch commented after a moment. “The queen will be lost without her knight and general.”
“Indeed, though frankly I doubt it matters in the end. A leader can only suffer so many defeats before his men turn against him. Even if Iouna survived, his reputation will be ruined.”
“With the other Legion Generals dead, they’ll have no one to turn to. I don’t see how they can possibly recover.”
“The Solarians are nothing if not resilient,” Tenel said, turning back to Mirrel. “Lieutenant, order our men to continue sweeping the fortress. And give them a message from their commander.”
Mirrel cocked an eyebrow at him. “Sir?”
“Tell them that the Imperium honors their performance,” Tenel said, smiling and reclining deeper in his chair. “And tell them ‘well done.’”
 
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
“There is nothing as treacherous as the cold, dark sea.”
—Ikaran proverb
 
The air was heavy, the water was still, and the moonlight was barely visible through the thick veil of fog. All in all, it was a rather serene night here in the Strait of Kai’Hathi…or would have been, if not for the man lurching over the ship’s port bow. 
“I thought cats were the ones who hated water,” Jason commented as he patted Tam on the back. “But Gor has been as calm as a faeyn druid this whole trip.”
“We should have stayed on land,” Tam managed between clenched teeth. His skin was pale and clammy, and his mouth hung open like a man fully intent on spilling his dinner back into the sea. Still, at least he looked better than when the demon had poisoned him… 
“You were the one insisting you didn’t want to dodge Crell patrols,” Jason pointed out.
“Fuck the Crell,” Tam growled. “Fuck their stupid black armor and black dragons and—”
He learned forward and nearly wretched, but at the last moment he managed to regain control. Jason patted him on the back again and sighed. 
“I guarantee Sel knows a spell or two to repress nausea. Let me go and get her.”
Tam shook his head. “I’ll be fine. I think it’s this bloody fog. When I can see where we’re going, it’s not so bad.”
“It is a bit creepy, but it also lessens the chance that any Numenese patrols will try to stop us. I consider it a mixed blessing.”
“How wonderful for us,” Tam grumbled as he slouched back over. 
Smiling despite himself, Jason turned back to the main deck. They had been at sea for ten days now, and thanks to Selvhara’s ability to conjure and manipulate the wind, they had made truly remarkable time. At this point they were nearly three quarters of the way through the Strait of Kai’Hathi, the long, narrow canal bisecting the independent nation of Numen. The passage was fraught with navigational hazards, from nearly-invisible rocks and shoals to the equally-dangerous pirates hoping to prey upon merchant ships hauling valuable Numenese goods to and from northern Torsia. But a trip through the strait saved them the trouble of navigating the most dangerous waters in the Sea of Splintered Ice, and it would cut several days off their trip. 
Jason expected to land in northern Galvia in just three or four more days, and with luck someone in Tibel would be able to help them track down his father. If not…
Well, if not, then perhaps he could give up this chase altogether. After a week and a half at sea, the worst of his rage had slowly begun to abate. He wasn’t sure if it was the water or the cool air or the fact that he had just survived a battle with a demigod, but he had finally begun to question whether or not all this was worth it. He still wanted to confront his father, and he still wanted to force the man to answer for all the death and misery he had caused over the past decade…but Jason wanted to make sure he was doing it for the right reasons. And that meant there was one person he needed to talk to. 
Hopping up the stairs to the upper deck, he watched with fascination as Selvhara continued to blast wind into the sails. She had been standing up here nearly all day every day, and somehow she never seemed to get tired—or she was just very adept at hiding it. 
 “You know, you are allowed to take a break once in a while,” Jason whispered. He placed his hands on her shoulders and squeezed. “This can’t be the most entertaining thing in the world.”
“The faster we sail, the faster we get home,” she told him. “I’m not sure Tam will survive another week out here.”
Jason grunted. “The good news is that I haven’t sensed any more evidence of the demon’s corruption inside him. I must have removed all of it.”
Selvhara smiled. “You will be a better healer than I am soon enough.”
“I seriously doubt that. I still have no idea what I’m doing half the time.”
“Only half?” she chided. 
“I take it as a sign of progress,” he said dryly. “But you should really try to teach me this air conjuring technique, though. That way you could catch a break once in a while.”
“I’m not conjuring the air; I’m manipulating it,” she clarified. “And you know that it’s a druid technique, and Anvira doesn’t wish us to share her secrets with others.” 
Jason shrugged. “If she’s allowed you to keep your powers this long, I doubt she’d be all that picky about sharing your tricks. Besides, we don’t really know exactly who or what Anvira really is. I wanted to ask Dathiel, but then he tried to kill me…”
“Whether or not the goddess is still alive, she was once,” Selvhara said, her voice strange. “And her power lingers on for those willing to protect her creations.”
A year ago—hell, a few months ago—Jason probably would have picked a fight with her over the true nature of the gods and whether or not she was actually worshipping anything real. But today he decided to let it go. She wasn’t going to abandon her religion of two centuries just because they had hit some proverbial bumps along the road. She could still channel the Aether, and for now that was enough. 
“It’s not as difficult as it looks,” she whispered after a few moments. Her hands glowed a soft blue, and he could feel the magical currents swirling about her like an invisible windstorm. “You’ve seen me move dirt and rocks many times.”
“Sure, but this seems different,” Jason commented. 
“Not really. The Aether touches everyone and everything. The only difference between sweeping along a pebble and a gust of wind is perspective.”
“Now you sound like a Solipean monk.” 
“You’ve said yourself that they’re among the wisest people you’ve ever met.”
“Wise, and frustrating as hell,” Jason mumbled. 
Selvhara smiled and opened her hand. An instant later a crackling spark of electricity flashed in her palm. “You’ve learned to pull the static charge from the wind and shape it into a weapon. Most druidic techniques follow the same principle. The Aether is the blood of the Gods, and drawing upon it allows us to shape the primal forces of the world they left for us.”
Jason nodded and closed his eyes. A handful of channeling techniques had come very easily to him—telepathy, energy manipulation, and minor bits of healing—but he hadn’t spent years in training like a Bound, nor had he spent a lifetime learning to hone his power like an Unbound. He could try to push and pull at the wind all he wanted, but nothing happened. He felt like an eight year-old boy trying to appreciate the nuances of philosophy. 
 “There’s probably an easier way to do this,” he said, reopening his eyes and placing a hand on her cheek. “If you let me inside your mind, it might make it easier to understand.”
Her violet eyes studied him for a long moment. “Do you really think it’s possible for you to learn that way?”
He shrugged. “I don’t see why not. It might not be a common instruction technique, but when I touched Krystia’s mind back in Celenest I was able to learn a great deal in a short amount of time.”
Selvhara nodded, though her face was still darkened with concern. “Very well.”
“I won’t hurt you,” Jason promised. “I hope you know that.”
“I do,” she said, smiling. “Now go ahead.”
Smiling back, he closed his eyes and gently pressed into her mind. A world of knowledge opened up to him in a way it never had before: ancient Calharan history, faeyn religious traditions, druidic channeling techniques—he felt like he had just walked into the Cergar Historical Archive for the first time. He had known Selvhara for most of his life, and he had long assumed that he knew almost everything about her by now. But apparently, he had been mistaken. Gravely mistaken. 
He sometimes found it easy to forget that she was two hundred years old, and he belatedly wondered if his human mind was simply incapable of handling the raw volume of life experiences she carried with her each and every day. He forced himself to focus exclusively on the channeling technique in question, and after a few more seconds the flood slowed into a much more manageable drip. 
He wasn’t sure how long he remained connected to her, but by the time he eventually pulled away his throat had gone completely dry. The sensations were different than when he had linked with Sarina—they had completely merged minds and thoughts, while this exchange had only been one-way—but he still felt almost as drained. 
“Are you all right?” she whispered. 
“Yes,” Jason croaked. “Are you?”
“I barely felt anything. Did you find what you were looking for?”
He shrugged. “Why don’t we find out?”
With the Aether coursing through him, Jason closed his eyes again and concentrated upon the natural wind blowing against his cheeks. The air wasn’t so different from the Aether; both were invisible but omnipresent, and controlling one should have been just as easy as controlling the other. Extending his palms, he attempted to summon a gust of wind…and it actually worked. The sails rippled furiously as he buffeted them with a steady gale, and the ship once again picked up speed.
“Very good,” Selvhara said approvingly. “Now pull back and attempt a lighter push.”
Nodding, Jason relaxed his grip on the Aether and slowed the gust to a more gentle breeze. He didn’t exactly understand how—just like he didn’t exactly understand half the things he could do now—but somehow it worked. 
“I think you’re a natural,” Selvhara said, squeezing his arm. “Of course, you’ve also just volunteered to take the helm for the next six hours.”
Jason opened his eyes and smiled. “That’s all right. I might as well practice considering I’ve just learned—”
He cut himself off at the sudden rush of air above them, and he instinctively dropped into a crouch as a dissonant hissing roar reverberated throughout the channel. He craned his neck upwards, but he couldn’t see anything through the increasingly dense fog. 
“Galivar’s blood,” Tam blurted out as he awkwardly stumbled to his feet on the lower deck. “What in the Void was that?”
“A manticore,” Sarina said gravely. Hopping up from her bedroll, she dashed over to the port bow to peer through the spyglass. She swore under her breath almost immediately. “It’s hard to tell through the fog, but I’m pretty sure it has a rider.”
“Fantastic,” Tam grumbled. “Did he spot us?”
“If he did, he doesn’t seem to care. He just banked hard to the north and vanished.”
“What the hell is a Crell manticore rider doing this far north?” Jason asked, mostly to himself. “The closest imperial naval base is hundreds of miles away.”
“Maybe they decided to make friends with Elashi and Numen over the winter,” Tam suggested. “The Sovereigns are nothing if not efficient.”
“I find that highly unlikely,” Selvhara said. “The Numenese king is every bit as isolationist as the Pah, possibly more so, and he despises the Crell.”
“Doesn’t everyone?” Sarina murmured. She continued peering out of the spyglass for a few more moments before pointing east. “There’s another rider up there. He seems to be heading out over the water. They must be flying low because of the fog.”
“Perhaps we should lower our sails and drop anchor,” Tam suggested. “They’ll be much less likely to spot us if we remain still.”
Jason shook his head. “There’s no way they’re out here looking for us, and ships pass through this strait all the time. We haven’t spotted any wreckage or flotsam, and none of the merchant ships we passed said anything about being attacked or searched.”
“It’s probably nothing, then,” Tam said. “Just scouts.”
“This far north in Numenese territory?” Sarina asked. “Manticore don’t have that kind of range on their own, and the Crell navy barely has a presence up here. They rarely leave the shallow waters around their northern border.”
Tam shrugged again. “Well, obviously something must have changed. They probably have a warship or two out here to keep Numen from sending supplies to Solaria.”
“Or they have a flotilla hiding somewhere nearby that no one knows about,” Jason said. 
“How nice for them,” Gor muttered from his perch on the upper deck behind them. He had been sleeping just moments ago, but his orange feline eyes were as alert as ever. “This does not concern us. If Sel taught you how to steer, then we should increase speed and leave the strait as quickly as possible.”
“For once, I agree with the cheerful cat monster,” Tam said. “And not just because I want to get back to dry land. We’ve been able to avoid the Crell so far, and I don’t see any reason to push our luck.”
 Jason sighed and pursed his lips. He couldn’t conceive of any tactical reason why the Crell would be hiding soldiers all the way up here in Numen. The Sovereigns might have been egomaniacal tyrants, but they weren’t stupid—opening up a multi-front war with Solaria and Numen would have been suicide. But like Sarina had also pointed out, the Imperial Navy rarely patrolled the waters beyond their direct northern border, and it wasn’t like they were being threatened by the Asgardians. 
“We should at least try to figure out what they’re hiding,” Sarina whispered as she set down the spyglass. “If they’ve built a secret base up here, the Solarians need to know about it.”
“We’re a thousand miles from the front lines of the war,” Gor pointed out, “and your little queen friend has bigger problems to worry about.”
“Forget the queen—we can do this for our own sakes,” Jason said, silently thankful that Sarina had broached the idea first. Considering his recent record, he doubted anyone here would take his suggestion seriously otherwise. “If the Asgardians and the Numenese don’t know the Crell are here, such information would be quite valuable to them—valuable enough, I’m sure, to warrant a nice cache of gold or even the promise of safe harborage if we find ourselves without anywhere else to go.”
The chagari crossed his giant arms and growled under his breath. “You don’t seriously expect that to work on me, I hope.”
Jason shrugged. “I figured it was worth a shot.”
Gor glared at him for a long moment before his tail twitched hard to the left. “How large a cache of gold would you expect, precisely?”
“Oh, by the bloody void,” Tam grumbled. “Just once it would be nice if we did the sensible thing and left well enough alone.”
Jason grinned. “Don’t worry—I’m not suggesting we sail around looking for a Crell battleship to board. But we have three channelers, a thick fog, and the cover of night. I’m sure we can figure out a way to use that to our advantage.”
“Just remember that this is my ship,” Gor said. “I will expect adequate compensation if she is destroyed. Say, time and a half what I paid in Bal’Aqui.”
“You really are a merchant at heart,” Jason muttered. “But don’t worry. I don’t even think we’ll need a ship for this.”
 
***
 
“This is crazy,” Sarina said between clenched teeth. “Didn’t you just learn this trick ten minutes ago?”
“Yeah, but it’s easier than it looks,” Jason assured her, his brow creased in concentration. “Just relax. I know what I’m doing…I think.”
 She grunted and clutched her arms and legs so tightly around his waist that she actually heard him wheeze. The two of them were currently skimming mere inches above the near-freezing water, Jason’s magical vortex of wind holding them afloat and propelling them towards the closest shore. She had seen Selvhara levitate herself upwards hundreds of times, but this seemed different. They were actually flying, albeit incredibly low to the ground. The sensation was exhilarating but also terrifying; she was completely at the mercy of Jason’s rapidly-expanding powers.
Which seemed to be a growing and rather annoying trend as of late. 
“Admit it,” Sarina whispered into Jason’s ear. “This whole idea was just some macho fantasy of yours to try and impress your woman.”
He grinned ever-so-faintly. “Is it working?”
“A little,” she admitted, craning her neck around so she could see the water whipping past just inches below her face. “But how about next time we just stick with a bed? Or the floor or the dirt or anything solid.”
“And here I thought Asgardians were the adventurous types.”
“Only in shallow water,” she murmured. “And just to be clear: if you drop me, I will rip you in half.”
“I feel more macho already,” Jason said with a grunt. “Just hang on—we should be hitting the shoreline any moment.”
 “Hopefully without running into any company. Getting blasted by Crell Imperators will spoil the mood.”
“If they spot us through the darkness and the fog, they deserve an open shot or two. But I don’t think we have anything to worry about.”
For once, he was actually right. No arrows or fireballs came streaking towards them from the darkness, and Sarina didn’t spot or hear any other manticore in the sky, either. They eventually floated up onto the northern shoreline of the strait, and Jason flipped them up vertically before releasing his spell. 
“Now I know what Tam feels like,” Sarina muttered, her stomach churning. She knelt down and clutched onto a nearby rock to try and catch her breath. Jason, annoyingly enough, seemed perfectly fine. 
“Someone came through here recently,” he commented, pointing down at the snow. Numen was so far north that the ice probably wouldn’t melt for another month or two at least. “I can’t tell how many, but it looks like a whole squad.”
Biting down on her lip, Sarina hopped back to her feet and unfastened her longbow from her back. “Between six and eight men,” she told him after she’d studied the prints for a few seconds. “Definitely soldiers, though they obviously weren’t worried about hiding their tracks or moving in formation.”
“I doubt many people ever walk along the shoreline here,” Jason said. “It also snows pretty frequently right up until summer. I doubt they’re worried about being tracked.”
Sarina nodded. “Obviously not. We might as well see where the tracks go—they’ve been here for a while, so I doubt we’ll be tripping over these soldiers anytime soon.”
“As long as we trip over them eventually,” he said, glancing back over his shoulder to the waning moon. “We have about three hours of darkness left. Let’s make the best of it.”
They traveled further up the shoreline, and for the most part Sarina had no difficulty following the tracks. The Crell soldiers had probably just been taking an everyday lazy patrol, which by itself was rather interesting. Laziness suggested complacency, and complacency suggested that they had been assigned here for a while. The operative question remained why. 
Ever since the fall of Galvia a decade ago, the Asgardian navy had assumed de facto control over the Sea of Splintered Ice. The Numenese had stuck to guarding their shores, and the Solarians had never bothered building much of a fleet in the first place. The Crell, for their part, had kept the bulk of their naval forces near Velashel Harbor to protect Borden, Elashi, and Tracordian shipping interests. At least until now.
What Sarina couldn’t figure out was what possible tactical purpose a hidden naval base would serve in the ongoing war. And after an hour of hiking further up the shoreline, they still hadn’t found an answer. 
“We have two hours of darkness left, and the fog is already starting to thin out,” Sarina warned. “I assume the others haven’t spotted anything?”
Jason sighed and shook his head. “No, they haven’t found any prints on the southern shoreline. They’re already heading back to the ship.”
“We should probably do the same. I’d like to keep going, but…”
“We did what we could under the circumstances, and it’s not worth the risk,” he agreed. “Come on.”
“Wait a minute,” Sarina said, standing from her crouch and grabbing his shoulder as he turned away. “What did you say?”
“I said it’s not worth the risk. We should head back.”
“And you’re sure your name is still Jason Moore?”
He groaned and rolled his eyes. “I see Tam has started to rub off on you.”
“I just expected to have to fight you about leaving,” Sarina said. “You have to admit, once you decide to do something you’re basically impossible to dissuade.”
Jason’s cheek twitched as he glanced away. “Well, this time is different. I’m trying to—”
Sarina never heard what he said next. A low, distant rumble shook through the air, and a massive black shape abruptly blotted out the beams of moonlight piercing the foggy veil. She dove forward and tackled Jason to the ground, and before he could protest she clapped her hand over his mouth. A few seconds later, he understood. Swooping down from out of the sky, its dark wings sprouting outward like an angel of death, was a dragon. 
And it was not alone. 
Six of them flew by in total, all fully-grown adults with riders and saddles. The fog parted in their wake, but mercifully they didn’t seem to notice the two pesky humans lying prone in the snow beneath their flight path. They landed just a few hundred yards beyond a nearby snowbank, and Sarina felt the aftershock of their tremendous weight even from here. 
An eternity seemed to pass as she and Jason clung tightly to one another. Eventually, once she finally mustered the will to move, she crawled forward as quietly as she could towards the snowbank. Half of her brain and most of her body was screaming at her to turn and run in the opposite direction, but for some reason she didn’t listen. Her arms continued to pull her forward unfettered, and once she reached the frozen, rocky lip she peered over the edge…and immediately wished she hadn’t. 
“Gods have mercy,” she rasped. “This isn’t a flotilla.”
“No,” Jason agreed as he dragged himself up next to her. “It’s an armada.”
Sarina swallowed heavily and forced her brain to take in what she was seeing. The rocky bluffs along the edge of the strait formed a wide alcove just ahead, and beneath the massive overhang was a camp filled with thousands of Crell soldiers, dozens of fully-constructed warships, and more dragons and manticore than she cared to count. 
“Those are transport ships,” Jason said, gesturing off to their left. “They can carry five hundred soldiers each, more if they’re traveling over short distances.”
“Maybe they really are going to attack Numen,” she breathed. 
He shook his head. “I don’t think they’d take the risk of parking this close to enemy territory and revealing their hand. They’ve been here for a while—they must have permission.”
Sarina pursed her lips. “So what the hell are they doing here hundreds of miles from the front lines?”
“I have no idea,” Jason said. “But the Solarians need to know what’s going on, and so do your people.”
She nodded distantly. Asgardia was well-defended, particularly along its western shores. But this armada could do serious damage if the Crell decided to attack, and her cousin’s shaman would have no more defense against the Breakers than any other Bound…
“Come on,” Jason said. “I’ll tell the others to pick us up.”
“Right,” she rasped, tearing her eyes away. Somehow, she had a feeling this wasn’t the last they’d be seeing of this armada…and the thought sent a dark shiver down her spine. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
 
 
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
“That foolish girl will be the death of Solaria. The sooner you accept this, the sooner we can save our lands and our people”
—Edgar Margrove, Lord of Malgron, in a correspondence to the rest of the Alliance Council 
 
The Temple of Sol had long been considered the jewel of Celenest even when compared to the far more opulent palace or its surrounding gardens. On a normal day, most of the priests would provide spiritual advice to the faithful while the rest tended to the wounds and ailments of dozens of the city’s denizens. Krystia had spent most of the last thirteen years of her life living inside this very structure, and while she had occasionally needed to work long hours to treat everyone who’d come in, she had never once imagined the possibility that the rows of maimed and injured would stretch all the way out into the street and beyond. And she had certainly never imagined that all of them would be Legion soldiers fresh off yet another defeat. 
“With all due respect, Your Majesty,” Lady Savilen said as Krystia stepped back from one of the soldiers, “the infirmary is not the proper place for the Queen of Solaria right now.”
“It’s the only place for me to be,” Krystia countered. She glanced up and down the long rows of bloodied men and women as her priests struggled to ease their pain. Nearly six hundred had fallen in the actual fighting at Amberwood, and another thirty had died on the road during the trip back. But while most of the survivors here would recover given time, she suspected that their morale couldn’t be salvaged so easily. 
“These soldiers will live, and you have underlings capable of handling this,” Savilen insisted. “You should be in the war room discussing strategy with the Council and your commanders. We need a plan to—”
“I’ve already told you my plan, and the loss of Amberwood changes nothing,” Krystia said, trying to keep her voice low enough that only Savilen could hear. It wasn’t overly difficult given the frantic din of the priests and soldiers scurrying about. “We will withdraw our forces from the front lines to defend Celenest until the dragons are ready. Then we shall hit the Sovereigns with everything we have.”
The woman’s cheek twitched. “And what about the tens of thousands of people we’ll be abandoning to the Crell? We can’t simply pull back, not with their army—”
“We don’t have any other options!” Krystia interrupted again. This time she couldn’t help but raise her voice. “We must hold out for another few weeks, and I cannot guarantee the city’s safety without our armies from the Darrowmere. I’ve made my decision, and I don’t want to hear anything else about it.”
She watched intently as a storm of emotions flickered across the older woman’s face. Savilen’s preternaturally calm façade had finally cracked at this point. Her voice was tight and anxious, and her eyes were narrowed in quiet desperation. She was a woman accustomed to being in control, but now the unthinkable had happened. All the wealth and influence she had accumulated over the years would mean absolutely nothing if the Crell conquered Celenest. Savilen was old enough to remember the fall of Izaria; she knew the Sovereigns didn’t negotiate with surviving provincial lords. They would probably string the entire Council up in the gallows before replacing them with imperial governors. 
“Your Majesty, I have supported you through everything thus far, occasionally despite my better judgment,” Savilen whispered. “But we cannot simply clutch onto Celenest as if it is our last slice of bread. We must find a way to defend our people.”
“We have a way,” Krystia said. “How many times must I tell you before you listen?”
“You have never allowed any of us into the Hatchery to see these new dragons for ourselves, and some of my colleagues remain…skeptical.”
“Forget your colleagues. What about you?”
Savilen’s jaw quivered. “I have no reason to believe that you’re lying to us, Your Majesty. But you must understand that what you’ve told us about these dragons is difficult to accept on faith alone.”
“You will get your demonstration soon enough,” Krystia promised. “The Unbound assure me that soon we’ll have enough dragons to scour the Crell from the face of Torsia. What else could you and the others possibly want?”
The older woman glanced around the infirmary and seemed to resummons a bit of her composure. “If you could arrange a brief demonstration, it would make it easier for me to convince the others to remain patient. But without evidence, I’m not sure there is anything I can do to maintain order.”
“I’m afraid the Hatchery must remain off limits for a bit longer,” Krystia said as diplomatically as she could manage. There was no way in the Void she was about to let the Council or any of their lackeys watch the Unbound in action. No one else needed to know the truth about what they were doing…or see the results of the early failed experiments in action. “You and the others will just have to trust me. I carry the experiences and the memories of every Solarian monarch inside me. They will not fail us.”
Savilen’s lip twitched. “Let us hope not.”
“Now if you’ll excuse me, our soldiers need me,” Krystia said, turning away and tending to another of the wounded. She spent the next several hours helping wherever she could, and she only left once the priests had the situation under control. Savilen and the other politicians could grouse all they wanted, but it felt good to be here helping regular people again. The soldiers certainly appreciated it, and that was all Krystia really cared about. 
Night had fallen by the time she returned to the palace, and after a few terse conversations with her other various advisors, she made her way to the war room to find Darius. He was still there, just like she’d expected, but he was no longer surrounded by a throng of underlings. Instead he was standing alone above the large tactical map of the country, his hands pressed flat against the wood. 
“And here I figured I’d have to issue a royal decree just to get you alone,” Krystia said, smiling warmly. “You sent the others away?”
“They were tired, and there’s nothing else to talk about, anyway,” Darius whispered. He didn’t glance up. “Where’s your shadow?”
She frowned in confusion for a few seconds before she caught an image of Sovan flickering in Darius’s mind. “I sent him to the Hatchery to make certain everything is running on schedule. And he is not my shadow—he’s a vital asset we are going to need if we want to survive this.”
Darius grunted but remained silent. He didn’t believe her, of course. In his mind, Sovan was nothing more than a venomous serpent whispering in her ear. Darius couldn’t understand the depth of the connection she and Sovan shared as Unbound. He couldn’t…and sadly, he never would. 
“Have you figured out how the Crell were able to breach our defenses so easily?” she asked, changing the subject. 
“Other than their specially bred underwater siege dragon, no,” Darius muttered. “Sol knows what other horrors the Sovereigns have been concocting these last few months. At this point, I almost expect them to attack us with a horde of flying groll.”
Krystia nodded distantly as her thoughts flashed back to the Golden Hatchery. Just visualizing the tortured, malformed whelps made her stomach churn, and she didn’t even want to imagine what the Crell were up to. Sovan’s new breeding techniques might have been barbaric, but they were also a last resort. The Sovereigns had never possessed any qualms about experimenting on groll or dragons or even chagari, not if it strengthened their armies. 
“I suspect they also had a few operatives hiding amongst the refugees in the fort,” Darius went on after a moment. “They could have sabotaged the sewer grates, or at the very least fed the Sovereigns with up-to-date reports on our defenses.” He shook his head and grunted. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter now. If they want to try and sack Celenest, we’ll make them bleed for every inch.”
Krystia slid up next to him and tucked herself under his right arm. “I’m just thankful you made it out of there. From what my priests showed me, it could have been a lot worse.”
“It would have been, if not for…” Darius trailed off and closed his eyes. This time, Krystia didn’t even have to make a conscious effort to see images of Elade racing through his mind. “We’re lucky anyone made it out of there alive. I just pray they don’t harm the refugees who were trapped.”
“As far as we know, they’ve mostly just been sending the villagers back to their homes. They want to convince people that living under an imperial governor won’t be any different than living under a provincial lord.”
He snorted contemptuously. “We’ll see how long it takes before the local commanders start conscripting anyone who can lift a sword. We’re almost completely blind in that region now, but I guarantee they’re already flooding soldiers up from the Darrowmere to lock down Amberwood. Other than one tower and two of the waterway bridges, they took the fort almost completely intact. It will be a very long, very bloody march to try and take it back.”
“But we will take it back,” Krystia assured him. “We just need a little more time.”
His cheek twitched. “I know Sovan has promised you a horde of dragons, but I’ll believe it when I see them.”
“You don’t have to believe him—you just have to believe me,” she said. “I’ve seen them, Darius. Soon we’ll have enough firepower to reclaim everything we’ve lost.”
He didn’t reply, but he didn’t need to—she could feel the doubt in his thoughts.  Krystia stepped away and put her hands on her hips.  
“You don’t believe me, do you? You think I’m lying about the Hatchery.”
“I don’t think you’re lying,” Darius said softly. “I think you don’t understand how war actually works. Dragons are a useful tool, but not every battle can be won with a cudgel. We need soldiers to retake territory and we need priests to protect them. Burning everything to the ground isn’t a strategy. Not unless you want to turn Solaria into a smoldering wasteland.”
Krystia frowned. The aura of animosity rolling off him was almost palpable. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“Exactly what it sounds like. You promised the Council—you promised me—that your Unbound friends would help us win this war. So far they haven’t done a damn thing to help.”
“You said yourself they weren’t ready for the front lines!” she protested. “They’ve been training just like you wanted.”
“What they’ve been doing is wasting precious time and resources, and now Sovan has apparently convinced you that he can wave his hand and conjure an armada of dragons to save the day.” Darius crossed his arms and glared at her. “Where was he when Blackburn fell? Or Lanesk or Amberwood or any of the other towns and forts we’ve lost in the past three months? You say he’s a powerful channeler, but he hasn’t lifted a finger against the Breakers decimating your Bound. He just sits here in the comfort of the palace like an honored dignitary.”
“Don’t try and blame Sovan for the Legion’s failures,” Krystia hissed. “You can’t seriously expect the Unbound to charge off and die for a country that’s imprisoned them their whole lives.”
“What I expect is for them to contribute,” Darius said. “They’re our only weapon against the Breakers, but you’ve been coddling them like they’re made of glass. They need to earn the right to live among us.”
She recoiled another step. “What do you mean ‘us?’ I’m one of them!”
“It’s not the same,” he muttered, turning away and scowling. “If they won’t fight, then we’ve already lost this war.”
Krystia continued to glare at the side of his head, her throat suddenly dry. She couldn’t understand what in the hell was wrong with him. He was the one who hadn’t wanted the Unbound on the battlefield; he was the one who had argued that a bunch of untrained channelers would be more of a hindrance than an asset. He had told her—
And then the truth belatedly struck her. This had nothing to do with the Unbound and everything to do with Elade. She had been out there battling the Breakers on her own for months, and now that she was dead, Darius was struggling to cope with her loss. It was an unusually emotional reaction for him, and under normal circumstances Krystia would have been willing to forgive his careless words. But he wasn’t reeling over a lost comrade—he was reeling over a lost love. And that made Krystia ball her hands into fists and tremble with rage. 
At first, she had found his infatuation with Elade mildly amusing. She was a priestess and a telepath, and she had long ago learned not to take people’s private fantasies too seriously. Everyone dreamt of doing something that would get them in trouble, after all, and Elade was a perfectly reasonable target. She was charming, shapely, and exotic—but most importantly to a man like Darius, she was also a challenge. More than anything, he was a natural hunter. He craved the chase. It was one of the things Krystia loved about him, and she hadn’t been bothered by a few harmless fantasies as long as he never acted upon them. 
But now he had acted upon them. She could see the truth in his thoughts—the passionate kiss, the longing embrace… If Elade and Darius hadn’t been interrupted, he would have taken her back to his bed in a matter of minutes. And not a single part of him felt guilty about it. His only regret was that he had waited so long to make his move…
“Leave,” Krystia said, her voice a cold whisper. 
Darius turned and frowned. “What?”
“Leave. Now.”
“Krystia, we—”
“Leave!” she screamed so loudly half the palace probably heard the echo. For several long seconds Darius remained frozen in place, but then eventually he shook his head and stormed out of the room. When the door closed behind him, she grabbed the empty serving plate on her desk and hurled it against the wall. 
Krystia had never been this angry, not even when High Priest Kaeldar had denounced the other Unbound right in front of her face. It boiled in her veins and burned in her heart, and a part of her was tempted to drag him back in here and scour Elade’s presence from his mind. She could erase every memory, burn away every image…but no, that wouldn’t change anything. The truth, when it came right down to it, was the Darius still saw Krystia as his pretty little trophy. 
For the last two years, she had been a badge of conquest, a public symbol for all his victories and accomplishments. But then the king had been assassinated, and everything had changed. He didn’t believe she was ready for the throne, and he certainly didn’t believe she was ready for the chaos of war. Just like the Council, he still saw her as a naïve waif unprepared for the harsh realities of the world. 
Krystia almost wanted to tell him the truth. If he knew about her masterful efforts to free the Unbound—if he knew about her alliance with Ethan and their plot to destroy Areekan—then Darius would finally understand. He would finally stop seeing her as his innocent little princess. 
Instead, he would see her for the monster she had become.  
The thought struck her like a knife in the back, and Krystia had to clutch onto a nearby desk to keep from buckling to the floor. She felt sick. She felt weak. She was the queen of Solara—she was an unbound Ascendant. And yet right now she felt like a helpless little girl sitting atop the towers at Isen staring at the charred corpses of her parents…
Pressing her eyes shut, Krystia sank down to her knees. She desperately wanted to cry, but something deep inside her refused to allow her eyes to water. She was better than that now. She was stronger than she had ever been. She had made difficult decisions, but everything she’d done had been for the greater good. The Unbound were free, and Solaria finally had the queen it deserved. All that remained was for her to start acting like it. 
Taking a deep breath, she reached out to the Aether and gently strummed the hundreds of tethers binding her to her followers. There was one man she could always count on for a cold, calculating analysis of the situation. And even though she had only spoken with him intermittently over the past few weeks, she had a feeling he would be more than happy to give her his advice. 
Ethan?
Yes? he responded almost immediately. What can I do for you, Your Majesty?
We have a serious problem, Krystia said. The situation here in Celenest is quickly degenerating, and I’m not sure how much longer I can hold it together. I need your help.
Of course, Your Majesty, he said, his amusement rippling through their telepathic link. As
always, I am your humble servant. 
 
***
 
“Five thousand men,” Ethan Moore whispered as he watched the Asgardians disembark from their ships and set up camp along the shoreline. “If only they had come to their senses fifteen years ago. Then we might not be here in the first place…”
“I still can’t believe you convinced the boy to help,” Valestra Fallon muttered from beside him. “And I really can’t believe the High King’s shaman just let them sail out of Frostgarde without a fight.”
“The foolishness of young men has no equal in this world,” Ethan said, shielding his eyes against the waning sun and the blood-smeared horizon. “Especially when they believe they have something to prove.”
He and Valestra had only been out here for an hour or so, but the Asgardians were surprisingly efficient. The camp already sprawled for a hundred yards in each direction, and Ethan had no doubt that the Mon’Gardoth ships would be empty by nightfall. 
“Halfren needs to demonstrate his prowess as a warrior and a leader before the other clans descend upon him,” Ethan went on. “I merely provided him with the opportunity.”
Valestra shook her head. “I don’t think I’ll ever understand how a culture of savages has survived this long.”
“That’s exactly why you couldn’t convince them to help you,” Ethan said pointedly. “You were treating them like humans when they are more like wolves. All I had to do was toss them a bloodied scrap of meat.”
“How charming.”
Ethan smiled. “And the reason the shaman let them go is simple: the High King believes he has nothing to lose. If Halfren fails, his clan will be dead. Zharrs will be able to claim the Mon’Gardoth’s wives and property as his own, all without spilling a single drop of his soldiers’ blood.”
“But if Halfren succeeds, he’ll gain support from the other clans,” Valestra said. “He could spark an Asgardian civil war.”
“I’m sure the High King believes the boy will fail miserably,” Ethan said. “But even if Halfren succeeds, Zharrs will then have an opportunity to prove his own leadership by quashing a rebellion. He has consolidated power with the skill and subtlety of a Solarian lord, and he’s well-positioned to defend himself against challengers if necessary.”
 Valesta grunted and shook her head. “There are times I think you might have missed your calling. You would have made a better diplomat than an officer.” 
“For now, I have to be both,” Ethan whispered.
They watched in silence as the Asgardians continued to ferry men and equipment from their transport ships. So far, the Solarian portion of their contingent was light. The Lyebel garrison had only provided him with a single regiment of two-hundred men, but the queen had promised to send him two dozen priests, a full squad of griffon-riders, and several dragons before they reached Ashenfel. 
Initially, Ethan had feared that the fall of Amberwood would cause Krystia and her commanders to withdraw their support and bunker inside Celenest, but thankfully she had been wise enough to ask for his advice. After assuaging the worst of her fears, he had convinced her of the necessity of supporting his efforts regardless of the Council’s wishes. Now more than ever, Galvia was Solaria’s best hope—a victory here would change the face of the war overnight. And Ethan couldn’t help but revel in the historical irony. 
“‘A thousand warriors, axes drawn, crossed the crimson sea,” he whispered. “Their mothers wept, their children cried, knowing their fate to be.’”
Valestra arched her eyebrows. “I thought you hated poetry. Elissa always had to drag you to the public recitals in the palace theatre.”
“I never hated the performances,” Ethan clarified “I hated the pretentiousness and the insipid culture surrounding them. The nobles would chew up and digest every word like it was a fine piece of Numenese cheese, and the harsher the criticism they levied, the more cultured they saw themselves.”
She shook her head. “How did a man like you end up with a playwright for a wife and a historian for a son?”
I wish I knew. The response popped into Ethan’s mind so reflexively that he didn’t have time to brace himself against the deluge of old memories. He closed his eyes and tried to ignore the barrage of images of his dead wife and prodigal son…
“Sorry,” Valestra said, gently placing her hand on his arm. “I should know better than to pick at old wounds.”
“It’s fine,” Ethan lied. He did his best to purge the tension from his facial muscles, but the memories themselves refused to budge. “Right now we just need to focus on organizing the officers. Halfren and his advisors will probably be nervous right up until the dragons and griffons meet us on the field, and the Alliance captain struck me as a fool who’d been banished here as some form of punishment.”
“Captain Farkas is a bit obstinate, but she’s not incompetent. She served at Serogar, and Lord Alistan thought she would be the best choice to command the Lyebel garrison given the available alternatives. A lot of his best people died at Garos.”
“Ah,” Ethan murmured, shielding his eyes and squinting across the camp to the Alliance tents. They were staying out of the way of the Asgardians for the most part, which was probably a wise decision. “Well, as long as Farkas doesn’t protest too loudly, things should proceed smoothly enough. I managed to convince the clan-lord’s top advisor to trust me, and that’s what’s really important.
Valestra shook her head. “How in the Void did you manage that?”
Ethan shrugged. He wasn’t about to tell her the truth, of course. Valestra might have been a realist, but she still wouldn’t approve of summoning demons. She was from Serogar, after all. “You know how charming I can be,” he told her instead, forcing a wry smile. 
“In other words, I don’t want to know,” she replied with a sigh. “Please just tell me you didn’t promise him half of Solaria.”
“Nothing so grand. Jorgir and I are both old and tired warriors, and that’s a stronger bond than you might think.” He tilted his chin down towards the Solarians to try and change the subject. “Do you expect Farkas’s men to behave even after the news from Amberwood?”
“They’re concerned, obviously, but they’re also professionals. You might not think much of the Legion, but they’re as well-trained as anyone in Torsia.”
“I suppose we’ll find out soon enough. There’s a chance the Crell will send manticores after us, and until we get air support we’re vulnerable. Your priests had best be up to the challenge.”
Valestra turned and studied him. “You think the Crell know you’re coming already?”
Ethan snorted. “The Zarul still have eyes in Lyebel, and they absolutely have eyes in Frostgarde. Halfren’s security was terrible—they could have assassinated him on a moment’s notice.”
“Then perhaps you should wait a few days until the dragons arrive. The army is less vulnerable here so close to the city.”
“No,” Ethan said. “The longer we wait, the greater the chance the Lord’s Council or the queen will panic and withdraw their support. We need to put pressure on the Crell as soon as possible or this war is already over.”
Valestra nodded then sighed tiredly. “Speaking of the Council, Lord Alistan has ordered me back home. I’m supposed to leave Lyebel at first light.”
“So the councilors are already panicking, then.”
“Can you blame them? The Crell are literally on our doorstep. Celenest hasn’t been seriously threatened in anyone’s lifetime. He wants all of his most loyal people around him, now more than ever.”
Ethan pursed his lips. “What will you do if the city falls? Where will you go?”
Valestra shrugged. “I doubt I’ll go anywhere. I’ll just have to stay with my family and hope for the best like everyone else.”
A grave silence settled between them. Ethan had obviously never cared for the Alliance, and a part of him took a perverse pleasure in imagining the provincial lords hanging by their craven necks in an imperial gallows. But whether he liked it or not, Galvia’s fate was still intertwined with its Solarian neighbors…and the thought of an old friend like Valestra falling into Crell hands made his stomach turn. She might have been the only woman who had ever really understood him.
“A part of me wishes I could ride along with you,” she said after a moment. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen Ashenfel. I wonder if my old house is still standing.”
“Even if it is, I doubt you’d want to see what the Crell have done to it.”
“You’re probably right,” she murmured. “Sometimes old memories are best left undisturbed.”
“Yes,” Ethan agreed. “Yes, they are.”
Valestra reached out and squeezed his hand. “Whether or not you survive, I don’t think we’ll ever see each other again.”
He squeezed back. “I’m sure you thought that before. I was dead, after all.”
She smiled up at him, and for a moment he swore he could see the past glittering in her eyes. All those years working together in Ashenfel…all those years spent as colleagues when they could have been more. Valestra had been his wife’s best friend and one of his closest confidantes, but she was also the living embodiment of a future that could have been but wasn’t. 
Still, he had never allowed himself to regret their decision. Intentionally or not, Ethan had made a habit of destroying the lives of the women who loved him. Elissa had been murdered by the Crell, and Selvhara had been permanently exiled from her home for the crime of following him to war. At least Valestra had been able to live her own life and build her own family. If she had chosen him instead, she probably would have been rotting in an unmarked grave by now.
“Once you plant the flag and get a free moment,” Valestra said, “I’d appreciate it if you would visit Elissa for me. I don’t know if I’ll ever get the chance again.”
“I will,” Ethan promised. “And if your house is still standing, I’ll be sure to let you know.”
She smiled. “Goodbye, Ethan.”
“Goodbye.”
Valestra turned and gestured for her horse. She set off towards the city a few minutes later, and Ethan watched her vanish over the hills, likely for the last time.
The female is gone, master, Kar’zhel said. The demon reared back on its massive legs, and the mouth at the center of its bulky mass opened and closed in anticipation. Is it time for us to leave?
“Yes,” Ethan said. “Take the others with you to Ashenfel and await my command.”
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty
 
“With all due respect, Your Majesty, it is not a question of whether the Crell will invade—it is a question of when. We must strike now before they have the chance to mobilize. Give me your blessing to keep Galvia safe.”
—Ethan Moore to King Whitestone, 1997 A.G.
 
“Off-hand, I’m not sure what I’ve missed the most about home,” Tam commented as he trudged up and over another mound of semi-frozen dirt. “The endless fields of brown muck, the painfully long winters, the constant smell of dog shit…when you think about it, there are so many great choices.”
 “You spent half the trip to Talisham complaining about the heat, and now you’re upset that it’s too cold,” Sarina grumbled. “Maybe the real problem is that you’re a mewling toddler who’s never happy with anything.”
“Says the angry barbarian woman. At least I have a sense of humor.”
She stopped in place and glared at him. “I could throw you down this hill. We’d all get a good laugh watching you slosh face-first into the mud.”
Jason shook his head and smiled as they continued their long march across the plains of western Galvia. “Sometimes I think they’re secretly related,” he whispered to Selvhara. “They bicker like siblings.”
“Yes,” the druid said distantly, her violet eyes latched upon the horizon. She had seemed especially distant ever since they had docked in Tibel on the northwestern coast two days ago. Outside of their ongoing channeling lessons, she had barely uttered a single word.  
 “Are you doing all right?” Jason asked, leaning in close enough that others wouldn’t be able to hear over the buffeting afternoon breeze. “You seem…distant.”
Selvhara blinked and seemed to drag herself out of her reverie. “I haven’t been in this part of Galvia for a long time,” she said softly. “We fought several battles in these plains. None of them ended well.”
Jason nodded in silent understanding. After the Crell had taken Kiersale during the last war, they had attempted to surround Ashenfel before finally laying siege. Their continuous incursions here in the west had largely been successful, and they had forced his father to split his remaining forces defending Ashenfel and the coastal cities of Tibel and Cergar. Then King Whitestone had been killed, and the war had effectively been over. 
Tibel had a particularly bitter history for Selvhara, though. That was where his father had assembled the surviving Hands a few years ago in a last, desperate attempt to manufacture a genuine rebellion against imperial rule. It was also where she had left him for the last time…and where he had allegedly turned to summoning demons. 
Jason and the others hadn’t spent much time in the city after they had landed a few days ago. After Gor had purchased long-term docking for his ship, they had restocked on supplies and then set off without pausing for a single night’s sleep in a real bed. Jason had insisted it was because he didn’t feel safe in a Crell-occupied city, not with the Zarul actively hunting them…but the truth was that he had wanted to avoid the ghosts of the past every bit as much as the Crell Imperators. 
“It will be difficult seeing your father again,” Selvhara whispered after a moment. “For both of us.”
Jason grunted. “You’re worried that I won’t be able to stand up to him once we finally meet.”
“No. I’m worried that you will be.”
He frowned and had to force himself to keep walking. “What does that mean?”
“I fear you’ll be tempted to take the easy way out,” Selvhara said. “But killing him won’t solve anything.”
“Tell that to the family his demons butchered in Celenest,” Jason growled under his breath. “Tell that to the thousands of others who have died in his mad quest for vengeance.”
“Vengeance is not the answer to vengeance.”
Jason rolled his eyes. “You sound like a Solipean monk again,” he muttered. “Or a bloody paladin. If anyone deserves a blade in the gut, it’s my father.”
“Perhaps,” she whispered. “But that doesn’t mean you need to be the one holding the handle. If you kill him, it will haunt you the rest of your life.”
“Maybe,” he conceded, “but someone has to do it. That was the whole point in chasing him halfway around Torsia—that’s the whole reason we’re here in Galvia right now. I don’t even want to imagine what he plans to do with his demonic army.”
Selvhara’s eyes narrowed fractionally. “Assuming he’s actually summoned one. I’m not sure we should trust Dathiel.”
“I don’t trust him, but I trust his memories,” Jason said. “He legitimately believed that my father was here and that he planned to summon a demonic army to retake Ashenfel.”
“Which doesn’t necessarily make it true.”
He scowled at the side of her face. “If you have a suggestion to make, I’m more than willing to hear it. But all this nitpicking is getting pretty tiresome. You’ve barely said a damn thing over the last few days, and now it sounds like you’re trying to convince me to just walk away and forget this whole thing.”
“If only I could,” Selvhara whispered. She closed her eyes and nearly stopped walking altogether, but then she belatedly remembered the others trailing behind him and kept walking. “I’m sorry,” she said, stretching out to hold his hand. “Like I said, it’s this place. It’s like I can feel the dead crying out from the soil.”
“It’s all right,” Jason said, and meant it. He had been too young to fight in the early stages of the war, but he’d read enough accounts of the battles here to paint a vividly macabre mental picture of what had happened. It was even worse for Sel, though. Her decision to stay and fight had cost her more than a litany of harrowing memories—it had also resulted in permanent exile from her own people. 
“If Ethan plans to unleash his demons against anyone, then we must stop him,” Selvhara told him. “But we need to confront him first. We need to learn his precise intentions. Your father never does anything without plotting several steps ahead.”
“Do you really believe he’ll cooperate?”
“Probably not,” she murmured. “But we don’t need his consent.”
Jason nodded but didn’t reply. Back in Celenest a few months ago, he had unwittingly found himself probing so deep into her mind that he’d actually hurt her…and he had promised never to use his newfound telepathic abilities like that again. The fact that she would even suggest it as an option was more than a little shocking…and probably a good indication of how much the build-up to this confrontation was already affecting her. 
The rest of the day passed more or less uneventfully, and despite the still-frozen roads they once again made excellent time. They still had at least a full hour until dusk when Ashenfel became a visible blot on the horizon, and Jason was tempted to press on just to see if they could find a way to slip into the city and spend a night in a real bed. But then they spotted the wall of imperial soldiers blocking off the road, and he ordered the group back into the forest to try and figure out what was going on. 
“This is strange,” Sarina commented as she laid flat on her belly and peered through her spyglass. “It looks like they’re turning merchant caravans away from the city…and a lot of them aren’t happy about it.”
“Why would the Sovereign turn away merchants?” Tam mused. “Even the Crell aren’t stupid enough to prohibit trade.”
“Perhaps your father has already made his move,” Gor suggested. “The city could be completely infested.”
Jason scratched at the increasingly coarse hair on his chin. He really needed to shave or at the very least do some trimming. Sarina might have hunted bears before, but she probably didn’t want to kiss one. “If that were true,: he said, “you’d think we would have heard something about it in Tibel.”
“We didn’t exactly stop and chat with the local guards, and there were barely any Crell soldiers in the city,” Tam pointed out. “Maybe they pulled everyone back to Ashenfel to try and control the infestation.”
“Some of the caravans are already turning around,” Sarina announced. “We could go and speak with them once they’ve gotten some distance from the Crell.”
Jason nodded. In order to keep as low a profile as possible, they had avoided interacting with anyone along the road this whole trip…but now he felt a bit silly for not stopping and asking one of the caravans for information.   
“Good idea,” he said. “Let’s see what we can find out.”
The group migrated down the road a few hundred yards and waited for one of the merchant groups to ride past. Gor and Sarina concealed themselves along the edges of the forest, both to provide cover and to lessen the chances of intimidating the caravan guards. They didn’t want anyone to think they were bandits, after all, especially not with a Crell patrol nearby. 
Ultimately, their caution proved unwarranted; the merchants were more than willing to rant about local troubles, even to complete strangers. Evidently Sovereign Verrator had locked down the entire city as of yesterday, but not because of a demonic infestation. The truth was even more surprising…and potentially every bit as harrowing. 
“An Asgardian army?” Sarina breathed once they had regrouped in the wilderness. “How is that even possible?”
Tam shrugged. “Seems pretty obvious to me. Your people love to fight, and his crazy father needs an army. It’s a match made in the Aether.”
“Except that High King Zharrs has explicitly avoided taking sides in any conflict over the past decades,” Jason added. “It seems strange that he would change his mind now.”
“Ethan can be very persuasive when he wants to be,” Selvhara whispered. Her back was turned, and she was staring out towards the encroaching sunset with her arms folded across her chest. “Now we know what he’s been doing since he left Celenest.”
Jason shook his head and closed his eyes. Rationally speaking, he probably should have been happy about the news. From everything they had heard about the war, the Solarians needed all the help they could get, and an Asgardian assault upon Galvia would ease the pressure on the other fronts. But the fact that his father was behind the whole thing made Jason’s blood run cold and his stomach churn…
“We don’t actually know whether or not your father has anything to do with this,” Gor pointed out almost as if he were reading Jason’s mind. “The Asgardians could have decided to enter the war of their own accord, or the Solarians could have convinced them to form a coalition. You did say there were some Alliance troops marching with them.” 
“I suppose that’s true,” Tam conceded. “Maybe this is actually really good news—if the Asgardians liberate the city, your father might not bother with his demons at all.”
“No,” Jason whispered, shaking his head. “If there’s an army marching on Ashenfel, I guarantee my father is with them. He would never leave anything like this to chance.”
“No, he wouldn’t,” Selvhara agreed. “Ethan is with them…whether they know of his presence or not.”
Tam glanced between the two of them. “Let’s assume you’re both right. What do we do about it?”
“We intercept them before they reach the city,” Jason said. “The merchants said they were less than fifty miles away, which means they could be laying siege as early as the day after tomorrow. They could start aerial bombardments even sooner. We need to move quickly.”
Gor combed a claw through his mane. “What exactly are you planning to do? Approach the army with a white flag and hope their dragons don’t burn us to cinders?”
Jason walked up behind Selvhara and slid his arm over her shoulder. He could feel the tension in her muscles and her mind. Clearly, she wasn’t able to accept this “good news” any more than he could. If his father was involved, then something else was going on here. Something dark and horrible they needed to stop. 
“I’m not sure,” Jason whispered. “But we’ll figure something out.”
 
***
 
“Another Alliance regiment has been confirmed missing in the Darrowmere, sir,” Lieutenant Mirrel reported. “Our aerial scouts believe they are down to less than ten thousand defenders.”
“Barely over half of what they started with,” Horsch said with a bemused grin. “Our little queen continues to panic. In another week or two, we won’t even need to bother with dragons. There won’t be anyone left guarding their walls.”
Onar Tenel nodded idly as he stood over the growing collection of maps and troop deployment reports. It had been nearly a week since their victory at Amberwood, and thus far nearly everything had proceeded according to plan. They had reinforced the fort with enough men to prevent any realistic counterattack, and their armies in the Darrowmere were poised to effectively bisect the Solarian provinces. Celenest wouldn’t be able to summon any more help from the south, and soon enough the rest of the provincial lords would be on their knees begging the High Sovereign for mercy. 
All in all, Tenel couldn’t have reasonably expected the events of the last few weeks to have unfolded any better. For the first time in generations, a real victory was on the horizon. The Alliance would crumble, and then the long, hard, and far less glamorous work of picking up the pieces could begin. In the span of a few months, Tenel would have accomplished more than any Crell military commander since the foundation of the Imperium. 
But he wasn’t prepared to celebrate just yet. Not until the butcher of Geriskhad was finally brought to justice. 
“What about the Asgardians?” he asked into the long pause. 
“They have set up camp roughly fifty miles north of the city,” Mirrel told him. “There are no more reinforcements on the way from Lyebel, at least not according to our scouts.”
“I doubt they have any to send,” Horsch said. “Frankly, I’m surprised the queen was willing to spot them as many soldiers as she did.”
Tenel shrugged. “She knows the importance of this battle, or at least her advisors do. They’re growing desperate, and this is the only way for them to turn the tide. I also assume that Moore still has her ear.”
Horsch glanced over to Mirrel. “We’re certain he’s with the Asgardians, yes?”
“He was when they landed on the Lyebel coast,” she said. “We assume he still is, but we can’t confirm anything one way or another.”
“He’s with them,” Tenel murmured. “And I’m sure his Elf Witch will be joining him soon.”
Horsch grunted and rifled through the written reports. “You’re still convinced that was her in Tibel?”
“Do you know of any other faeyn in Galvia?”
“There have to be some. I’m just saying that we can’t be certain.”
“It was her,” Tenel insisted. One of their Imperators in Tibel had reported seeing a faeyn near the docks a few days ago, and based upon the admittedly vague description of her companions, Tenel was certain that Moore’s old colleague had decided to join him for his assault upon Ashenfel. The only question was whether or not Moore’s son and his divine spark were with her…
“Well, then I suppose we should thank the gods for small favors,” Horsch said. “We can tie up all of our loose ends at once. Does the High Sovereign have any special plans to capture him?”
Mirrel’s eyes narrowed fractionally. “She will soon. In the meantime, she wishes you to continue organizing Ashenfel’s defenses.”
Horsch tossed a meaningful glance at Tenel. The High Sovereign had only rarely delivered specific instructions over the past few months, but she had made it patently clear from the outset that Galvia would not be receiving any additional reinforcements. For the first few weeks, Tenel had been confused and even a little bit annoyed at the seemingly arbitrary limitation, but then he’d come to realize they had a unique opportunity. Instead of seeing Galvia as a resource to defend, he had started seeing it as a trap to bait—a trap that Moore and his Solarian allies wouldn’t be able to resist. The fact they’d wrangled a rogue Asgardian clan into the mix was the proverbial cream in the tartlet.   
“What’s the status of Kai’Hathi Fleet?” Tenel asked. “Are they in position?”
“Almost,” Mirrel said. “Admiral Graeber does not believe they have been detected.”
Horsch pursed his lips. “Unless Moore’s son and that Elf Witch spotted them. I still think it’s a possibility we can’t ignore. We know they were in Bal’Aqui just a few weeks ago, and the only way they could have reached Tibel is through the Strait of—”
“Whether they saw our fleet or not, there’s nothing we can do about it now,” Tenel pointed out. “We will continue as planned. You are dismissed, Lieutenant.”
Mirrel nodded crisply, then shuffled out of the room. If she was annoyed about being dismissed, she didn’t show it. She never did. 
Once she was gone, Horsch raided the liquor cabinet and poured each of them a tall glass of vodka—one of the better local brews, judging from the color of the bottle. He had sent his underlings out on a “vital supply run” a few days ago, and apparently they had returned with more than fresh cheese and pastries. 
“Between Moore and Iouna, I’m not sure our enemies could be more predictable,” Horsch commented as he handed Tenel a glass. “Still, I bet they would have run circles around High Command. They’ve never faced you in battle before, and it shows.”
Tenel grunted. “If you want another promotion, you should be flattering one of the Imperators.”
Horsch smiled. “I’m serious. By the end of the week, this war will effectively be over. Solaria will be spent, and High King Zharrs will be scrambling to distance himself from his dead clansmen. I wonder if Moore even realizes he’s playing right into our hands.”
“I expect he still has one or two tricks left up his sleeve, and we can’t afford to underestimate his son.” 
“I’m sure the High Sovereign has something special in mind for him.”
Tenel nodded and sipped at his drink. Moore’s son had stymied their efforts in Lyebel and Garos. Given the chance, he could very well interfere with their plans in Ashenfel as well. Any Ascendant was dangerous, naturally, and with the help of his father and the Elf Witch there was almost no limit to the destruction he could cause…
For Tenel, it was much more personal. The very mention of the name “Moore” had always boiled his blood, but ever since the Imperators had spotted the faeyn in Tibel, all Tenel had been able to think about was Geriskhad and his dead son. That massacre was the reason he had joined the Imperial Army; it was the reason he was here overseeing the destruction of Solaria right now. Seventeen years ago, a single act of barbarism had changed his life forever. And now, at long last, he finally had the chance to set things right. Killing Moore’s own son would be appropriate revenge. Killing his pet elf would be a satisfying bonus. But killing all three of them within the walls of their own home city…
That would be poetic justice.  
“Do you think the Solarians will start making attack runs tomorrow?” Horsch asked into the long silence. “We’re well within range.”
“No,” Tenel said, dragging his thoughts back to the present. “They believe Sovereign Verrator is still in the city, and they won’t want to scare him off. I imagine they’ll attempt to surround the walls before they engage.”
“At which point they’ll be spread so thin a dozen Izarian conscripts could carve a hole in their lines.”
“Yes. Not that I intend to have our men leave the walls.”
Horsch grunted. “You really don’t believe Moore will be willing to destroy his city in order to save it?”
“No,” Tenel said. “The Alliance dragons might attack the walls, but they won’t be willing to raze the streets. They will try to take back the city inch by inch, even if it means losing thousands of soldiers in the process.”
“The Asgardians might not be so happy about that.”
“They’ve savages—the scent of blood is their strongest aphrodisiac. And besides, the Solarians control the dragons. Do you really think they’ll be willing to incinerate thousands of Galvians just to capture a worthless city a thousand miles from Celenest?”
“If they are desperate enough,” Horsch said. “But you’re probably right. I suppose in the end it doesn’t really matter. We don’t have enough Imperators to maintain a barrier, and we don’t have enough manticore to defend the city on our own. We’ll just have to hope our enemy has scruples after all.”
The old haunting images of Geriskhad seared into Tenel’s mind, and he finished the rest of his drink in a single gulp. He never thought he would use the word “scruples” to describe anything associated with Ethan Moore, but this was different. The Ashenfel natives were his people. Surely he wouldn’t be so brazen as to slaughter them just to have his revenge.
“We’ll see,” Tenel whispered, as much to himself as to Horsch. “Go ahead and pour me another glass. I have a feeling it’s going to be a long night.”
 
***
 
“Our aerial scouts still haven’t spotted any signs of enemy troop movement,” the Solarian priest reported. “As far as we can tell, the Crell have completely locked down the city. They’re not allowing anyone in or out.”
“Which means that either Sovereign Verrator is overconfident, or he’s already fled the city,” Captain Farkas reasoned. She swiveled her impressively dour gaze upon Ethan. “My bet is on the latter.”
Ethan repressed a sigh and shook his head. “My spies assure me that the Sovereign is still in the palace and in full command of his soldiers.”
“He had better be,” Jorgir said. He folded his arms and joined Farkas in glaring at Ethan. “For your sake, little Galvian.”
“He’s still there, trust me,” Ethan replied. He made sure to stare back at his demonic servant long enough to deliver an unspoken message. Staying in character was all well and good, but there was no need to oversell the act at this point. Clan-Lord Halfren had already swallowed the bait, and drawing any additional scrutiny to Ethan was dangerous.
The others exchanged a series of distrustful grunts before leaning back and whispering with their adjutants. So far, the march from Lyebel had gone just about as well as Ethan could have hoped, given the circumstances. The Asgardians gravitated between boisterous and downright obnoxious, while the Solarians were simply nervous. Part of that was because they were so greatly outnumbered—there were less than two hundred Alliance soldiers here in addition to nineteen priests—but the rest was because they understood the importance of this mission. The fall of Amberwood had shaken what little remained of the Legion’s morale, and without the leadership of Captain Farkas, Ethan had no doubt it would have crumbled already. 
Unlike her priests, most of whom looked like they were freshly plucked from the pews of the Temple of Sol, Farkas actually had real combat experience. She was legitimately enthused about taking the battle to the Crell, and if not for her slim frame, brown hair, and rudimentary aptitude with dining utensils, Ethan might have assumed she was a native Asgardian. 
“What if they’ve constructed a portal?” Clan Lord Halfren asked. “He could have escaped without anyone being the wiser.”
“If the Crell had a portal, they would have already reinforced the city with a few thousand more troops from Drakendaar,” Ethan said. “Portals are expensive to build and taxing to maintain, and their position here hasn’t seriously been threatened since the last war. As long as we keep an eye on the roads, Verrator will have nowhere to run.”
Jorgir turned and eyed Farkas. “We’ll begin spreading out the soldiers tomorrow…unless our Solarian friends object, of course,” he said, his voice laced with just the right amount of misogynist scorn. “If your warriors wish to stay back with the main force, I will understand.”
“I’ve already divided our forces into smaller units to accompany your men,” Farkas told him. “And assuming your soldiers want to survive, I’ll assign priests to each of the groups as well.”
“Just make sure they don’t piss themselves at the first sign of a Crell counterattack,” Jorgir said, reaching out and grabbing a nearby priestess by her robe. “Can you even lift a sword, girl?”
Farkas nearly lunged forward, but Ethan placed a restraining hand on the captain’s arm. “She commands the Aether,” he said. “She doesn’t need a sword.”
Jorgir snorted contemptuously, but he eventually released the girl’s robe. Ethan definitely needed to have a conversation with the demon once he had a chance. He was enjoying his new body far too much. 
“My soldiers are professionals, Warmaster,” Farkas said. “Most of them fought demons at Serogar. The Crell are nothing by comparison.”
“We shall see,” Jorgir said, his eyes glinting at the irony.
“If you’re all quite finished posturing, we should retire for the evening and get some sleep,” Ethan said. “I don’t expect the Crell to sit on their hands and wait for us to start flinging boulders at their walls.”
“Our dragons will be ready,” Farkas said. “And so will my men. Let’s just hope our neighbors haven’t forgotten how to swing their axes.”
“It will be a glorious day,” the Clan Lord said wistfully. He stared out at the distant city, arms crossed, and Ethan could almost see the hero fantasies playing out in the young man’s mind. “The High King and his lapdogs will be exposed as the cowards they are, and all of Torsia will once again fear the might of the Asgardian hammer.”
Farkas cocked an eyebrow and glanced over to Ethan, but he just shook his head. If the young fool wanted to delude himself with visions of grandeur, so be it. As long as his men fought well enough to liberate Ashenfel, nothing else mattered. It wasn’t like the boy was going to survive the battle anyway…
Ten minutes later, the parties had separated back to their respective tents, and Ethan decided to take a final stroll across the camp. It had been so long since he had marched with a real army that he’d almost forgotten what it was like. The fraternal banter, the tense laughter, the sight and smell of countless campfires…
He had never actually been a rank-and-file soldier, of course, not even as a young man. His family name alone had vaulted him into the Hands of Whitestone, and from there he had risen through the ranks as much because of his political savvy as his skill at channeling. But he had still fought alongside the Galvian army in numerous skirmishes against bandits and barbarians in the north, and in his formative years he had appreciated the camaraderie. 
Then he had fought in the actual war with the Crell, and now the sights and sounds of a camp released a tide of nightmarish memories. From the massacre at Geriskhad to the butchery at Kiersale to his near death at Isen, the prospect of war had lost its luster long ago. These Asgardian soldiers, bred and raised on tales of glory and conquest, would learn that lesson for themselves soon enough. Those who survived would be haunted by the ghosts of dead comrades for the rest of their lives, and those who died would not be elevated to a life of drink and glory in the hereafter. Their corpses would feed the crows and the worms, and their names would be forgotten just like the thousands of fools who had come before them. 
But at least Galvia would finally be free. 
“General Moore,” a female voice said from behind him, shattering his reverie. “Warmaster Jorgir wishes to speak with you inside your tent.”
Ethan glanced back over his shoulder. Standing behind him was one of the Asgardian scouts, a “Pale Huntress” judging from the green war paint splashed on her face. 
“Did he say why?”
“Not to me, sir,” the woman replied. “I can only assume he wished to discuss strategy with you.”
Ethan grunted. In other words, Jorgir had caught his wary glances and had decided to confer with his master. That was good—the only downside of allowing his demons to capture human hosts was that most of them lost the ability to communicate telepathically. But at least in the privacy of his tent they could have a final discussion about their plans during the coming battle.
“Very well,” Ethan said. “I’ll speak to him now.”
He wove his way towards the eastern side of the camp, the Asgardian scout following closely in his footsteps. A few minutes later he reached his personal tent…and realized that the Solarian guards Farkas had assigned to him were no longer waiting outside. As far as he could tell, they weren’t anywhere nearby at all. 
The hairs on the back of his neck prickled in warning. His demon might have wanted to have a conversation out of earshot of Halfren, but he wasn’t stupid enough to dismiss Ethan’s guards outright. They would just tell Farkas what had happened, and if she learned that he was having a private conversation with the Asgardian field commander, she would rightfully become concerned. No, something else must have been going on here, and he needed to figure out—
And then a hand clamped onto his shoulder, and he felt the unmistakable pressure of a blade pressing against the small of his back. 
“Don’t,” the Asgardian scout warned, her voice as cold as the frozen soil beneath his boots. “Just go inside.”
Ethan’s cheek twitched. So it was betrayal, then…but whose? Jorgir obviously hadn’t arranged this; his demonic host guaranteed his loyalty. Clan Lord Halfren was just as unlikely a culprit; the boy seemed so addled by false promises of glory that he couldn’t see straight. 
“Last chance,” the scout warned, her breath heavy on his neck. “Personally, I’ll be just as happy if you refuse. I wouldn’t mind getting this over with and killing you right now. 
“There’s no need for threats,” Ethan said as he slowly crept forward towards the tent flap. He did still have one last trick up his sleeve—no one in this camp knew he was a channeler, not even the other Solarian priests. Krystia had gone to great lengths to conceal their association, and if necessary he could probably brute force his way through any confrontation. 
But just like his initial meeting with Halfren, visibly demonstrating his power would immediately end his chances of being a part of this assault, and he wasn’t willing to take that chance, not unless he had absolutely no other options. Sucking in a deep breath, Ethan brushed open the tent flap and stepped inside—
And then his heart froze inside his chest. 
“Hello, father,” Jason Moore said. “It’s been a long time.”
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
“The sins of the father echo in the soul of the son.”
—Asgardian proverb
 
For several long, agonizing heartbeats, nothing happened. His father’s body became as rigid as a statue, and his eyes gaped open like he had just seen a ghost. Jason wasn’t sure he had ever seen the great Ethan Moore truly surprised. The man had always been one step ahead of everyone and completely in control of every situation. 
But not this time.
“Come in and have a seat,” Jason said, gesturing to the wooden stump in the corner of the tent. “It’s not every day you get to have a conversation with a dead man. The whole gang is eager to meet you.”
Sarina shoved Ethan the rest of the way inside and closed the flap behind her, but his father barely seemed to notice. His eyes remained locked on Jason for at least half a minute before finally flicking over to Selvhara. The druid had barely moved; she seemed nearly as transfixed as her former lover. The two of them held a silent conversation with just their eyes and faces, but eventually Ethan managed to steel himself and shake out of stasis. 
“I feared the Crell might have finally gotten their hands on you,” he rasped. “I’m glad to see that you’re alive, son.”
“I wish I could say the same,” Jason replied, ignoring the odd lump forming in his throat. He had hated his father’s memory for so long that seeing the man in person again was oddly deflating. Jason had expected to be overcome with rage and vitriol, but instead he felt like he had just been punched in the gut. 
“You must think me a monster,” Ethan whispered. “I’m sure you’ve heard stories about me that you can scarcely believe.”
“No. The problem is that I believe them just fine.” 
Ethan’s lip quivered. It was a fractional movement, so small that anyone else probably would have missed it. “I don’t know what you’ve been told, but—”
“You faked your death in Tibel,” Jason cut in, “and then you lied to the surviving Hands in order to convince them to support you again. You lied to me, you lied to Sel…you’ve lied to everyone and everything you’ve ever cared about.”
Ethan’s expression remained flat, but Jason could feel the tension of the others around him rising. They hadn’t known how their friend would react; Jason himself hadn’t known how he would react. Half his brain was screaming at him to purge this man from the face of Obsidian, but the other half kept reminding him that they needed answers first—answers that literally no one else in Torsia could provide. 
And strangely enough, his telepathy didn’t seem to be working; it was like he was staring straight at a wall. Perhaps his father’s long experience as a Bound had taught him how to block out the mental probes of others. That, or Jason was already so flustered that he wasn’t able to concentrate properly. 
Swallowing his fury, he forced himself to stand and stretch. “How many demons have you brought with you? Ten? Twenty? A hundred?”
“There are no demons here,” Ethan insisted. “I released them all after—”
“Liar!” Jason hissed. “I can see the taint clinging to you. I can feel the corruption seeping through the entire camp!”
Ethan eyed his son carefully, as if trying to decide whether or not he was bluffing. But before he could reply, Selvhara slid over next to Jason and placed a calming hand on his back. 
“No more lies, Ethan,” she whispered. “We know about Lyebel and Solaria. We know the truth.” 
“Do you?” he asked, crossing his arms. “Do you really?”
“You led Kyle and Ria to their deaths, and your demons butchered an innocent family in Celenest,” Jason said. “If Tevek or Elade were here, they would cut you down.”
“The vaeyn might, but we both know Tevek never had the courage to follow through with his convictions. And now he’s dead, disgraced by his precious order and cut down in a futile defense of a worthless king.”
Jason clenched his jaw as a boiling flood of rage suddenly welled up inside him. “He died defending an innocent man against a monster. He died a hero.”
“But he died nonetheless,” Ethan replied matter-of-factly. “He spent his life coddling a nation of craven fools, and now his ashes cool even as the Alliance burns. Tevek refused to accept the truth, and in the end it destroyed him. Just like I told him it would, many times.”
“Please let me hurt him now,” Tam pleaded from his perch in the corner of the tent. A puff of flame blazed in his outstretched palm. “I’m already sick of listening to his prattle.”
“You won’t distract us that easily,” Selvhara said, her voice calm even though Jason could see her arms trembling. “This isn’t about Tevek—this is about you, Ethan. Tell us what you’ve done. Tell us whatever it is you’re planning.”
“Or what?” Ethan asked. “You can’t intimidate me. You should know better than that.”
Tam stepped forward, and the puff of flame leapt back and forth between his palms. “We can certainly try.”
Ethan snorted. “Please. The moment I so much as cry out, you will all be damned. The cousin of the hated King Zharrs and the man carrying around a divine spark…if Clan-Lord Halfren knew you were here, he would order his entire army to subdue you.”
“Which is precisely why I shielded the tent inside a sound-proof bubble,” Jason said. “It’s a little trick I learned from the goddess living inside me, and trust me: there’s more where that came from. I can rip what I need from your mind if you don’t cooperate.”
His father stared at him for what felt like a small eternity before an all-too-knowing grin tugged at his lips. “So you are strong enough to control the spark, after all. Good. At least its power hasn’t been wasted. Galvia needs an Ascendant now more than ever.”
“Tell us why you’re here, Ethan,” Selvhara repeated. “Now.”
Ethan shrugged. “My plan is the same as it has always been: I will retake Ashenfel and drive the Crell out of Galvia once and for all. Everything I’ve done has been a means to that end.”
“Right,” Jason muttered. He let out another deep breath and forced himself to relax. His father had always been good at worming his way beneath people’s skins—it was one of his best negotiating tactics. Angry people didn’t think clearly, and Jason scolded himself for being baited so easily. Thankfully Selvhara was here to keep him grounded. “So how did you dupe the Asgardians into helping you?”
“I didn’t ‘dupe’ them into anything. I presented them with an opportunity for conquest, and they took it.” Ethan glanced back over his shoulder to Sarina. “I see you still keep your pet barbarian around. Surely you know how easy it is to goad her people into a fight.”
“If you goad too hard, she’ll break every bone in your body,” Tam warned. “Not that I’d mind the entertainment.”
“What about the Solarians?” Jason asked. “From what I’ve heard, the war is going badly, yet the Alliance was willing to commit priests and dragons all the way up here? Why in the Void would Queen Krystia agree to that?”
“Because despite her naivety, the young queen understands that liberating Galvia is the key to winning this war,” Ethan explained. “The death of Sovereign Verrator will make the other Sovereigns nervous. The Crell will suffer a significant blow to morale, especially their Imperators.”
Jason frowned. “Wait a minute—you’ve been in contact with Krystia? She knows you’re alive?”
His father smiled. “She knows a lot of things. We’ve been planning this for a long time, you see.”
“What do you…?”
Jason didn’t gasp or faint or do anything else normally associated with a blinding epiphany, but in that single terrifying moment, he finally understood. The demonic attacks in Lyebel that had initially brought the Solarians closer to war, his father’s presence in Celenest just before Areekan’s assassination, and now Jason’s inability to sense even the most basic surface thoughts from the man sitting just a few feet in front of him….
“Krystia,” Jason breathed, the punched-in-the-gut feeling returning in full force. He stumbled backwards, and if not for Sel’s hand on his back he might have lost his balance completely. “She’s been a part of this all along…”
“Uh, what in the Void are you talking about, Jace?” Tam asked, glancing nervously between the others. “Krystia has been a part of what?”
Jason tried to swallow but nearly choked instead. It was all so obvious he wanted to smack himself for not putting everything together earlier. “Her Ascension wasn’t a fortuitous accident,” he rasped. “She’s the one who killed him—she’s the one who killed Areekan.”
A grim silence settled across the tent, and Jason had to bite down on his lip to keep from screaming. It was hard to believe. No, it was impossible to believe. Yet the truth was sitting there staring him right in the face. The little girl he had rescued at Fort Isen all those years ago—the full-grown woman with whom he had reconnected just a few months earlier—had conspired with his father to start a war with the Crell and murder the king of Solaria. And she had managed to completely conceal the truth from him even while their minds had been linked.  
“Jason,” Sarina said, her voice cutting into his reverie. “What the hell is going on?”
“Krystia and my father organized this whole war,” he whispered. “The demons in Lyebel were meant to provoke a response from the Alliance Council, which they did. They sent soldiers into Lyebel, which further antagonized the Sovereigns and ultimately pushed them to invade. Krystia knew the king would be vulnerable during the battle, and she took the opportunity to murder him and claim his divine spark.”
“It’s a little more complicated than that,” Ethan said, his smile widening, “but you’re more or less correct.”
“But why?” Tam asked, shaking his head. “Why in the hell would she do that? Just to steal the king’s power and Ascend?”
“Men have done far worse for far less,” Selvhara murmured. 
“True, but Krystia didn’t really care about the spark,” Ethan said. The old smug, self-satisfied tone had returned to his voice. He might have started this conversation on the defensive, but he was once again in complete control. “She believed that eliminating Areekan was the only way to free her fellow Unbound from their prison…and she was probably right. Areekan was a tired old fool with little courage and no vision for the future. Solaria needed a fresh start.”
“And you needed the Aether back,” Jason said, his eyes narrowing. “You can channel again, can’t you? That’s how you’re blocking me out.”
Ethan smiled. “Yes.”
Tam leapt backwards, and a sphere of flame appeared in each palm. “The instant you try to channel, I’ll roast you alive.”
“Which would bring the entire army down upon you,” Ethan commented, shaking his head. “I had assumed my son would surround himself with more competent allies over the years. Evidently, I was mistaken.”
Jason hissed between his teeth and forced himself to concentrate on the present. Whatever Krystia had or hadn’t done, he could worry about her later. Right now they had an even more pressing issue. 
“So you’re here on Krystia’s behalf trying to retake Ashenfel,” Jason said. “But you never answered my first question: how many demons are here with you?”
Ethan stared at him for a few seconds before shrugging. “There is only one demon in this camp right now. I dispatched the rest to Ashenfel in order to undermine the city’s defenses.”
“Then banish them,” Selvhara demanded. “Now.”
“I can’t.”
Jason’s eyes narrowed. “Can’t or won’t?”
“I can’t banish them if I can’t see them,” Ethan explained, “and releasing control would only leave them free to rampage across the city. I doubt you want that.”
Jason shared a glance with Tam and Selvhara, but they both just shrugged in response. No one here was an expert on Void-summoning techniques, and that combined with his father’s resistance to telepathy meant they had no way to argue with his assertions. At least not for the moment. 
“All right, fine,” Jason said. “Then let’s start by releasing the one here in camp.”
Ethan shook his head. “I can’t do that, either. Not unless you want this entire army to descend into chaos.”
“What do you mean?”
“Why are we even listening to him?” Sarina interrupted with a snarl. “You know he’s just going to sit here and lie to us over and over again. Let’s just kill him and be done with it.”
Ethan sighed and shook his head at Jason. “Of all the noblewomen you could have married, what possibly compelled you to choose an Asgardian troll with—
Before Jason could move—before anyone in the tent could move—Sarina lunged forward and punched his father right in the face. Ethan’s nose crunched like someone had stepped on a twig, and he tumbled several feet across the hard ground before he regained his balance and swore viciously. 
“You illiterate barbarian cunt!” he hissed, spitting blood from between his teeth. “You have no idea what you’re doing.”
“I know that it felt good,” Sarina said, cracking her knuckles. “And I know I wouldn’t mind doing it again.”
Ethan growled and hauled himself to his feet. “Put a collar on your bitch before she ruins everything. Unless you want the Crell permanently standing guard over your mother’s grave, we’re going to have to work together here.”
Jason winced despite himself. “We didn’t come here to make an agreement—we came here to get answers.”
“And you’ll get them,” Ethan said, spitting out another glob of blood. “But whether you like it or not, you’re going to have to help me. My minion in the camp is currently in possession of the Clan Lord’s top advisor, Warmaster Jorgir. If you kill me, he’ll murder Halfren and turn this entire camp into a bloodbath.”
“That’s how you did it,” Selvhara whispered, her lip quivering in disgust. “That’s how you manipulated the Asgardians into helping you.”
“I gave them the push they needed, nothing more. And before you spew nonsense about possessing an innocent man, Jorgir is a known monster who murdered and raped his way into Halfren’s good graces. He deserves your scorn, not your pity.”
“I don’t care if he’s the High Sovereign’s executioner,” Tam put in. “No one deserves to have a demon stuck inside him. We have to warn the other Asgardians.”
Ethan snorted. “And what exactly do you think that would accomplish? They would kill him and Halfren before turning on each other.”
“Or they’ll just go home,” Jason said. “You tricked them into coming here and fighting your war.”
“As usual, you prattle on about things you do not understand. Halfren has already defied the High King by sending his troops across the border. Every man and woman in this camp is already a traitor. This is a one-way trip, and the only way it ends is with their death or the sacking of Ashenfel.” Ethan’s eyes flicked back to Sarina. “Ask your troll. These are her people.”
For a few tense heartbeats, Jason wondered if Sarina might throw her axe right into his father’s skull despite his warnings—and for another few heartbeats, he wondered if he would care. But then instead she hissed between her teeth and nodded. 
“He’s right,” she whispered. “They won’t turn back—they can’t turn back. Halfren must believe that he’ll gain enough glory sacking Ashenfel to draw other warriors to his banner. With a victory like this, he might eventually be able to challenge my cousin’s authority.”
“We can’t just allow a man to remain possessed by a demon,” Selvhara said. “It’s abhorrent.”
“That is exactly what you have to do,” Ethan replied. Despite his rapidly-swelling cheek and nose, he looked calm to the point of being smug. “You can’t kill me, and you can’t tell the Asgardians the truth. The only option is to press forward and attack Ashenfel together. Once the battle is over, you can tell them anything you want. You can even kill me, if your conscience demands it. By then Galvia will be free, and that is what matters. That’s the only thing that has ever mattered.”
Jason sighed and glanced away. Now that he had mostly managed to control his rage, despair threatened to take over. He hadn’t known what to expect when they’d planned this confrontation…but this definitely wasn’t it. 
“Hate me all you want, son,” Ethan said softly. “But if you care about Galvia, there is only one choice. Help me fight the Crell—help me drive them from our home once and for all.”
“You’re mad,” Tam whispered. “You’re absolutely barking mad.”
Ethan shrugged. “I am also right. Like it or not, war is upon us. And it’s finally time for you to choose a side.”
“Let me hit him again,” Sarina said. “Better yet, let me stab him and be done with this.”
Jason closed his eyes and tried not to be sick. “We can’t,” he breathed. “He’s right—we don’t have a choice. We have to help him.”
“You can’t be serious, Jace,” Tam stammered. “He’s a monster!”
“I know,” Jason whispered. “But right now he’s also Galvia’s only hope.”
 
***
 
“In a lifetime of bad ideas, this is easily his worst one yet,” Tam grumbled as he slid into the newly propped-up tent and tossed his bedroll onto the near-frozen ground. “You need to go and beat some sense into him. Galivar knows he won’t listen to me.”
“Keep your voice down,” Sarina admonished. She closed the tent flap and then dropped her own pack. “We’ve already drawn enough attention to ourselves as it is.”
“Yeah, well, I’m a lot less worried about an army of Asgardians than I am about the maniacal warlock we’ve evidently decided to help. I’ve half a mind to burn down the whole camp and save him the trouble of stabbing us in the back.”
Sarina sighed and flexed her left hand. Her knuckles were already swelling after punching Ethan, but she would have gladly broken skin for the privilege of walloping on him a few more times. Jason, Sel, and Gor were all still with Ethan right now, and she was tempted to take Tam’s advice and just attack before they got themselves in even more trouble. But she knew they couldn’t, and thankfully no one else in the army had shown any interest in bothering them. Ethan had told the officers that they were “Galvian resistance fighters” as well as old friends, and miraculously the cover seemed to be working. At least for now. 
She probably shouldn’t have been so surprised. Keeping track of several thousand soldiers was difficult enough, and Clan Lord Halfren wasn’t in a position to turn away help. Her main concern was that someone would recognize them, especially Jason. Rumors about his exploits with a divine spark had surely crossed into Asgardia by now, and if they heard his real name they would quickly realize he was Ethan’s son. The situation could turn very awkward very quickly. 
And then, of course, there was the trifling little fact that she was the cousin of the High King. Off-hand, she wasn’t sure if Halfren would be more interested in getting his hands on her or the divine spark…
“Jason said you could leave if you wanted,” Sarina muttered into the silence. “No one’s forcing you to stay.”
“That’s what he always says because he knows full well I have nowhere else to go,” Tam replied sourly. “Galvia was his home, not mine. I barely ever lived here.”
“Maybe not, but you are still Galvian. You should still care what happens to your people.”
He shrugged. “Orphans rarely have cause for patriotism. Especially when they’re Unbound.”
Sarina turned and frowned at him. “I thought you trained at the Lyebel Aether Academy for a while.”
“Sure, right up until the Crell trashed it during the war,” Tam said. “But that was a long time ago, and I never lived in a fancy castle like Jace. I don’t owe these people anything.”
“So what exactly do you want us to do, then?”
“I want us to do what we came here to do: kill that withered old bastard and then get the hell out of here.”
“Except that killing him would set his demons loose and unleash a wave of destruction,” Sarina said. “You heard what he said.”
“I heard him just fine—I just don’t understand why we’re all so willing to believe him. He could be making this shit up for all we know.”
She raised her eyebrows at him. “What if he’s not? Are you willing to take that risk?”
Tam waved his hand and groaned in disgust. “All I’m saying is that we shouldn’t take him at his word. He’s using us to get what he wants, and when this is all over he’ll just disappear again. It’s what he does.”
“In this case, what he wants is the same thing we do,” Sarina said. “Are you seriously going to tell me that you’d rather have the Crell in charge of Ashenfel?”
“Honestly, I don’t particularly give a damn,” Tam grumbled, closing his eyes. “All I want is to get away from this stupid war and be left alone. We should pick up and run for the border. Lyebel isn’t on fire anymore.”
“If the Crell win here, it could be soon. You’ve heard the rumors—you know how badly the war is going. And it’s not like we can just go back to Celenest and schmooze with the queen. Not after what we know about her.”
“Which could also be a lie,” Tam added, though he didn’t sound particularly convinced. “Look, all I’m saying is that we just traveled halfway across Torsia and back to hunt this guy down, and now we’re planning on helping him? Ridiculous doesn’t even begin to describe it. And you’re the last person in the world I would have expected to stick up for an idiotic decision.”
Sarina grunted but didn’t reply. She didn’t like the situation any better than Tam did, but she also didn’t see a viable alternative. They couldn’t touch Ethan, at least not until the battle was over, and they did want to see Galvia free. At least if they stuck around to fight the Crell, they would be able to keep their eyes on Ethan…
 “Sorry to take this out on you,” Tam said after a moment. “It’s just frustrating. Jace has been haunted by his dad’s shadow forever, and now that we’re finally in a position to do something about it, our hands are tied.”
Sarina nodded solemnly. “Why do you think I punched him?”
Tam snorted, and a ghost of a smile tugged at his lips. “I only wish you’d knocked out some teeth. You must have been holding back.”
“I used my left hand.”
He actually chuckled for a few seconds, but then his smile faded. “You know what’s truly absurd? Right now I’m more worried about Queen Krystia than anything else. Assuming Ethan’s not lying about her.”
“Jason thinks he’s telling the truth, and so do I. I never trusted Krystia to begin with.”
“That’s because you were jealous.”
“Hardly,” Sarina scoffed. “I knew there was something wrong with her the moment we met in Celenest. And it seemed way too bloody convenient that she, the only free Unbound in Solaria, just happened to be around when Areekan was assassinated.”
“Regardless, I’m tempted to head right for the source,” Tam said. “We could travel to Celenest and confront her.”
“And then what?”
“I don’t know, talk to the Alliance Council? They should know the truth.”
“Solaria is having enough problems without a civil war. Anything we do would just ensure a Crell victory.”
Tam sighed. “See, this is exactly why I never wanted to get involved in the first place. I hate politics, and I really hate feeling helpless. Our leader is a demigod, and we’re lugging around enough gold to buy a small country…yet there isn’t a damn thing we can do to help anyone.”
Sarina closed her eyes and nodded. She understood his frustration completely. To an Asgardian, feeling helpless was the worst fate imaginable. They had traveled to Talisham with a clear purpose, and their plans had quickly been dashed to pieces. They had traveled here to Galvia with an ever clearer purpose, and now once again their plan hadn’t survived the initial engagement. She struggled to remember the last time things had actually unfolded the way they had hoped…
“Ethan was definitely right about one thing,” Tam whispered into the silence. “I guess it’s time for us to finally make a choice. We either join the war or we don’t.”
“And you’d rather not.”
“I’d rather survive and enjoy my gold, but since that’s obviously not going to happen…” He grunted. “You know, I think half the reason I didn’t mind traveling to Talisham was that it felt like an escape. As long as we were there, I could pretend there was nothing else going on. But I guess playtime is finally over.”
“I think it was over the moment we were attacked by a demigod, in case you’ve forgotten about that.”
“Yeah,” Tam murmured. “That’s the other thing. Even if we left right now, the Watchers would catch up to us eventually. We can’t hide from them, and we can’t hide from this war.”
On impulse, Sarina reached out and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Then maybe we should stop trying.”
He glanced over at the side of the tent. They couldn’t actually see what was going on, nor could they hear anything through Jason’s sound-proof bubble. But they could imagine, and that was bad enough. 
“Just promise me that if Ethan tries anything, you won’t stop me from killing him.”
“I won’t have to,” Sarina said, smiling. “Because I will kill him first.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
“Solaria was lost the instant Areekan died. It is time to start planning for the future.”
—Lord Edgar Margrove, shortly before leaving Celenest
 
“I’m still not certain this is a good idea,” Major Lennox murmured as another patrol of griffon riders soared past overhead. “Every soldier we commit to the north is one less on the walls here. At the very least, I’d rather garrison our men in Lyebel or Garos just in case the Crell decide to open another front.”
“We can’t fight a defensive war forever,” Darius replied. “Perhaps we shouldn’t have tried to fight one at all…”
He sighed and leaned over the edge of the battlements. The pitiful remnants of what had once been the Third Solarian Legion were busy training behind Celenest’s long, winding walls. Many of the soldiers were completely disillusioned at this point—he didn’t need to be a channeler to sense the doubt and fear hanging in the air like a thick fog. Combat drills gave the men something to focus on, at least in the short-term, and Darius had also ordered the construction of as many new ballistae as they could feasibly assemble with their current supplies. They were slow and unwieldy, as far as modern siege weapons went, but they could occasionally hit slow-flying dragons or groll. Mostly, though, he just wanted to keep his men occupied until they had a real victory to celebrate. 
“Amberwood wasn’t your fault, General,” Lennox said after a moment. “And neither was Garos or Blackburn or Lanesk any of our other losses. You’ve done the best you could under extraordinary circumstances. The loss of King Areekan—”
“I don’t need anyone to lick my boot, Major,” Darius interrupted. “I have never shirked blame before, and I’m not about to start now. We’re losing, and I accept full responsibility. My job now is to figure out a way to crawl free of the hole I’ve dug.” 
The older man grunted and crossed his arms. “With all due respect, sir, liberating Ashenfel won’t change anything. None of the queen’s advisors have the courage to speak the harsh truth, but the Galvian people are broken. They have no army and no easily-attainable resources. There’s a reason the Sovereigns have diverted their armies elsewhere.”
Lennox was right, of course. After a decade of Crell plundering and several failed rebellions, Galvia was effectively spent. The remaining nobles had all pledged themselves to the Sovereigns to ensure their own survival, and the merchant caste had quickly followed suit. All that remained were starving peasants, crime-infested cities, and a legacy of a bygone age that would soon be forgotten. Galvia was a window into Izaria’s past. 
And a vision of Solaria’s future. 
“It was the queen’s decision to commit forces to Ashenfel,” Darius said after a moment. “She didn’t inform me until the orders had already been sent.”
Lennox frowned. “You’ll forgive me for saying so, but that seems very…out of character. Her Majesty has relied upon your judgment ever since she took the throne.”
“Yes, she has. But I fear that time may be coming to an end.”
“Sir?”
Darius sighed. “Forget about it,” he murmured, silently scolding himself for bringing it up in the first place. The situation was bleak enough without him blathering on about his personal troubles. “Anyway, the troops are already committed, so there’s nothing we can do now besides wait. With luck, our presence in Ashenfel will buy us more time to mount a counterattack.”
“Yes, sir,” Lennox said, nodding. Mercifully, he knew better than to press the issue. “On another note, there is a young man I would like you to meet. He was with the villagers at Amberwood, and he managed to escape with his family.”
Darius cocked an eyebrow. “If you want to recruit him, you should direct him to—”
“He’s too young to fight, sir,” Lennox interrupted, “but I think you’ll want to hear what he has to say.”
“All right,” Darius said. If nothing else, his interest was piqued. “Lead the way.”
They made their way down off the battlements and into the city proper where the priests had set up temporary housing for the Amberwood refugees. Their food and supply stores were being pushed to the limit, but for now, at least, the situation was reasonably stable. If the shipments from the west were even a few days late, however, things would quickly take a turn for the worst…
He pushed the thought aside as they maneuvered through the camp towards a group of Lennox’s assistants. They were speaking with one of the families, and when they noticed their superiors’ approach they instantly snapped to attention. 
“General Iouna,” the men breathed in near unison. The villagers, for their part, almost cowered at the sight of him.
“Be at ease,” Darius soothed, flashing them his warmest smile. “What’s the situation?”
“Their son spotted something interesting during our flight from Amberwood,” Lennox said. “Please, bring the boy here and let him tell the general what he saw.”
The mother nodded and peeked back into their small tent. A few moments later a boy no older than twelve or thirteen seasons slinked out behind her. 
“Hello again, son,” Lennox said, smiling and taking a knee. “How are you feeling?”
“G-good, sir,” the boy murmured. Judging from his frame and tanned completion, he was almost certainly from a farm. He was probably one of the survivors from Lanesk, if Darius had to guess. 
“I’m glad to hear it,” Lennox said. “I wondered if you would be willing to tell General Iouna what you saw at Amberwood.”
The child’s eyes popped open wide. “General…”
“It’s all right,” Darius assured him. He had never been particularly good with children, but he did his best not to appear threatening. “We’re not here to hurt you.”
“Just tell him what you told me, son,” Lennox said. 
The boy glanced to his mother, then up to Darius. “The soldiers said we needed to leave the fort as soon as possible, but I couldn’t find my parents,” he said, his voice so soft it was difficult to hear. “While I was looking for them, I saw someone on the bridge above.”
“Someone?” Darius asked, exchanging a glance with Lennox. “Who?”
“The gray elf that saved our home,” the boy said. “She ran out onto the bridge like she was going to hold off the entire Crell army.”
Darius’s breath caught in his chest. “Did you see anything else?”
“Y-yes, sir. Another woman came up to her from behind. I didn’t recognize her, but…”
“Tell him the rest, son,” Lennox prompted.
The boy nodded. “The elf fell over, and the woman carried her off. I don’t know where they went. I-I had to find my parents.”
Darius inhaled sharply and leaned backwards. If Elade hadn’t been there when the Crell had flooded into the upper city, then she could still be alive…
“Thank you,” Lennox said, patting the boy on the shoulder. “The General and I appreciate your time.”
The major spoke with the family for a few more seconds, but Darius was no longer listening. He warned himself over and over about not getting his hopes up, but it didn’t work. Elade was alive. Now they just had to figure out where she was…and the identity of this mystery woman who had taken her. 
“It’s always possible that he was mistaken,” Lennox said once they were out of earshot from the family. “Stress can make people see strange things, and this boy already watched Elade save his house and family in Lanesk. But I suspect he’s telling the truth.”
Darius cleared his throat and struggled to find his voice. “Do we have any other information about this mystery woman?”
“Not much, but a few of the other soldiers claimed that they saw a teenage girl heading in that direction. But there was so much chaos that it’s impossible to know for certain.”
“Teenage girl…” Darius whispered, his mind racing. “Has anyone seen that Izarian girl Elade brought with her from Lirisfal?”
“No, but there are a lot of refugees to keep track of,” Lennox said. “I can ask around and see.”
“Her name was Sabine, I believe. Elade thought there was something unusual about her—she risked a great deal by attacking the Zarul. Maybe there was more to her than we thought.”
“Do you have any ideas?”
“Not really, but there’s no point in speculating yet anyway,” Darius said. “Ask around and see if you can find her. I’m going to let the queen know that Elade might still be alive.”
Half an hour later, Darius arrived at the palace. He maneuvered through the winding corridors with practiced ease, and none of the nobles or supplicants dared to get in his way. Krystia had evidently retired to her chambers for the night, and he waved off the two guardsmen outside her door.
They didn’t move. 
“I’m sorry, General,” the guard on the right said, “but the queen left specific instructions that she does not wish to be disturbed.”
Darius stopped in place at frowned. “What?”
“She was very clear on the matter, sir,” the other guard put in. “No one is to be allowed inside—not even you.”
“I am the High General of the Solarian Legion,” Darius said, shifting his scowl from one man to the other. “I also happen to be betrothed to Her Majesty.”
“We know, sir,” the first guard said. Thus far, he hadn’t even flinched. “Her orders stand. I’m sure she’ll be willing to speak with you in the morning.”
A flood of rage and frustration surged through Darius’s veins, but they were quickly replaced with the colder, darker currents of dread. The hairs on the back of his neck stood, and he took a step backwards and let out a deep breath. He had known that Krystia was annoyed with him for speaking out about Sovan and the Unbound, but this went beyond a little tiff. Something was seriously wrong here…and he needed to figure out what. 
“Very well,” he murmured, glancing back and forth between the guards. “I’m going to have a little chat with your commander.”
“Guard-Captain Baras will tell you the same thing, General, but you are more than welcome to speak with him.”
“I will,” Darius said, then turned on a heel and left. Before doing anything, he needed to get ahold of his own personal guard. Something was going on here, and he had a feeling it was about to get worse. 
 
***
 
It was still early when Krystia slipped into her bed and pulled her blanket up to her chin. She had been retiring earlier and earlier each day, actually, in no small part because she never seemed to get any real sleep anymore. After she had first absorbed Areekan’s divine spark several months ago, she had stayed awake for nearly three days straight—the flood of memories and knowledge had been so intense that she had struggled to do much of anything. But even once her conscious mind had finally caught up with the divine spark, she had found it difficult to truly relax. She’d felt like an Unbound child again, completely unable to control the flood of external thoughts and emotions. Her conventional telepathic exercises had proven useless, and it had taken weeks for her to adapt. 
Now she felt like that control was slipping away once again. In the days following the Legion’s defeat at Amberwood, her mental stability had been rapidly deteriorating.  She could feel the confusion hanging over the city like a storm cloud, and she could see the doubt in the minds of those who had once been her closest friends.  Behind their forced smiles and fraudulent laughter, the people had lost faith in their queen. And slowly but surely, their growing despair was driving her insane. 
Krystia closed her eyes and let out a deep breath. Sovan would return from the Hatchery either late tonight or tomorrow morning, and together they could plan a demonstration to restore the people’s spirits. If the sight of a few dozen fully-grown dragons couldn’t stir their hearts, she didn’t know what would. Lady Savilen and the rest of the Council would finally be forced to acknowledge that Krystia had everything under control.
It was then, just before her mind and heart finally started to settle, that she felt a small telepathic ripple in the Aether. 
Her eyes flicked open. At first the disturbance was barely perceptible; it was rather like someone was humming on the opposite end of a long corridor. She held herself completely still and silent, and after a few seconds she wondered if she had just imagined the whole thing. But then the “sound” slowly intensified, and as she opened her mind and senses to the Aether, the buzzing became so loud she could have sworn there was a bee inside her ear. She had never sensed anything like it before, but soon the telepathic dissonance became so distracting it blocked out everything else. 
Taking in a deep breath, Krystia sat upright and began to methodically wall off her mind. She employed this technique whenever she needed to block her thoughts from Sovan and the other Unbound, and it appeared to work—the buzz faded back into a distant hum. Unfortunately, the disturbance continued shuddering through the Aether…and she had no idea where it was coming from or how she could stop it. 
Grimacing, she tossed aside her covers and leapt over to her window. She half-expected a Crell army to be laying siege to the city outside, but the courtyard and surrounding streets were as peaceful as ever. Griffon riders soared back and forth across the night sky, visible only when the moonlight glinted off their white feathers. Several of her priests maintained their vigil from the palisades near the main gate, and the royal guardsmen continued their patrols as if nothing was out of place. 
“What in the bloody void is going on?” she whispered. After counting to thirty, she tried to reopen her mind and confer with her priests…but the instant she did so the telepathic static returned in full force. She retreated back behind her mental walls, and a warning tingle crawled its way down her spine. 
Was someone trying to attack her directly through the Aether? If so, it would explain why no one else seemed to have noticed that anything was wrong…but it didn’t help her discern the source of the dissonance. Crell Breakers had the power to sever an Ascendant from their Bound, but that wasn’t what was happening here. She could still feel the presence of her priests and empower them with the Aether; the problem was that she couldn’t communicate with them without exposing herself to a deafening barrage of mental static.
Krystia frowned. She had heard of other channeling techniques that could temporarily impede telepathy in a small area. Tevek had once told her that vaeyn sorcerers employed similar methods whenever they battled a demonic army. Demons were creatures of dark thought and energy, and few were capable of communicating via normal speech. Without telepathy, the hordes were unable to coordinate, and the vaeyn had evidently exploited this weakness numerous times over the centuries.  
Perhaps that was what was happening here. A nearby channeler could have figured out a way to mimic the vaeyn technique…but why? Someone must have wanted to momentarily isolate her from her priests, but the Crell weren’t close enough to attack Celenest just yet. The only other explanation she could think of was that someone wanted to attack her directly. 
In other words, there was an assassin somewhere inside the palace.
Krystia inhaled sharply and sheathed herself in a mantle of protective energy. Her skin glistened with Aetheric power, she whipped her head around and glared at her locked door. If someone really was crazy enough to attack her, then they would be in for a painful surprise. She was an Unbound Ascendant with full access to the memories and skills of a dozen generations of Solarian kings. She didn’t fear anyone—not assassins, not demons, not even the strongest Crell Breakers. 
Still, Tevek had always warned her that there was a fine line between confidence and arrogance, and she saw no reason to take any unnecessary risks. Her royal guardsmen were the most highly-trained soldiers in the Alliance, and it was time for them to earn their keep. Stepping away from the window, Krystia tapped the small red crystal inset at the center of her desk. An instant later the secret passage at the back of her chambers slid open, and she threw on her robes and slipped into the narrow corridor.
King Areekan, like most Solarian monarchs before him, had spent the majority of his life buried away inside a fortified throne room. He had spoken almost exclusively through his “Voice,” High Priest Kaeldar, as a means of protecting himself against potential assassins. The logic was difficult to argue. Ascendants weren’t just normal kings or queens, after all; they were almost literally the heart and soul of their nation. 
But Krystia had no interest in ruling her kingdom by proxy. She refused to spend her life wasting away inside an underground fortress, and she had immediately ordered the construction of a luxurious royal suite befitting Solaria’s first Unbound queen. She wasn’t blind to the danger she faced, however, and she had ordered the construction of a secret bunker even deeper below the surface than Areekan’s. Outside of her most trusted protectors, no one was even aware of its existence. 
Krystia arrived just a few minutes later, and Guard-Captain Baras and two of his men were already waiting for her. They looked more confused than worried, which probably shouldn’t have surprised her. As Bound, they probably couldn’t hear the actual telepathic static. She wondered dimly if they were even attuned enough to sense their queen’s distress…
“Your Majesty,” Baras greeted her with nod. “Is something wrong?”
“I’m not sure yet,” she admitted. “Have there been any reports of suspicious activity in the palace?” 
“No, Your Majesty. It has been an especially quiet night.”
“Mm,” she murmured, glancing around the suite. Everything seemed to be in order, but the hairs on the back of her neck refused to settle. “I suspect that a hostile channeler has infiltrated the palace.”
The guardsmen exchanged confused glances. “You are certain, Your Majesty?” Baras asked.
“Of course I’m certain,” she growled. “Let me show you…”
Krystia cracked open a sliver of her mind and allowed Baras and the other royal guardsmen to feel the mental static through their Ascendant bond. It took an annoying amount of concentration on her part—far more than she was used to expending on communicating with one of her Bound—but the men recoiled in shock almost immediately.
“What…what is that?” Baras stammered. 
“I’m not sure, but it could be a precursor to a coordinated attack,” she said, clenching her teeth and sealing off her mind again. The dissonance seemed to be gaining strength, almost like she was closing in on the source…which made absolutely no sense whatsoever. Even if an assassin had somehow infiltrated the palace—even if he had somehow found a way to impede her telepathy—he couldn’t have gotten all the way down here. “I need you to watch over me for a moment while I warn the other priests. We need to be prepared in case the Crell plan to strike.” 
Baras nodded. “I shall lock down the palace immediately, Your Majesty. I can signal the rest of the guardsmen to sweep the halls for intruders.”
“Yes, wake everyone. It may be nothing, but we can’t afford to take that chance.”
“By your command.”
He nodded to his men, and they rushed over and barred both entrances to the chamber. For an instant, she was tempted to order them to aid their comrades upstairs, but ultimately she decided against it. As unlikely as it was that anyone could breach into this room and then overpower her, she saw no good reason to take an unnecessary risk. Prior to a few minutes ago, she wouldn’t have believed that anyone could impede her powers in the first place…
Closing her eyes, Krystia re-opened her mind and reached out to her priests all across Solaria. Normally, it would have taken just a few seconds to relay them all a short message, but the static was making it nearly impossible for her to concentrate…
“The rest of the royal guardsmen are now sweeping the palace halls for intruders,” Baras reported after a few moments. “I’ve also assured everyone that you are safe with us. No one will come to check on you for a long time.”
Krystia started to nod but then frowned. Something in his voice had sounded especially odd just then…
“Captain, are you—”
She never finished the sentence. Just as she reopened her eyes and shifted her attention back to the physical world, Baras lifted his left hand and unleashed a rippling blue burst of Aetheric energy. The attack wasn’t designed to harm her directly—instead, the pulse struck her protective barrier and dissolved the enchantment like acid splashed across a metal shield. Krystia’s breath caught in her throat, and she hopped backwards and reached out to the Aether—
Too late. The other two guardsmen whipped up their crossbows and fired. The first bolt struck her in the left shoulder just inches above her heart, while the second pierced cleanly through her belly. Krystia stumbled backwards into the wall, then slid to the floor as the strength left her limbs. 
“I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” Baras said, drawing his sword. “But the Lord’s Council will not allow a petulant Unbound child to lead Solaria to ruin.”
He lifted his sword, and Krystia screamed. 
 
***
 
Darius was halfway back to the main palace gate when a young woman in a Legion uniform spotted him from across the corridor. “General!” she blurted out as she dashed towards him. “Sir!”
“What’s the problem?” he asked, frowning. He belatedly recognized her as Corporal Marisen, one of the Third Legion priestesses who had been reassigned to the defense of Celenest.  
 “Sir,” the woman breathed as she came to a halt in front of him. “I think Her Majesty may be in danger.”
“What?” Darius breathed, stopping in his tracks and glancing back and forth. The halls were mostly empty at this time of night, but the few aides lurking in the corners were giving them strange looks. “Why?”
“I cannot contact her, sir,” Marisen told him. She was visibly trembling. “And I can no longer feel the Aether.”
Darius’s breath caught in his throat. “Are you saying she’s…dead?”
“No, sir. I can still feel her presence, but…” The priestess licked at her lips and shook her head. “It’s like she has completely withdrawn.”
“Sound the alarm,” Darius ordered. His right hand instinctively dropped down to his sword, while his left patted his baldric to make sure his concealed dagger was still there. “Inform Guard-Captain Baras that the queen may be under attack, and tell Major Lennox to get a squad of soldiers here immediately.”
“Y-yes, sir,” Marisen breathed. 
“I’m counting on you, Corporal,” Darius said, grabbing her shoulder. “All of Solaria is counting on you.”
He held his eyes on her for another intense second, then spun on a heel and dashed back towards Krystia’s chambers. He had known something was wrong from the instant he had spoken with her guards. He could have forced the issue—he should have forced the issue—but he had decided to be patient instead. 
And his hesitation might have cost Solaria everything.  
Gritting his teeth, he sprinted back to her chamber in record time, and the two royal guardsmen were still standing outside. They appeared completely at ease, which was all the proof Darius needed to know they were up to something. Just like Areekan before her, Krystia had empowered her royal guardsmen with the Aether; they were highly trained in most martial and magical combat. So if something was happening to her, these men should have been reacting the same way as the other priests…
“General,” the left guard said with another nod. “I’m sorry, sir, but our orders have not changed. We still cannot let you inside.”
Darius slowed his stride and studied the two men more carefully.  They were young and muscular, and their thick armor was the best Solarian smiths had to offer. Their only real vulnerability—if a one-inch gap could even be called that—was the T-shaped slit in their helmets. Darius, by contrast, was probably fifteen years their senior, and his ceremonial tunic and epaulets were about as protective as wet parchment. Even if these imposters weren’t channelers, he was still overmatched in every conceivable way. 
“I know what she told you,” Darius said, making sure to keep his expression neutral. “But I have urgent news that cannot wait. Now stand aside.”
The two men shared a quick glance before the left one shook his head. “I’m sorry, General, but there’s nothing we can do. Please, return to your quarters.”
“These are my quarters,” Darius countered. “Look, just ask Her Majesty’s permission and tell her that it’s important. I guarantee she’ll order you to stand aside.”
The guard’s eye twitched almost imperceptibly, and in that moment Darius knew they would no longer let him let him walk away peacefully. From this point on, every word would just be a meaningless platitude meant to lull him into letting his guard down. The question was what he planned to do about it. 
“Her Majesty reiterates that she is not taking visitors,” the right guard said. His fingers, notably, had dropped down to the pommel of his blade. “If you don’t leave right now, General, we will be forced to restrain you. Please, don’t make this difficult.”
“If you so much as lay a hand on me, the Council will have your heads.”
“We do not answer to the Council,” the left guard put in. “We answer only to the queen.”
Darius’s eyes flicked between them. He couldn’t imagine how anyone had managed to replace a pair of royal guardsmen, but his hope was that despite their youth and bulk, they weren’t as skilled as the real thing. If they were…
Well, if they were, then he was going to die. But Krystia was running out of time—she might have already been out of time. And Darius might have been the only one who could save her. 
“Fine, have it your way,” he said, sighing in resignation and relaxing his posture. “You’ll both be lucky if you’re not in the stocks by the end of the week.”
The left guard smiled. “I guess that’s a chance we’ll have to take.”
“I suppose so,” Darius said. He maintained his glare for one more second, then grumbled under his breath and turned away…
At which point he unsheathed his sword and slashed across the guard’s body. 
The feint never would have worked on a real royal guardsman. They were as well-trained in swordplay as most Knights of the Last Dawn, and they would have instantly recognized his deception and countered appropriately. But just as Darius had anticipated, these imposters were pale shadows of the real thing, and his surprise attack worked as well as he could have possibly hoped. 
 His sword hacked down across the left guard’s armor, and a flash of sparks lit up the corridor as steel rang against steel. Darius didn’t actually inflict any real damage—he doubted he could physically swing hard enough to even penetrate their armor—but the surprise attack did cause the guard to stumble reflexively. And in that split second of hesitation, Darius drew the concealed dagger from inside his baldric and jabbed it through the slit in the man’s helmet. 
A gurgling shriek echoed down the corridor as a spout of blood erupted from the wound, but Darius had already released the dagger and shifted his attention back to the other guard. He barely managed to ready his sword in time to parry his opponent’s two-handed slash, and he spent the next ten second frantically backpedalling from a series of increasingly vicious sweeps. He had evened the odds, but he had also just played his one and only trick card. Now he was locked in a deadly fencing match with a stronger, faster, and more durable opponent…and he had no idea what in the Void he was going to do. 
Letting out a calming breath, Darius forced himself to relax and settle into a defensive fighting stance. He had never been a master swordsman by any stretch of the imagination, but unlike most of the other high-ranking officers, he insisted on keeping himself in fighting shape. The training instantly paid off—once he survived the initial frenzy, he was able to fall into a comfortable rhythm of dodges and parries. He even landed several quick ripostes, though they bounced harmlessly off the guard’s thick breastplate. 
They had drifted halfway to the intersection at the end of the hall when Darius realized his opponent was no longer trying to kill him. He, too, was now fighting defensively—his attacks became slower and more spread out, and he seemed content to hold his ground rather than continue to press forward. He was clearly just stalling, which meant that whatever his allies had planned for Krystia, they obviously hadn’t succeeded just yet. It also meant that Darius was out of time. He needed to make his move now before it was too late. 
Clenching his teeth, Darius launched an attack of his own. The guard easily brushed aside his first thrust, then parried away a follow-up slash at head level. But the maneuver exposed a weakness in the guard’s technique, and Darius pounced on the opportunity by scoring two quick hits against the other man’s legs. 
Hits that his armor turned aside as easily as if it were a brick wall. In a moment of panic, Darius hesitated and lost his footing—
At which point the guard bashed him in the face with his free gauntlet and sent Darius tumbling hard to the floor. A red haze fogged his vision, and he expected a sword to cleave his head from his shoulders at any instant. But then a series of loud clicks echoed down the corridor behind him, and Darius whipped his head up just in time to see a pair of crossbow bolts plink into the guard’s armor. 
They didn’t stick, sadly, but they did throw the man off-balance long enough for Darius to roll away in the opposite direction. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Major Lennox leaning around the corridor junction, crossbow in hand. More importantly, Corporal Marisen was with him. 
The barrage of Aetheric energy was so bright that Darius had to close his eyes, but by the time he stopped rolling the afterimage had mostly faded. The guard was lying flat on the ground, a plume of black smoke rising from his chest. 
“General,” Marisen breathed as she raced over to check on him. Her hands flashed with healing magic.
“There’s no time,” he croaked, pushing her away and hoisting himself back to his feet. “The queen is in trouble.”
“The rest of the guard has been notified, and I’ve sealed the palace,” Lennox said. “I knew something was wrong just a few minutes after you left. I’m just glad I caught up with you in time.”
Darius nodded and raced back towards the door. He didn’t bother with subtlety—lowering his shoulder, he rammed it as hard as he could. The wood splintered around him, and he expected to find Krystia’s still-warm corpse inside waiting for him. Instead, the room was completely empty.
“She must have retreated through the passage already,” Darius reasoned, pointing at the wall. “Help me get it open.”
“The rest of the royal guardsmen should already be there,” Lennox said. “No one else will be able to touch her.”
Darius grimaced. “If someone managed to replace these men, there’s no reason they couldn’t replace the others,” he said gravely. “Come on—we may already be too late.”
 
***
 
Krystia was going to die. 
The thought paralyzed her muscles and trapped her breath. She had never been seriously hurt before. She had never legitimately feared for her own life. Even when she had assaulted Areekan, she hadn’t been forced to confront her own mortality. Not until this very moment. 
She watched in helpless terror as Guard-Captain Baras thrust his sword through her chest. The pain was instant and agonizing, but her frantic screams died on her lips. Her eyes gaped open wide as she choked on the blood rising in her throat. She couldn’t move; she couldn’t think. The Aether slipped through her fingertips, and she knew she was dead. Worse, she knew that Solaria would die with her…
And then suddenly, inexplicably, the chamber exploded in a storm of Aetheric flame. Baras and his two guardsmen managed a single, staccato shriek before they were incinerated directly before her eyes. For a single horrifying instant, Krystia feared the flames might consume her as well…but then they vanished as quickly as they’d appeared. Standing in their place, his familiar figure virtually glowing with power, was Sovan Lor. He mouthed words she could no longer hear, and she was vaguely aware of him diving atop her and placing his hands on her body. 
But Krystia no longer had the strength to keep her eyes open. Even as the warmth of the Aether curled around her, she faded into darkness. 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
“Trust is for the foolish. Paranoia is for the damned.”
—Yamatan saying
 
“She will live.”
Darius whipped his head around and glared at the middle-aged Unbound man standing in the still-shattered bedroom doorway. “You are certain?”
“Her wounds are grievous but not mortal, General. I have stopped the bleeding, and given time she will mostly recover.”
“What do you mean, ‘mostly?’”
The other man licked at his lips and swallowed. “I am not a skilled enough healer to determine if she will fully recover. Only the queen or perhaps some of her priests will be able to make that determination.”
Darius closed his eyes and forced himself to take a deep breath. Considering what had just happened, they were lucky Krystia had survived at all. He knew he should have been more appreciative of the man that had just saved her life, but a lump of indignant bile rose in his throat each and every time he thought about Sovan and his Unbound cadre. Tonight’s unbidden rescue hadn’t changed anything. 
“Thank you, Varian,” Sovan said, clapping the other man on the shoulder. “Without your efforts, Solaria wouldn’t have a queen at all. Isn’t that right, General?”
Darius nodded fractionally. “Indeed. If you hadn’t arrived when you did, I shudder to think what would have happened.”
“Solaria would have lost its queen, and the Crell would have won the war.”
“Very likely,” Darius conceded. “I guess we’re fortunate you returned when you did. And that she shared the location of her secret bunker with you.”
Sovan smiled. “She shares everything with me, General. You should know that by now.”
Darius forced a smile and glanced between the two Unbound men. As usual, he made an extra effort to rigidly control his thoughts while standing in their presence. “I made sure to lock up all the remaining royal guardsmen just in case, and I replaced the rest of the palace soldiers with fresh ones from the Third Legion,” he said. “The problem now is figuring out who bribed or replaced those men in the first place. But we need to be discreet. If news of this attack leaks out, the people will panic.”
“We will be discreet, of course,” Sovan promised. “But you don’t need to conduct an investigation, General. It’s obvious who is responsible.”
Darius frowned. “You know who organized this?”
“The Council, of course,” Sovan replied matter-of-factly. “Lady Savilen was the prime conspirator, but I wouldn’t be surprised if the others had a hand in it.”
“Savilen?” Darius breathed. “How can you possibly know this?”
“The truth couldn’t be more apparent. Who else would stand to gain so much from the queen’s death? The Council has fought her at every turn since her Ascension, and it’s clear that the loss of Amberwood has made them desperate. Savilen in particular has been growing increasingly distraught over the past few weeks.”
“There’s an enormous gap between ‘distraught’ and organizing a complicated assassination attempt,” Darius said. “The Crell have much more to gain from her death, and we know their agents have managed to breach palace security before.”
“The Crell had nothing to do with this, I assure you,” Sovan said. “Just before he stabbed the queen, Guard-Captain Baras said he was working on behest of the Council. But more importantly, the truth was there floating in their minds and memories before they died.”
Darius’s throat went dry. “You noticed this and didn’t say anything?”
“The queen’s health and safety was more important at the time,” Sovan replied with a shrug. “But now that she has been secured and stabilized, it is time to punish those responsible for this madness. You should arrest the councilors immediately.”
“I can’t do that,” Darius said, shaking his head. It took an enormous amount of willpower, but he continued to keep his thoughts as organized as possible. “We need more evidence than a few stray thoughts from dying men.”
Sovan’s brow creased. “I don’t understand. I just told you exactly who is responsible, and yet you do not wish to act?”
“I’m afraid things aren’t as simple as you would like, not here in the real world of laws and protocol. You’re accusing the second most powerful woman in Solaria of treason. I will speak with Lady Savilen, but I can’t arrest her based solely on your intuition.”
“It is not merely ‘intuition,’ General,” Sovan said. “The Aether does not lie.”
“Maybe not,” Darius replied. “But those who wield it often do.”
The Unbound man glared at him for a long moment, his bright green eyes narrowed into thin slits. But then Sovan merely shook his head and scoffed. “Follow your precious ‘protocols’ if you must, General. But I will not allow our queen to come to any further harm.”
“Neither will I,” Darius said. “I will organize an investigation immediately, and with luck we’ll find a living conspirator or two. If their testimony corroborates your accusations, I will act accordingly. Until then…” He glanced past the man’s shoulder to Krystia’s insensate body. “I trust you and your friends to keep her safe.”
“We will,” Sovan promised.
“Good. Let me know if there is anything else you need. For now, I need to confer with my adjutants and make sure the palace is secure. Excuse me.”
After a final lengthy glance at Krystia, Darius turned and strode across the corridor. Mercifully, the attack had been subtle and quiet enough that precious few of the other nobles had even realized anything was wrong. The priests knew something had happened to the queen, of course, and their powers would be weaker than normal while Krystia recovered…but hopefully she would awaken soon and assure them that everything was all right. The absolute last thing they needed right now was for their already piddling morale to suffer another blow. The people of Celenest couldn’t learn what had happened here…and they certainly couldn’t learn that Sovan and his underlings had saved the day. 
Two hours later, once he was reasonably sure the situation was contained, Darius rendezvoused with Major Lennox inside the palace war room. He dismissed the priests and other myriad adjutants, and once the two of them were alone he locked the door and released a long, mournful breath. 
“I don’t even know what to say,” Lennox whispered. “But you’re holding up well for a man whose wife was almost murdered.”
“She’s not my wife,” Darius replied a bit too quickly. He frowned and shook his head. “Not yet, I mean. But she is the queen of Solaria. If they had killed her…”
Lennox nodded in silent understanding. He glanced over to the liquor cabinet but apparently decided against pouring either of them a drink. 
“I made sure to lock up all the remaining royal guardsmen just in case, and I replaced the rest of the palace soldiers with fresh ones from the Third Legion,” Darius said. “As ridiculous as it sounds, we need to keep this as quiet as possible. We can’t afford to start a panic.”
“The city watch captain is a personal friend. I can have him assemble a team of trusted watchmen to investigate.”
“That’s a start, but be sure to keep it small,” Darius said. He pursed his lips and paced across the room. “Sovan has a theory about what happened. He said that Lady Savilen was responsible, and he wanted me to have her arrested.”
“Savilen?” Lennox breathed. “He can’t be serious.”
“He’s always serious, as far as I can tell. He claims that he saw the truth in the attackers’ minds before he killed them. Of course they’re all dead now, so none of the priests can verify his story.”
The major frowned and scratched at his chin. “It’s no secret that the Council doesn’t trust the queen, but I can’t imagine they would try to have her assassinated.”
“Of course not, it doesn’t make any sense,” Darius said. “Killing Krystia would only ensure victory for the Crell. Our Bound would falter, and unlike with Areekan we would have no chance to recover in time.”
“Not to mention that no one was in a position to claim her divine spark,” Lennox reasoned. “They wouldn’t allow some random guardsman to claim her divine power like that. Unless Savilen was so distraught that she wasn’t thinking clearly.”
“I might be able to believe that of a hothead like Margrove, but not Savilen. She’s ruthless in her own way, but she’s also calculating and patient.” Darius pursed his lips. “Even if she did hire assassins, she knows full well that Krystia and Sovan are both powerful telepaths—why would she send in men whose memories could directly link them to her? She would have worked through so many intermediaries that there wouldn’t be a trail.”
“That’s a good point. A very good point, actually.” The major tapped his chin in thought. “Do you believe Sovan is just lying?”
“I believe he hates me, the Council, and anyone else who stands between him and Krystia,” Darius said. “The more of her advisors he eliminates, the louder his whispers grow in her ear.”
Lennox’s cheek twitched. “What are you suggesting, exactly?”
“I’m not sure yet. But this was a complex operation—far more complex than Guard-Captain Baras could have pulled off on his own. The two men watching Krystia’s door weren’t even real guardsmen. They were replacements.”
“We’ll look for the real ones, but I have a feeling it won’t be as easy as looking down the well. They had access to magic; they could have cremated the corpses for all we know.”
“Yes, but they couldn’t risk drawing too heavily upon their powers without alerting Krystia. They are—they were—Bound to her.”
 “Her Unbound friends wouldn’t have had to worry about that. Do you think it’s possible…?” Lennox trailed off and sighed. “Do you think it’s possible they arranged this whole thing?”
“I don’t know,” Darius admitted. “It seems far-fetched, but Sovan did conveniently return from his mystery trip just in time to save her. And now he’s casting aspersions on his biggest rivals in the court. It’s more than a little convenient for my tastes.”
“If that’s true…”
“If that’s true, we have a massive problem on our hands,” Darius finished. “Krystia released dozens of Unbound from the Asylum, and as far as I can tell they are all steadfastly loyal to Sovan.”
Lennox swore under his breath. “As if the Crell weren’t enough.”
“The Crell may turn out to be the least of our problems in the short term.” Darius rubbed a hand across his forehead. “It’s possible that Sovan is just being an opportunist. He might not have had anything to do with this. I suppose it is also possible that Savilen or one of the other councilors did arrange this. They certainly have access to the royal guardsmen, not to mention a great deal of coin.”
“True,” Lennox said, though he didn’t sound any more convinced than Darius. “Either way, the question remains: what are we going to do about it?”
“I need to speak with Savilen as soon as possible,” Darius said. “But first, you and I need to get ourselves protection. If Sovan and the Unbound are plotting something, we need to be ready to defend ourselves.”
“How? We’re not channelers.”
“No, but I can get ahold of some dampening crystals for us. The councilors started wearing them recently. In theory, they can shield the mind from telepathy.”
Lennox nodded. “If you can do that, I will speak with the watch captain about starting an investigation. Hopefully we can get some answers soon. And hopefully the queen recovers in time to aid our forces at Ashenfel.”
Darius sighed and nodded. Suddenly, the war that had all but consumed his life for the past few months seemed very far away. “I also want to try and verify that young boy’s story about Elade,” he said. “If she really is alive, then we need her help more than ever.”
“I’ll see what I can do, General,” Lennox said. 
“Good,” Darius whispered. “Sol willing, the Alliance will still be standing by the time this is over.”
 
***
 
“You had better hope they take your bribe,” Selvhara said as she fastened the saddle bag onto the horse. “I think it’s just as likely that they’ll try to take you into custody.”
Jason shook his head. “Half the rank-and-file watchmen are native Galvians, and the Imperium doesn’t pay its conscripts. A few gold coins will go a long way. Besides, I still think it’s possible we can smuggle ourselves in with that last shipment of supplies from Geriskhad if we have to. If the griffon scouts are right, it should arrive in a few hours. That will give us plenty of time to slip into the city and take a look around.”
She sighed but didn’t respond. At this point, she didn’t have to. After a day and a half of marching alongside the Asgardian army, everyone had been given ample opportunity to voice their objections—or in Tam’s case, their whiny disapproval—most of which revolved around whether or not they could afford to trust anything Ethan had to say. But the time for debate was over, and Jason, Tam, and Sarina were about to foray ahead of the army and slip into Ashenfel before the coming siege. 
Jason hoped that they could learn valuable information about the enemy’s defenses, specifically any hidden surprises that the griffon scouts wouldn’t be able to spot from the air. He also wanted to be in a position to watch over Castle Whitestone and make certain Verrator didn’t flee. This was too rare an opportunity to pass up. No one had ever destroyed one of the Crell Sovereigns, not since the foundation of the Imperium centuries ago. Verrator’s death would send shockwaves across Torsia, and it could completely reinvigorate Solarian morale. 
Still, Jason had enough experience with war to know that the best-laid plans rarely survived the opening gambit, and he knew there was a very real chance they could end up killed or captured or worse. He had already dragged his friends on a pointless chase halfway around the continent, and now he was planning on leading them right into the thick of a war he’d sworn to avoid. At first, he had actually insisted on going alone, but Sarina had quickly set him straight. 
Despite all his lingering concerns, however, Jason had spent most of the day worrying about Sel. He couldn’t imagine what she was going through seeing his father again. 
“You’re certain you’ll be okay left alone with him?” Jason asked into the silence. The others were thankfully still out of earshot preparing their equipment and supplies.
Selvhara smiled tightly. “I won’t be alone. Gor will be with me.”
Jason grunted. Gor had actually insisted on staying here to protect her—not that there was really any other choice. There were no free chagari in Ashenfel, and his presence would have made subterfuge virtually impossible. Still, Jason was heartened by the gesture, and he had to admit he felt a little better about leaving his father under the watchful eye of a paranoid chagari. 
“Ethan will not harm me,” Selvhara added after a moment. “You know how much this means to him—he wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize our chances.”
“I’m less worried about him stabbing you in the back than I am about him ordering something so awful you won’t be able to sit by and watch,” Jason replied gravely. “There’s also the question of what happens after the battle is over.”
“We have to win it first, and that’s something no one should ever take for granted.”
“I suppose not,” Jason whispered, glancing back over his shoulder. If he squinted hard enough, he could just make out Ashenfel’s sprawling profile on the horizon. “I know you’re not overly fond about the idea of us going up against Verrator, but I still think it’s safer to confront him before Ethan shows up. No matter what else happens, we can’t allow him to Ascend. Or Halfren, for that matter.”
“I agree,” Selvhara said. “But I dread to think what will happen when they are denied their prize. We may liberate this city only to transform it into another battleground.”
Jason nodded. “We’ll just have to improvise. There are too many variables right now, like figuring out what will happen with Verrator’s divine spark.”
“You said you believed that Malacross will be able to absorb its power.”
“I hope she will,” he corrected. “I still haven’t been able to confer with her since Bal’Aqui. But Verrator’s divine spark isn’t really a Godsoul—it’s just a collection of memories passed down through the line of Galvian kings. I’m hopeful we can figure out what to do with it when the time comes.”
Selvhara glanced back towards the others and sighed again. Jason didn’t need his telepathy to know what she was thinking. This “plan” of theirs was pathetically weak and he knew it. The problem was that he didn’t see any viable alternative. They couldn’t allow his father to Ascend for obvious reasons, nor were they willing to cede that power to Halfren and usher in an Asgardian civil war. The best option—the only option—was for them to remove Verrator’s power from the equation. 
“You have learned a great deal,” Selvhara murmured, “but battling an Ascendant will be unlike anything you’ve faced before.”
“We defeated Dathiel in Bal’Aqui,” Jason reminded her. “And he was a True Ascendant like me. Verrator is just another pretender.”
“A pretender who will have an army defending him. I’ve no doubt that he’ll pull every soldier in the city back to the castle once it becomes clear the battle is against him. He’ll make his last stand as bloody as possible.”
Jason placed his hands on her shoulders. “Which is all the more reason for us to confront him as quickly as possible. We should be able to slip into the castle without too much trouble—Ethan doesn’t think the Crell have ever discovered the Hands’ old tunnel network.”
“And if they have?”
“Then…I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I promise you, we’re not going to commit suicide. If the right opportunity doesn’t present itself, we’ll back away.”
“I wish I could believe that.”
“Why don’t you?”
Selvhara turned to face him. She clasped his hands inside hers and then took a deep breath. “Because you’re more like your father than you know. This is exactly what he would do in your place.”
Jason started to reply but nothing came out. A strange tightness clutched at his chest, and he lowered his head and closed his eyes. “We have to do something.”
She kept her eyes locked on him for a long, uncomfortable moment before she leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. “Promise me that you’ll take care of your friends.”
“I will.”
“And remember that you are not invincible.”
“I’ve never believed otherwise,” Jason assured her. “Now promise me that you won’t let Ethan get away with anything.”
“He won’t,” Selvhara said. “He will answer for what he’s done.”
Jason squeezed her arm, and even without using his powers he knew exactly what she was thinking. The anxiety, the dread, the sorrow…but most of all, the love. She had been his mother for half his life at this point, and he had a feeling that even if she hadn’t been exiled from her homeland, she would have been right here at his side regardless.  
Tam and Sarina approached a few minutes later, and from the looks of it their horses were fully loaded. Jason held out hope that they would be able to enter the city peacefully, but there was always the chance this plan was even worse than he thought. Perhaps they would be driven off right away and this debate would have been for nothing…
“The army will be splitting up and setting camp soon,” Sarina said, gesturing with her chin towards the marching columns in the distance. She had scrubbed the “Pale Huntress” war paint off her cheeks and settled on more generic mercenary attire. Jason doubted that even a bribed conscript would allow an obvious Asgardian into the city with an army at the gates. 
“Then it’s time to move,” he said. “We need to try and get inside the walls before nightfall.”
“I know I’m excited,” Tam muttered. “You want to remind me one last time why we’re doing this?”
“Because it has to be done,” Jason said, glancing over his shoulder to the hazy silhouette of the city he had once called home. “And because there’s no one else.”
 
***
 
“Gently, Your Majesty,” a soft, familiar voice whispered. “You must give the Aether time to work.”
Krystia slumped back into the pillow and blinked until her eyes finally focused. Her old friend Arven was sitting next to her, a warm smile on her face. “How long…?”
“You have been asleep for most of the day,” Arven said, pressing a wet cloth against her patient’s forehead. “Without the aid of your Unbound friend here, I think we would have lost you…”
Krystia turned her head. A lanky, middle-aged man was standing on the other side of her bed. At first she didn’t recognize him, but then her memories returned in a paralyzing flood of thoughts and images. His name was Varian, and he was one of the Unbound she and Sovan had rescued from the Asylum.
“Where is Sovan?” she rasped. “Where is Darius?”
“Once he saw that you were all right, Sovan gathered the rest of our kind in the courtyard for additional training,” Varian said. “I will send word that you have awakened.”
“Your betrothed is trying to find whoever is responsible for this,” Arven added. After a few more seconds, she removed the cloth and smiled. “He has come to check on you several times.”
Krystia tried to sit upright, but again the pain in her gut pinned her to the bed. She felt terrible, but remembering the details of the previous night made her feel even worse. Her own royal guardsmen had tried to kill her…and if not for Sovan’s intervention, they would have succeeded. Worse, she hadn’t sensed their duplicity until it was too late. The very idea of Bound turning against their own Ascendant seemed absurd. How could they have possibly masked their true intentions? Was she really so blind despite her enormous power?
“What happened to the men who attacked me?” she asked, her voice trembling with rage. 
“Most of them are dead, Your Majesty,” Varian told her. “However, General Iouna had the rest of the royal guardsmen imprisoned for the time being as a precaution. Lord Sovan believes at least some of them were complicit.”
“Then I need to confront them. We need to learn who did this and why.”
“Right now, you need to rest,” Arven insisted, placing a comforting hand on Krystia’s arm. “You shouldn’t strain your body.”
“I don’t need my body to interrogate traitors.”
Arven sighed. “General Iouna said there is to be a battle tomorrow, and any unnecessary strain could—”
“I don’t care about the battle!” Krystia hissed, slapping the other woman’s arm away. “I must know who did this. I will know who did this!”
Arven recoiled and clutched at her reddening skin. “Your Majesty, I—”
“Get out, both of you. Now!”
The two healers shared concerned glances with one another, but they left without further protest. Once the door shut behind then, Krystia reached out to the Aether and began to study her own wounds. The familiar tingle of its power coursed through her limbs purged the worst of the weakness from her body, and she started feeling better almost immediately. Unfortunately, the others were more competent than she had expected; they had already repaired most of the damage. Despite her superior healing abilities, there wasn’t much else she could do besides wait and allow herself time to regenerate. 
 Swearing under her breath, Krystia pushed aside her sheets and ran her fingers across the deep scar on her belly. The instant she touched the skin, she recalled the sensation of the blade piercing her flesh, and her throat burned with imaginary blood rushing up to suffocate her—
“I’m glad you’re awake.”
Krystia gasped and glanced up. Sovan was standing in the doorway.
“Yes,” she managed, swallowing the memory. “I’m told I have you to thank for my rescue.”
“We were lucky.” He stepped inside and used the Aether to shut the door behind him. “I had only just returned from the Hatchery when I sensed that something was wrong.”
Krystia frowned. “What do you mean?”
“It’s difficult to describe. When I returned to the place, I felt a strange…dissonance. I’d never experienced anything like it before, but I knew something was wrong. When I asked the guards if they had noticed, it was clear they were up to something. I pulled the truth from their minds and chased after Guard-Captain Baras.”
“I still can’t believe he attacked me,” she breathed. “He was always so professional, so loyal. He served Areekan for almost ten years!”
“Which is precisely the problem,” Sovan told her. “You surrounded yourself with men loyal to the last king. Once they believed that you were involved in his death, they turned against you.”
Out of habit, Krystia glanced around the room to make certain that no one else was present. “Why would they suddenly believe I had anything to do with it?”
“Because that’s what Savilen and the rest of the Council told them, of course. They betrayed you, Your Majesty. Just like I warned from the very beginning.”
Krystia’s eyes narrowed at him. “What?”
“I saw it in the minds of Baras and the others before I killed them,” Sovan said. He stepped in close to her and offered her his hand. “Have a look for yourself. I keep no secrets.”
A knot twisted in the pit of Krystia’s stomach as she reached out and touched his hand. His mind instantly opened to her: she saw his return to the palace, his initial confrontation with the guards, his brief battle with Baras…and then all the memories he had stolen from the guards. Memories of bribes and meetings, sedition and treason…
“No,” she whispered, pulling away. “No, there must be some mistake…”
“I do not understand why everyone refuses to see what is plainly in front of them,” Sovan grumbled. “Margrove and Zorael have already betrayed you, and now the rest have finally decided to join them. They are traitors, Your Majesty. And they must be punished.”
Krystia collapsed back onto the bed. She had never been particularly fond of the Council, of course. Everyone hated politics, and the provincial lords had always been more concerned with their personal coffers than the prosperity of Solaria as a whole. But they were still a mighty step up from the Crell Sovereigns—at least the councilors were chosen by their people. Krystia never truly believed that Margrove and Zoreal had turned against her, and the thought of the others openly conspiring to kill her was absurd. 
And yet…
“How could they even know what really happened?” she whispered. “You and Ethan are the only people in the world who know the truth.”
Sovan grunted. “They have suspected you from the beginning. You know that. Your Ascension was too well-timed for them to dismiss it as mere circumstance. And when they learned that you were Unbound…” He shrugged. “They already hate and fear us, and it doesn’t take a genius to recognize how quickly you tore down the Asylum. They have always believed you were a false queen.”
“I must speak with Savilen,” Krystia said. “Right now.”
“You can’t,” Sovan told her. “She, Alistan, and Jericho all left Celenest yesterday.”
Her head snapped upwards. “They never announced they were leaving.”
“Of course they didn’t. They wouldn’t risk being here in the event their plan backfired. But if they succeeded, you can bet their carriages would have turned around and dropped them off at the center of the city plaza. They would be proclaiming themselves the new rulers of Solaria.” Sovan flicked a hand in disgust. “Now they’re probably returning to their home provinces and planning to secede. They’re convinced that the war is already over. They’re just trying to save their own hides before it is too late.”
Krystia bit down on her lip. “Then we should send men to cut them off. I can have Darius’s soldiers bring them here for questioning.”
“Do you really believe he will listen? I already told him the truth, and he chose to ignore me.”
“He won’t ignore me,” she said. “We have to resolve this as quickly as possible, and there’s no other way.”
“There is always another way,” Sovan said. He stared at her for a long moment, and eventually his lip curled into a dark smile. “We have a unique opportunity here, Your Majesty. We can use this betrayal to our advantage. We can rally your armies and unify the Solarian people against the Crell.”
“What do you mean?”
“I bring glorious news from the Hatchery. Our accelerating breeding techniques have been working even faster than I’d anticipated. Soon we will have more than enough dragons to turn the tide of this war.”
Krystia shook her head. “What does that have to do with the Council?”
“Everything,” Sovan said. “Just lie down and allow me to explain.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
“Many battles have been won or lost in the long, cold hours of night before the first sword is drawn.”
—Krysta Vornell, Solarian General, 1853 A.G. 
 
“Strange. There are a lot more people out on the streets than I expected,” Tam murmured from beneath the thick cowl of his hood. “Do you think they even know there’s an army gathering on their doorstep?”
“They know,” Jason said gravely. “There’s just nothing they can do about it, and I’m sure the local garrison commander has told them to keep going about their business.”
Sarina frowned as she continued surveying the nearby neighborhoods with her spyglass. “You would think the Crell would prefer to have everyone locked up in their homes.”
“Ashenfel may not be the thriving metropolis it used to be, but there are still tens of thousands of people living here. Sounding the alarm would just make people panic, and by the looks of it the Crell don’t have a large enough garrison to keep order for long.”
She didn’t reply. The three of them were currently huddled atop one of the tallest residential buildings at the heart of the city, and now that the sun had fallen they would hopefully be difficult to spot. All in all, things had gone as well as he could have reasonably expected so far. With the help of his telepathy and a little bit of guile, they had been able to smuggle themselves into what was probably the last shipment of supplies from the Crell mainland before the Asgardian forces blocked off all the roads. Leaving the city would be a much more difficult prospect, of course. He had a feeling they wouldn’t be able to get out of here until the dragons blasted a few dozen holes in the wall. The thought made him wish that Sel and Gor had come along with them…
“Hmm,” Tam mused. “Maybe we could use this to our advantage.”
“What are you talking about?” Jason asked. 
“The fact that so many people are up and about despite the fact it’s the night before a battle. If we convince enough of them that the end is nigh, we might be able to start a riot. The Crell will have an even harder time organizing their defenses.”
Jason shook his head. “I considered that, but stirring up a frenzy makes it that much more likely that innocent people will get hurt. The more of them bunker down in their homes, the better.”
“If you say so. Personally, I’d rather organize all the help we can get. The faster the Sovereign surrenders—or dies—the better off everyone will be.”
“Assuming Verrator is even here,” Sarina said, lowering the spyglass and turning back to face them. “There’s something seriously wrong, Jason. I know the Crell weren’t expecting anyone to muster an army and attack, but this is the thinnest imperial garrison I’ve ever seen. There were more boots on the ground in Elashi.”
Jason nodded and pursed his lips. She was right, of course. They had been inside a lot of Crell-occupied towns and villages all across Torsia, and by any comparative standard Ashenfel was virtually empty. The wall patrols were half normal strength at best, and the streets weren’t any better off. He’d heard rumors about various underworld gangs essentially claiming whole districts of the city, and if that were true it would be highly out of character. The Imperium was nothing if not orderly, particularly in its urban centers. 
“No one knows why they abandoned Lyebel or the rest of Galvia after Garos,” Jason said. “Not even my father.”
“Maybe the Crell are suffering from more serious personnel shortages than anyone realized,” Tam suggested. “I mean, they did just fight a bunch of skirmishes against the Talishites and put down a rebellion in the west. They just caught the Solarians with their trousers around their ankles, and so they rushed across the border as quickly as possible.”
Sarina’s green eyes narrowed. “Or they consolidated their forces in the Sea of Splintered Ice. You remember how many soldiers and resources they had up there—maybe all those men had previously been stationed in Galvia. What if this whole thing is a trap, and the hidden fleet is preparing to flank us the moment we attack?”
“That sounds pretty far-fetched,” Jason said. “The Solarian griffons swept a huge area north of us, and they haven’t spotted anything. The Crell couldn’t hide an army that size in the middle of the Galvian plains. Besides, there’s no way they could have anticipated my father convincing the Asgardians to help him. They probably didn’t even know he was alive.”
“Unless he set this whole thing up,” Tam grunted. 
“That’s impossible. Ethan is many things, but he’s not a Crell sympathizer. He wants this city liberated more than anything in the world.”
“Well, we could speculate forever and not get anywhere,” Sarina said, waving a hand. “You should tell Sel everything we’ve seen so far.”
Jason nodded. “Not that it’s likely to change anything. This should be an easy victory.”
“Uh huh,” Tam muttered. “I still say they have a throng of manticore hidden somewhere.”
“If so, there’s nothing we can do about it. We should probably just try and get some sleep.”
Tam peered down over the awning. “We could try and get our hands on one of the soldiers. With your telepathy, you might be able to pluck some answers from his mind.”
“The odds that a random grunt knows anything relevant are low, and if we try something crazy tonight we will just jeopardize our plans for tomorrow,” Jason said. “Our best bet is to lay low.”
Tam didn’t protest. He probably hadn’t actually wanted to try anything, but he’d felt obligated to suggest it anyway. “I hope Sel’s all right with your dad. I don’t trust him.”
“No one trusts him,” Sarina said. “But there’s nothing he can do, not with Sel and Gor and a whole army watching him.”
“And he wants to take this city,” Jason reiterated. “This is his endgame, for all intents and purposes. Once the Crell are driven out of Galvia, he might as well shrivel up into a ball and die.”
“We can only hope,” Tam muttered. He sighed and glanced out to the horizon. “I was just thinking how hard this must be for Sel. Given…you know.”
Jason winced. “The man she loved vanished a long time ago. She knows that.”
“Are you sure? From all the stories you’ve told me, your dad has always been like this. The only difference is that he’s grown more desperate.”
“Maybe,” Jason whispered. “But perhaps Sel has changed too. She hasn’t been home in almost twenty years. That’s a long time, even for a faeyn.”
“Gor will keep her safe,” Sarina said. “I wouldn’t worry about her.”
Tam raised his eyebrows. “Now that’s a surprise. I thought you didn’t trust him, either.”
“We have an understanding. But Sel is also the one person in our little band that Gor would actually risk himself to protect.”
“You might be right. He’s such an adorable little monster sometimes, isn’t he?”
Jason snorted and turned away. He craned his neck to the side until he could make out the moonlight-dappled silhouettes of Castle Whitestone’s mighty towers at the center of the city. As a boy, they had made him feel safe and welcome. But now…now he wasn’t certain what feelings they evoked. His mother was buried there behind the inner walls, and in a way his previous life was buried there with her. A part of him had assumed he would never return to Ashenfel again. This city wasn’t just Galvia in the abstract; it had been his childhood home. 
But Jason wasn’t a child anymore, and this certainly wasn’t home. It was just another city as far as he was concerned, and while he had no reservations about fighting the Crell and helping in the war, even if they succeeded Ashenfel would never be the same.  The Galvia of his past was gone, and it wasn’t coming back. If only his father could agree. 
“Come on, there’s nothing else to see up her,” Jason said into the silence. “Let’s go and find ourselves some shelter.”
“You realize you won’t actually be able to sleep,” Sarina said as she stuffed her spyglass back into its case. 
“Probably not, but it’s worth a try. I have a feeling we’re going to need all the rest we can get.”
 
***
 
“They abandoned their homes and their families for this,” Selvhara said. “They have too much at stake to bother harassing you.”
“I don’t care what they say to me,” Gor replied. He narrowed his orange eyes and glared at the latest group of Asgardian soldiers strolling past their tent. “I am evaluating whether or not they will make worthy allies.”
“And what is your opinion so far?”
“I remain unimpressed. Clearly, there is a reason this clan of theirs has fallen on hard times. I’m not sure I’d trust them to raid an Izarian winery, let alone one of the oldest cities in Torsia.”
Selvhara grinned despite herself. The two of them were hunched close to their tent and campfire while Ethan made final preparations for the attack tomorrow. Jason, Tam, and Sarina had already made their way towards the city, and at last update they were attempting to find a place to hide for the night. 
“Every griffon scout so far reports that we severely outnumber them,” she said, once again thankful that none of the Asgardians seemed to understand the faeyn language. And she remained as impressed as ever that Gor had picked it up so easily. “Perhaps the Crell will see reason and surrender before we’re forced to battle in the streets.”
“You don’t believe that for a moment,” he said with a grunt. “They will make the Solarians bleed for every building and every street. I’ll be surprised if this is settled by the end of the week.”
Selvhara wanted to argue, but she knew it was futile. Not just because Gor was notoriously obstinate, but because he was almost certainly right. She had seen too much war and too much death to seriously believe in “tidy resolutions,” and Ashenfel was unlikely to prove any different. This siege could very well last for days, and lingering skirmishes in the streets could go on for weeks or even months. 
“Jason and the others may yet discover a weak point,” she whispered. “They’ve only just entered the city.”
“You don’t believe that, either,” Gor muttered. “Between the three of them, they’re more likely to do something stupid and end up in the castle dungeon.”
Selvhara studied him for a moment. To an outsider, he probably appeared calm or even menacing, but she knew better. From the subtle twitching of his tail to the ripples in his fur, she could tell he was anxious. “You still believe it was a mistake for them to leave.”
“Of course it was. The entire trip has been one enormous mistake from the moment we left Celenest.” He hissed between his fangs. “I guarantee the Sovereigns are more interested in capturing Jason than they are in holding Ashenfel. Torsia is filled with cities, but the soul of an ancient god is the rarest of all prizes. If they discover his presence, they will empty the walls just to track him down.”
“Jason understands the risks,” she said, wishing she believed it. “And if he doesn’t, Sarina does. She’ll keep him in line.”
“If only she had opened that cube, things would have turned out very differently.”
Selvhara cocked a curious eyebrow. “A chagari making friends with an Asgardian. Now I really have seen everything.”
“We are not friends,” Gor corrected. “But the ka’chek is significantly less intolerable than the rest of her ilk.”
Smiling, Selvhara placed a hand on his shoulder. “And you are significantly less intolerable than most chagari. I’m glad you decided to stay here with me.”
“It was a practical decision. Only a fool would expose his healer to harm.” 
“I understand,” she said, smiling and rubbing her hand through his fur. “I appreciate your presence nonetheless.”
Gor remained silent for a few moments, though she caught his left ear twitching in pleasure several times. A few minutes later, however, he abruptly glanced back over his shoulder. “The harbinger returns from his meeting with the officers.”
Selvhara turned.  Ethan was striding towards them, a grim look on his face. Not that she was surprised—he had been wearing that same expression ever since they had arrived. Distantly, she wondered how much time had passed since he had genuinely smiled. 
“I would like to speak with him for a few minutes,” she whispered. “Privately.”
Gor grumbled deep in his throat. “That would be a mistake.”
“Perhaps, but it’s mine to make. He will not harm me.”
The chagari swiveled his orange eyes up to hers. “If he tries, I may not be able to reach you in time.”
“If he tries, he will fail,” Selvhara replied coldly. She patted Gor’s mane one last time, then followed Ethan into his tent. He didn’t turn to greet her; he simply sat down on the fur-lined cushion inside and immediately reached for the bottle of whiskey he had propped up in one of the last remaining patches of snow. 
“Has Jason learned anything useful?” he asked. 
“No,” she told him. “If the Crell have any secret defenses, they are hiding them well.”
Ethan muttered something under his breath before swigging straight from the bottle. “Clan Lord Halfren is convinced of our imminent, resounding victory. If he has his way, his warriors would probably storm the walls right now.”
“He’s such a fool, trusting in his closest advisor without realizing the man has been possessed by a demon,” Selvhara replied. She didn’t bother to mask the contempt in her voice. “The boy and his army would still be sitting comfortably in Frostgarde without your manipulations. Now you may get him and his entire clan killed.”
Ethan’s lip curled, and he dropped the whiskey bottle back onto the mound of ice. “I don’t expect you to understand the necessities of war. You never did.”
“I understand war just fine. What I don’t understand is you. You’ve had a hundred chances to turn and walk away, but you just can’t bring yourself to pull your hands out of the muck.”
“The whole world is muck,” he countered. “The only question is how deep we’re willing to dig.” 
“Deep enough to get Kyle and the others killed? Deep enough to conspire to kill the Solarian king? Deep enough to lie to your own son and—”
“I’m not going to argue with you about what has already been done,” Ethan interrupted. “You’ve made your feelings clear many times.”
“You just don’t care.”
Ethan shrugged. “You hate me. I’ve come to accept that.”
“No,” Selvhara whispered. “I hate what you’ve become.”
He scoffed. “I’m the same as I have always been. I am a loyal steward of Galvia, and I will do whatever is necessary to set her free.”
“This crusade stopped being about Galvia a long time ago. Now it’s about—”
“Revenge?” Ethan said. “Hardly. Verrator is just another puppet of the High Sovereign. I don’t care about—”
“Not revenge,” Selvhara interrupted. “Vindication.”
His brow creased. “For what?”
“For starting this war. For prodding the sleeping beast and unleashing the Crell upon Torsia.”
Ethan laughed. It was bitter and stale. “As if the Sovereigns wouldn’t have invaded anyway. If the king had given me the men I needed earlier, we might have crushed Drakendaar before they could respond. If Areekan wasn’t a coward, we could have ended this war before it ever began.”
“I wonder, how many times have you whispered those words to yourself in the darkness of the night?”
“Probably as often as you’ve tried to convince yourself that you fell in love with a different man,” he countered. “Has that ever worked, by the way? Do you still believe you were unfairly dragged into the war, or have you finally accepted that there’s as much blood on your hands as mine?”
The silence grew between them until it was nearly deafening. For months now Selvhara had practiced what she would say to him when they finally met. But after dozens of imaginary diatribes filled with hate, scorn, and bitterness, she had eventually decided to say nothing at all. Until today.
“Tevek was a better man,” Ethan whispered.  “I never wondered why you chose him, not even for a moment.” He sighed and took another swig from the bottle. “The only thing I wondered is why a woman like you would ever choose a man like me.”
She opened her mouth to respond, but her voice refused to cooperate. There was nothing to say. 
“The Solarians managed to intercept a few missives between Crell encampments a few weeks ago,” Ethan said, clearing his throat and unrolling a scroll of parchment. “There’s nothing particularly interesting, just the name ‘Supreme Commander Onar Tenel.’ Do you know him?”
Selvhara swallowed and let out a deep breath. “While we were in Elashi, the locals often spoke about the Battle of Velashel Harbor where the Crell finally put down the Ishthare Rebellion. I seem to recall them mentioning something about an Admiral Tenel.”
“I believe it’s the same man. My few surviving contacts inside the Imperium informed me that Admiral Tenel vanished from his post about five months ago. They say he was dragged away by the Green Coats.”
“And now he’s suddenly in charge of the entire war effort.”
“In a manner of speaking,” Ethan said. “I’ve always been skeptical of exactly how much power the Sovereigns cede to High Command. Still, I suppose it adds credence to the theory that the Zarul has even more power than before.”
Selvhara nodded and crossed her arms. She could still feel her muscles trembling. “The Solarians might know more.”
Ethan snorted. “The Alliance spy network was pitiful even before Areekan’s death. Now it’s virtually nonexistent. But based on the details I’ve gleaned about the recent battles, the Crell have definitely employed newer, subtler strategies. Their tactics at Amberwood and Blackburn were downright brilliant, and Brackengarde and Aman-Dapour were almost as impressive. We need to be prepared for anything.”
“I’m still not certain how you expect this to end. You’re not actually going to give Verrator’s divine spark to Halfren.”
“I will do whatever it takes to ensure Galvia’s security,” Ethan told her. “If that means temporarily granting control to the Asgardians, so be it.”
Selvhara studied him carefully. He was lying, clearly—there was no way in the Void he would hand his country over to any foreigner. But she had no idea what he had planned instead.
“I’m surprised you don’t wish to claim the spark yourself,” she said. “You could rebuild everything exactly the way you wished.”
Ethan smiled thinly. “I doubt I would survive the merging process, and despite what you think I have no interest in ruling Galvia. I never have. I only wish to see it free.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Believe whatever you want,” he said, shrugging. “There is someone else who could lead our people, of course. He wouldn’t even need the Sovereign’s power.”
Selvhara shook her head. “After all the horrible things you’ve said about your son, you really wish him to be king?”
“There is no one else. The remaining noble families are either broken or complicit with the Crell. The Moore name is synonymous with resiliency.”
“And foolish pride,” she countered. “But it doesn’t matter. You and I both know Jason would never accept the crown. He isn’t interested in power.”
“All men are interested in power, whether they admit it or not.”
“He’s not like you. He never was, and he never will be.”
“We’ll see, won’t we?” Ethan finished the last of his bottle and then tossed it into the snow. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe once this is all over he’ll be content to turn and walk away. He’s never had a problem with abandoning his responsibilities before.”
Selvhara clenched her teeth, but this time she refused to take his bait. He wasn’t worthy of her scorn, only her pity. “Just remember, I will not allow you to murder Halfren or anyone else,” she told him. “Once this battle is over, so are you. You will banish your demons, and you will surrender to the Solarians.”
“Once this battle is over, Galvia will be free and my purpose will be fulfilled,” Ethan said. “I will have no further use for my minions.”
“And what about your magic?”
He chuckled softly. “I’m sure Jason will wish to drag me back to Celenest to confront the queen. They’ve always shared a special bond, ever since he dragged her out of the flames at Isen all those years ago.”
Selvhara shook her head. “She was a sweet girl. What did you do to her?”
“I offered her nothing she didn’t already desire,” Ethan said. “Just like with Halfren and the Asgardians.”
“So you twisted her. You manipulated her.”
He scoffed. “Areekan held her in a cage, and once she saw how the rest of the Unbound were being treated…”
“Tevek moved Aether and earth to keep her out of the Asylum. He made certain Areekan treated her well.”
“A gilded cage is still a cage,” Ethan replied. “And as her powers grew, so did the bars around her. Sooner or later she would have acted on her own. I merely gave her an early push.”
 Selvhara struggled to keep the contempt off her face. He had always been skilled at manipulating the people around him. His king, his wife, his son...even Selvhara herself. She closed her eyes, and her thoughts flashed back to when they had first met decades ago. He’d been so passionate, so intense, that she’d felt an instant attraction to him. She had stayed in Torsia much longer than the druids had expected, and eventually she had fought side by side with him in the war. His war.
“If you had returned home to Sorthaal, I would be dead,” Ethan said into the silence. “But so would Jason and countless other people. It would be folly to regret a decision that has saved so many lives.”
“I don’t regret staying in Torsia,” she whispered. Her eyes cracked back open, and she glared at him. “I regret staying for you. Whatever happens tomorrow, you will face judgment for what you’ve done. I will make certain of it.”
Selvhara strode out of the tent without waiting for a reply. Gor was waiting for her outside, his claws unsheathed and ready. 
“Are you all right?”
“No,” Selvhara said, pulling her cloak more tightly around her shoulders. But somehow the thick fabric did nothing to diminish the chill rattling through her body. “Perhaps I never was.”
 
***
 
If history had taught Onar Tenel anything, it was that the night before a major battle was never a good time for sleep, not even when victory was all but assured. He had learned this lesson many times over the years, and so tonight he didn’t even bother with the pretense of retiring to his quarters. Instead he poured himself a tall glass of Izarian 2006, propped his boots up on his desk, and allowed his mind to wander in whatever manner it saw fit. Unfortunately, tonight’s topic of choice had nothing to do with strategy or logistics. All he could think about was his wife, his family, and his long-dead son. 
At this point, Geriskhad felt like a lifetime ago. Tenel had been a very different man back then. He had scarcely given thought to war; he had scarcely given thought to anything aside from his crops and his wife. Cassandra had been so beautiful back then, and even though they’d owned very little, they had been happy in their simple existence. Then Ethan Moore and his fellow Galvian crusaders had ruined everything, and almost twenty years later Tenel barely recognized his own reflection. 
He sighed and sipped at his drink. The problem, of course, was that he couldn’t actually blame Moore for everything. Not anymore. Tenel could have easily walked away after the last war. He could have returned to his wife and his farm; he could have chosen to help her rebuild their family. But instead he had left her alone with two other children, and when High Command had assigned him to a post half a continent away on Velashel Harbor, he had welcomed it with open arms. 
The truth, when it came right down to it, was that Tenel didn’t want to return to his farm. He didn’t want to return to his old life. The thought of tilling fields and harvesting crops again made his stomach turn. And the thought of staring into his wife’s face and trying to explain to her why he had forsaken her…
“Admiral.”
Tenel’s eyes popped open. Standing in the open doorway, her features barely visible in the dim lighting, was one of the Zarul Shadows. Tenel had never been able to tell them apart anyway; their shaved heads, pale faces, and terrifying black eyes made them all look alike. 
“Yes, what is it?”
“The High Sovereign wishes to speak with you.” 
Tenel swung his boots off the table and stood. Sovereign Ishthare had spoken to him so infrequently over the past few months that he’d almost begun to take his independence for granted. Was she upset about something? Had his plans annoyed her somehow?
“Of course,” he said, clearing his throat. “Let me retrieve the crystal—”
“That will not be necessary,” the Shadow interrupted as she stepped into the room. “She will speak through me.”
Her black eyes rolled back into her head, and her entire body quivered like she had just been stabbed in the spine. Tenel shivered involuntarily as he watched the subtle transformation from willing servant to abject puppet. 
“Greetings, Admiral,” the Shadow said again. “I hope you are doing well.”
“Greetings, Your Eminence,” he croaked, standing. The Shadow’s voice was the same, but her tone and cadence were completely different. Tenel could almost visualize Ishthare sitting there cross-legged in front of him…
“I wished to offer you belated congratulations for your role in our victory at Fort Amberwood,” the Sovereign went on. “Once again you have proven yourself an invaluable asset to the Imperium.”
“Thank you, Your Eminence,” Tenel murmured. He considered bowing, but it seemed strange to do so in front of a Shadow puppet rather than the real Ishthare. “You are most kind.”
“You have earned my favor, and more importantly you have earned the trust of the men and women under your command. Our forces have never been more confident, and the results speak for themselves.”
Tenel nodded but braced himself for the inevitable “but.” The High Sovereign wouldn’t have contacted him like this just to shine his boots…
“However, I do believe you have made a slight miscalculation in your plans to defend Ashenfel,” Ishthare said. “The appearance of so many Alliance dragons on the battlefield poses a significant threat to our standing forces. Without manticore or dragons of our own, we have no defense against their assault.”
“I am aware of that, Your Eminence,” Tenel replied, trying desperately to keep any trace of irritation out of his voice. She was the one who had refused to supply him with additional soldiers in the north; she was the one who had called away nearly all her Imperators and manticore riders and left Ashenfel with a half-empty garrison. “Fortunately, I do not believe General Moore will be willing to destroy the city in order to liberate it. He may attack the walls and battlements, but once he opens a breach he’ll send in the Asgardians to reclaim the city one street at a time. Our hidden forces should be able to—”
“I’m afraid we cannot afford to take that risk,” Ishthare interrupted. “While Ashenfel may not be an important part of our final plans, the Godsoul carried by Jason Moore is. I will not pass up another opportunity to claim his power for the Imperium.”
Tenel blinked. “You are convinced he travels within the Asgardian army, then?”
“He is there,” she confirmed. “And he will undoubtedly participate in the attack. But to ensure that he exposes himself, we must prolong the battle as long as possible. We must force the Asgardians to fight for every inch of the city. Their dragons cannot be allowed to intervene.”
“I see,” Tenel replied, frowning. He didn’t quite follow her logic, and from the dark tone of her voice he had the feeling he didn’t want to, either. 
“My servants on the ground will deal with Jason Moore—you do not need to concern yourself with him,” Ishthare went on. “However, the only way to neutralize the enemy dragons is to make certain that their attacks do more damage than General Moore and the Solarians will tolerate.”
“What do you mean?”
The Shadow stepped further into the room, and the door swung shut behind her. “We shall present him with a choice, Admiral—an impossible choice that will gnaw at his heart and conscience. And then, once he has committed, we shall release the power of the Dawn relic and turn his own forces against him.”
Tenel swallowed heavily, and a nervous tightness clutched at his chest. “And how do you propose we accomplish this, Your Eminence?”
“Have a seat, Admiral,” Sovereign Ishthare said. “And I will explain everything.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
“From these splendorous walls my ancestors repelled the Asgardian hordes. From this glorious throne they united the Hassian clans. Ashenfel is the home of the Whitestone legacy. It is the heart of the Galvian kingdom. Even the Sovereigns would not be so bold as to challenge us here.”
—King Whitestone to Ethan Moore, 1996 A.G.
 
A pale dawn broke across the horizon, and Ethan Moore fidgeted in his saddle as the Solarian griffons looped back from their first scouting pass of the morning. The Asgardian lines were set but thin—five thousand warriors didn’t look nearly as intimidating when segmented into four separate regiments surrounding the city. So far, the defending Crell forces had made no attempt to escape or even return fire. Their archers and channelers seemed perfectly content to allow the griffon riders free access to the air above Ashenfel. Under different circumstances, the Imperium’s lethargy would have been a cause for celebration…but Ethan wasn’t about to be lulled into a false sense of security. They were obviously waiting for something, and the hairs on the back of his neck continued to bristle in warning. 
“The griffons have finished their sweep, Captain,” one of the Solarian priests reported. “The Crell have barely a thousand men in the city along with a few dozen chagari and groll shock troops. They have only two functional ballistae and no other siege weaponry of note.”
“Perhaps Imperial High Command never informed them that there’s a war going on,” Captain Farkas muttered, her wide face scrunched in thought. “What about aerial defenders? Do we have an accurate count?”
“The scouts didn’t spot any manticore or dragons, ma’am. As far as we can tell, there are no aerial defenders of any kind.”
“Impossible,” Ethan said. “There’s not a chance in the Void they’ve left the city defenseless.”
Clan Lord Halfren turned to face him. “Isn’t that what your allies reported when they breached the city last night? You said they hadn’t noticed any flyers, either.”
“I assumed the Crell had simply hidden them somewhere. Sovereign Verrator must know that we’ve brought dragons by now.”
Farkas turned back to her priest. “Does the enemy have enough Imperators to conjure a defensive barrier?”
The priest’s brow furrowed in concentration. “It’s impossible to know for certain, but I don’t believe so. The griffon commander is requesting permission to make another pass.”
“By all means—we’re in no rush.”
“You may not be, but my warriors bore easily,” Halfren grumbled. “The Mon’Gardoth have waited too long to reclaim our glory. We thirst for battle!”
A cry of chants and shouts echoed down the line of soldiers, and Ethan rolled his eyes contemptuously. He had known the boy was a fool from the first instant he’d spoken to him, but every day the clan lord’s behavior became more and more intolerable. He truly believed his people’s absurd legends about war and glory…
“If you’ve waited this long, I’m sure you can wait a bit longer,” Captain Farkas said, nodding at her priest to relay her orders. “The enemy has made no attempt to escape or surrender, and I’d rather know for certain what we’re up against.”
“A wise plan,” Ethan commented, tossing a meaningful glance at Jorgir. “Wouldn’t you agree, Warmaster?”
“For the moment,” Jorgir replied. “But if your men find no defenses, we should press the attack as soon as possible. I only hope there’s something left to salvage when your dragons are finished…”
“The plan is to take the city intact,” Ethan said. “There are still tens of thousands of people living behind those walls. We’re here to free them, not destroy them.”
“Our friends are in position,” Selvhara whispered from next to him. “They still haven’t found any signs of hidden flyers or additional channelers.”
“What about the Sovereign and his guard?” Halfren asked. “Has the coward attempted to flee yet?”
Selvhara shook her head. “Not that they can tell. Castle Whitestone remains sealed and heavily-guarded.”
 “Good,” the boy replied, grinning. “He must know that he’s doomed. Perhaps we’ll find him wading in a puddle of his own piss.”
His men shared another boisterous laugh, and Ethan sighed and leaned in closer to Selvhara so that only she could hear. “Make certain our friends keep an eye on the castle. We need to know the instant Verrator tries to escape.”
“They will do what is necessary,” Selvhara said. Her face remained impassive, but he could feel the anxiety pouring off her. She had never been particularly good at masking her feelings, especially from him. “What about your other friends?”
Ethan smiled. Despite his assurances to the contrary, she remained convinced that he was controlling an entire army of demons. In truth, Kar’zhel was his only minion inside the walls. Controlling any more monsters would require too much of Ethan’s concentration, especially from this distance, and with his powers restored he wasn’t nearly as dependent upon them anyway. 
Still, he had no doubt that Kar’zhel would prove itself useful when the time came. It could disrupt a key point of the Crell defenses or potentially even slow Verrator’s escape. And if nothing else, the demon would ensure that neither Halfren nor Farkas survived the battle…
“With luck, we won’t require their services,” Ethan told her. “But they will be ready and in position if we need them.”
Selvhara held her violet eyes on him for several long seconds before finally turning away and conferring with her chagari protector. Ethan grunted and gestured to Farkas. 
“Send in your griffons, Captain,” he said. “Let’s give them one last chance to spot any Crell surprises.”
 
***
 
“I have a really bad feeling about this,” Tam said as he peered down over the rooftop into yet another empty street. “The skies are about to be filled with dragons, and it’s like no one here gives a damn. How can they possibly be so calm when they’re about to get roasted alive?”
Jason nodded solemnly. They had spent the last hour before dawn flitting from district to district trying one last time to locate a secret Crell weapon—hidden siege weapons, manticores, even just a reserve of soldiers—but so far they hadn’t found a damn thing. Tam was right: it was like the Crell didn’t care that they were about to be annihilated from above. 
“The people aren’t calm,” Sarina murmured. “Just look inside a window. They’re bunkered in and terrified.”
“But the soldiers aren’t,” Tam said. “What does that tell you?”
Jason pursed his lips “That they’re either a lot more disciplined than we give them credit for…or they know something we don’t.” He sighed. “Either way, we should probably keep moving. We could head to the bell tower and get a good view of—”
“Wait a second,” Sarina interrupted as she peered through her spyglass. “Over there along the wall, do you see that group of soldiers?”
Jason followed her eyes and squinted. From here, he could make out about a half dozen Crell approaching the wall. They were walking in a loose escort formation, and in between them was what looked like a large linen sheet. 
“I see them,” he whispered. “What the hell are they carrying?”
“They’re not carrying anything,” Sarina said. “They’re holding it out to hide something beneath it.”
Tam frowned. “More soldiers?”
“What would be the point?” Jason murmured, lifting his own spyglass to get a better look. “A few more men on the wall aren’t going to make a difference.”
Sarina shook her head. “I don’t know, but…”
Her voice trailed off as the Crell reached their destination. One of the officers made a gesture with his hand, and his men abruptly pulled back the sheet. There were nearly a dozen people hidden underneath, but they weren’t soldiers. 
They were townsfolk. 
“What?” Tam breathed. “What the void are they doing with those people?”
Jason swallowed the lump of bile rising in his throat. All of the people were shackled at the ankles, and most of the men were also shackled at the wrists. “They’re going to stick them on the walls,” he whispered in disbelief. “They know they have no defense against the dragons, so they’re going to force us to kill townsfolk if we want to blast a way into the city.”
“Cowards,” Sarina hissed. “That’s barbaric, even for the Crell…” 
“You have to warn Sel,” Tam rasped. “You have to tell them to call off the attack.” 
Jason closed his eyes and forced himself to take a deep breath. “That’s not going to happen. The Asgardians aren’t just going to turn around because there are a few townsfolk on the walls.”
“More than a few,” Sarina said, pointing. “Look.”
Peering back through his spyglass, Jason followed her eyes to the northern wall. The Crell were calmly marching dozens more shackled townsfolk up onto the walls, including plenty of mothers and their wailing children. The strategy was as horrendous as it was clear. 
And he had no idea what they were going to do about it. 
Jason, Selvhara’s voice said into his head. The griffon scouts have returned. They didn’t see any defenses, but they spotted some movement along the walls. What’s going on?
The Crell are moving civilians onto the walls, he said. It took every scrap of willpower he could muster not to empty his stomach right then and there. Hundreds of them, from the looks of it.

He could feel the sickened tremor in her thoughts even from here. Let me inform the others. I fear how they will respond.
So do I, he said, shaking his head. “Sel knows what’s going on, and she’s informing the others.”
“Like you said, they’re not just going to suddenly stand down,” Sarina told him. “Halfren has already committed his men. There’s no going back.”
“No, but maybe they don’t have to,” Tam put in. “Look, the Crell don’t have any other defenses we can see, so those Solarian dragons can probably blast a hole in the wall with relative ease, right?”
Jason nodded. “Sure, but not without killing everything nearby. Dragons aren’t exactly precision weapons.”
“Right, but we’ve already figured out that the Crell aren’t retreating, so the Asgardians don’t really need to surround the city. All they need is one breach and they can start flooding the streets with their warriors.”
“In other words, if we can manage to clear the townsfolk away from one small section of the wall, the dragons could coordinate a strike in that area,” Sarina reasoned. “You know, that just might work.”
“There are only three of us,” Jason warned. “We can’t take on the whole Crell garrison ourselves.”
“No, but if we’re quick enough we won’t have to,” Tam said, pointing over to the bell tower. “If Sarina and I can get up there, we should be able to hit anyone on that section of the northern wall. We’ll just need someone to swoop in and get the townsfolk clear.”
Sarina smiled tightly. “What do you say, Demigod? You up to the challenge?”
Jason sighed. They hadn’t actually come here to fight—they were supposed to be scouts, nothing more. But he had never truly believed that, and he doubted Sarina or Tam had either. 
“I’m glad you’re so eager to throw me to the wolves,” he muttered.”
“You’re always looking for opportunities to impress me,” she replied with a shrug. “This seems like a great one.”
He grumbled under his breath but reached out with his mind. Sel? We have a plan.
It had better be a good one, the druid replied, her mental voice strained. Halfren is growing impatient. He’s accusing the Solarians of looking for any excuse to avoid a fight. I’m not sure how long we can keep them at bay.
Just tell him to hold onto his baldric for a few more minutes, Jason said. We’re going to get the townsfolk off the section of the wall just north of the bell tower. Once you see the explosions, send in the dragons to punch a hole in the wall. With luck, it should be clear. 
I will tell him, Selvhara said. He could feel the concern in her thoughts—and the flood of long-buried horrors from the last war. Please, be careful.

I will, he promised, then turned back to the others. “All right, the army knows our plan.”
“Do we?” Sarina asked. “How exactly are we going to do this?”
“The same way we do everything,” Tam said, grinning. “A little skill, a lot of luck, and a poorly-conceived plan that falls apart in the first ten seconds.”
“Wonderful,” Jason muttered as he peered through the spyglass and studied their target. This wasn’t going to be easy. In fact, it was going to be borderline suicidal. But if they wanted to save those people, there was simply no alternative. “Let’s get moving. We’ll figure out the details on the way.”
“That definitely sounds like us,” Sarina grumbled and she unclasped her bow. “Remind me again why I decided to rejoin this group?”
“Because you’re every bit as crazy as the rest of us,” Tam said. “You just hide it better.”
Jason smiled despite himself. “Come on. Those dragons won’t wait forever.”
 
***
 
Unlike the majority of Ashenfel’s tall buildings, the bell tower hadn’t been designed as a defensive fortification. There were no archer slits or parapets, and under normal circumstances Sarina doubted the local garrison commander would have bothered assigning more than a single watchman to guard the entryway. But with an enemy threatening to storm the gates, the Crell had actually boarded-up the main doorway and stationed three men outside just in case. 
Thankfully, neither obstacle posed a problem. Crouching in the shadows of a nearby alleyway, Sarina drew her bow and took out the first two guards before they even knew she was there. The third guard—and the fresh corpses of his companions—were consumed in Tam’s brilliant fireball just a few seconds later. The two of them rushed the entryway as quickly as they could, and Tam blasted a wide enough hole in the wooden barricade for them to slip inside. 
“I give us one minute before there’s a squad of Imperators charging up behind us,” Tam groused between labored breaths. “Maybe less.”
“Probably,” Sarina said, slinging her bow onto her back and drawing a pair of throwing knives. “All the more reason for us to hurry the hell up.”
She dashed up the winding staircase, often hurdling two or even three steps at a time with her long strides, and Tam grumbled under his breath as he followed in her wake. They reached the top level a few seconds later, and she paused and listened carefully while she waited for him to catch up. Defensive fortifications or not, this tower still provided an excellent bird’s-eye view of the northern section of the city, and there was no way in the bloody Void the Crell wouldn’t have at least one guard stationed up here…
And they did. Just as Tam lumbered up behind her like a panting hound, Sarina heard the scraping sound of a leather boot on stone. She immediately leapt up out of the stairwell, tucked herself into a ball, and rolled as hard and fast as she could manage while still surveying the terrain. There were two Crell archers stationed on either side of the massive golden bell, both crouched and waiting for the opportunity to strike at the fools recklessly rushing their position. 
But they obviously hadn’t expected anyone to be crazy enough to roll directly into their line of sight, and Sarina managed to flick a throwing knife at the guard on her right before he could adjust his aim. The jagged blade caught the man right under the collarbone, and he cried out in pain as he stumbled backwards into the closest wall. His partner kept his poise, however, and he tracked Sarina with his crossbow and lined up a shot—
At which point a tiny sphere of fire exploded in his back. The man soared forward and actually smashed into the bell before plummeting down the long shaft in a shrieking, blazing ball. 
“A little warning would be nice,” Tam grumbled as he lowered his flame-cloaked hands. “I can’t protect you if you’re diving all over the place.”
Sarina rolled to a knee and snorted. “Since when do I need protection?”
“Sorry, I just figured none of us wanted to get killed yet,” he muttered. “It is still morning.” 
She smirked as she whipped herself around and peered down over the lip of the tower. They were perhaps three-hundred feet away from the northern wall, and she could already see the Crell marksmen frantically trying to figure out why the bell was ringing. 
“I assume the whole city knows we’re in here by now,” Tam said, crouching next to her. “We’re going to have soldiers flooding up those stairs if Jace doesn’t act soon.”
“Or their Imperators will just blow us up,” Sarina said. “If you want to protect me, make sure you intercept any fireballs they throw at us.”
“I will, but what about arrows? I can’t—”
Sarina grabbed onto his shoulder and pressed him flat against the stone as a volley of crossbow bolts sprayed against the pillar next to them. The stone was relatively wide and made for decent cover, and the Crell were firing upwards at a terrible angle…but there had to be fifty weapons pointed in their direction right now. She couldn’t risk firing back without a distraction. 
“You stay down,” she told him, risking a quick peek over the ledge. “I see at least one squad assembling in the streets…seven men, plus a few more angling in that direction. Honestly, I think they’d be better off trying to smoke us out. We can bottleneck them in the stairwell almost indefinitely.”
“How about you don’t give them any ideas?” Tam muttered, lifting up his chin. “Uh oh.”
Sarina frowned. “‘Uh oh’ what?”
“The dragons are already on their way. Look.”
She followed his gaze out to the distant Asgardian army, and rising above the lines of soldiers were six mighty winged beasts, their golden scales glinting in the morning sun. A squad of griffon riders had already flown ahead just to ensure the skies remained clear. 
“I guess they got impatient,” Tam said. “Where in the hell is Jace, anyway? If he doesn’t do something soon, I swear I’m going to—”
Almost on cue, a torrent of lightning bolts forked across the marksmen shooting from the battlements. Several of their bodies toppled from the wall, their armor still-crackling with residual electricity, while the rest dove for cover and adjusted their aim away from the bell tower. A moment later, a swirling storm of wind and debris gathered strength in the streets, and Sarina could just make out Jason standing at the center of the tempest. 
“One of these days Sel needs to teach me these tricks,” Tam groused, though he was smiling the whole time. “Let’s give him some cover before he gets himself killed.”
With a nod and a grin, Sarina propped herself up on a knee and took aim. Other than Jason’s magically-conjured vortex, the air was relatively still this morning, and she had no trouble hitting her targets at this range as long as she focused on cutting off the Crell reinforcements in the street to her right. A small squad of soldiers risked rushing forward despite her warning arrows, and she made two of them pay right off the bat—one she crippled with a shot to the leg, while the other she hit squarely in the torso. The rest of their companions learned their lesson quickly, and she kept them pinned down behind cover with relative ease. 
Next to her, Tam focused his efforts on the left side of the wall. He couldn’t risk launching massive fireballs with the shackled townsfolk nearby, of course, and so instead he threw smaller, more concentrated spheres of flame at anyone who got too close to Jason. Ultimately, the distraction proved just as effective as they had hoped: the chaos spreading through the Crell ranks kept them off-balance enough for Jason to rush up onto the battlements and release the captives. Soon he had them dashing down off the walls and back into the streets.
Just in time. Mere moments after the townsfolk had cleared the battlements, the Solarian dragon riders began their assault. One by one the massive beasts strafed by and unleashed a storm of fire and death, and while the Crell soldiers fired back with arrows and the occasional spell, without a protective barrier or flyers of their own they had no hope of holding their ground. Eventually the rising heat became so unbearable that Sarina had to lie down against the stone and close her eyes. Tam flattened himself next to her, and she felt a tingle of energy as he shielded them as best he could. 
A minute later, it was all over. The dragons roared as they banked away from the city, and all she could hear was the incessant crackling of the fires below. Clasping her hands over her nose, she desperately tried to block out the choking smoke, but it wasn’t enough. She coughed uncontrollably, and her vision even started to blur…
And then suddenly the smoke and pain were gone. Sarina blinked in confusion before realizing she was being carried in someone’s arms. She reached up with her hand, expecting to feel Jason’s beard against her skin…
“I can’t see with your hand in my face,” Tam groused. “We’re clear of the tower, just hold on another minute.”
A few more seconds ticked by before her eyes refocused, and she belatedly realized Tam had carried her down to the base of the tower. The surrounding area was barely recognizable—the nearby buildings had been almost completely razed, and the once pristine white stone of the tower had been scorched almost entirely black. Fires continued to rage around them, and she was surprised they were able to see anything, let alone breathe…
“Sarina!” Jason’s voice called out. Suddenly he was standing next to her, his face covered in dirt and soot. “Is she all right?”
“She breathed in too much smoke, but I think she’s okay,” Tam said as he gently helped her down. “Thanks for asking how I’m doing, though. I appreciate it.”
Jason’s hands glimmered with healing magic as he touched her. “Just try and breathe normally.”
“I’m fine,” Sarina insisted with a cough. The strange, almost-wet warmth of the Aether coursed through her, and her lungs began to clear after just a few seconds. “I take it the plan worked?”
“The townsfolk ran off, but there’s nothing else we can do for them at the moment,” Jason said, pointing back over his shoulder. “The army is on its way, and as far as I can tell the Crell have fallen back to regroup a couple blocks down the street. This place will be swarming with soldiers in a minute or two.”
“Then we should get out of here before the smoke clears—literally,” Tam said. “We did the hard job. Now we need to get back to Sel and make sure your dad isn’t planning anything stupid.”
Jason shook his head. “Verrator might try to flee now that his plan has failed. We need to get to the tunnels and slip inside the castle before the fighting gets worse. If we’re lucky, he’ll still be bunkered inside the King’s Bastion.”
Tam coughed and wiped a layer of soot off his face. “I suppose you’re right. I’m just not looking forward to butting heads with another Ascendant, especially not one surrounded by a legion of guards.”
“With luck, we’ll be able to slip past most of them,” Sarina said. “Assuming the Crell haven’t collapsed the tunnels. If they have…”
“If they have, then we’re in trouble,” Jason said. “But there’s no point in worrying about it now. Are you sure you’re all right to move?”
 “I’m fine,” Sarina told him. She plucked her bow off of Tam’s back and readjusted her quiver. “Let’s just get moving before we all come to our senses.”
 
***
 
The Solarian attack was quick and precise. The ancient, battered stone walls of Ashenfel didn’t stand a chance against one dragon, let alone six, and by the time the smoke cleared the creatures had opened a sizeable breach directly north of the bell tower. The Asgardian soldiers were already on the move, and within a few minutes they would be pouring into the city en masse. 
Onar Tenel knew he should have been upset. Their defenses were buckling, after all, and even though the battle was far from over, the enemy now had a legitimate chance of taking the city. But it also meant that Sovereign Ishthare’s plan had failed, and most of the Galvian townsfolk would be spared a fiery death. 
“Pull two squads off the southern wall and have them reinforce the breach,” Horsch ordered into the stunned silence that had settled over the war room. “I also want another company of archers in the northwestern tower. We should at least be able to thin the savages out before they push into the main streets.”
“Have any of our soldiers spotted General Moore or his Elf Witch?” Tenel asked. 
Lieutenant Mirrel cocked her head to the side as she conferred with her fellow Imperators. “Not yet, sir, but I don’t have absolute confirmation. We’re almost completely blind outside the walls.”
“We’ll be blind within them soon enough if we don’t deal with the infiltrators,” Horsch grumbled, his jaw clenched in irritation. “I thought Her Eminence had a plan to deal with Moore’s son?”
“She does, and she’ll spring her trap shortly,” Tenel assured his friend. In truth, he was just as surprised as anyone that the young Moore had managed to slip into the city without them noticing…and he was a little annoyed that for all her concern, Sovereign Ishthare apparently hadn’t been able to detect his presence. That, or she hadn’t cared to inform anyone about it. “I’m more concerned that we haven’t heard any reports of demonic activity. Moore must have something else up his sleeve.”
Horsch tapped a finger against his lip. “We could use the relic. It would disrupt his control before he has a chance to surprise us.”
“We’ll sit on it for a bit longer,” Tenel said. “What’s the status of the Kai’Hathi Fleet?”
“They are engaging as we speak, sir,” Mirrel said. “According to Admiral Graeber, the Solarians were even less prepared than we expected.”
Tenel smiled and nodded. The truth was that even if Moore and the Asgardians managed to take Ashenfel, it would be little more than a minor setback. Their naval forces would cut off Galvia from any future support, and Celenest would be vulnerable to attack on two fronts. At worst, Moore would achieve a minor victory; at best, today he would finally face justice for his many crimes against the Imperium and its people. 
“This is the day they will write about in the history books,” Horsch whispered from beside him. “The day a murderer and his son are finally brought to justice. The day the Alliance Council and its prodigal queen are finally forced to their knees.”
“A day of victory,” Tenel said, sinking back into his chair and folding his hands into his lap. “A day of reckoning.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
“In war, triumph. In death, glory. In conquest, salvation.”
—Borjann Svolnir, High King of Asgardia, 1735 A.G.
 
“When you told me that your dad was the one who built this place, I automatically assumed it would be dark, dank, and full of hate,” Tam commented as he hurled a glimmering ball of Aetheric light down the long, winding tunnel ahead of them. “Glad to see I was completely off base.”
Shaking his head, Jason conjured his own spark of light and held it inside his palm. These tunnels looked more like part of an old smuggler’s den than a secretive passageway built by the Hands of Whitestone. He hadn’t been down here since he was a boy, but back before the Ash War the king’s agents had treated this underground maze like a secondary base of operations. Now the crumbling walls and low overhangs made the tunnels almost completely unrecognizable. The overpowering musty stench didn’t help, either.
“Turn right at the next junction,” Jason instructed. “We should be close to the King’s Bastion.”
“Then we hope Verrator is actually holed up there,” Tam mumbled. “With our luck, he’s camping out in the regular throne room. Or he’s already back in Drakendaar laughing at us.”
“The Sovereigns are just as paranoid as any other Ascendants, and the King’s Bastion is still the safest place in the castle. He’ll be there.”
“I’m sure Areekan thought his little hidey hole would be safe too, and look what happened. I think if I were an Ascendant, I’d bury myself inside a huge mountain. Or just fly around on a dragon all day.”
“Could you be quiet for one bloody minute?” Sarina growled. “And slow down—the Crell could have trapped the hell out of this place for all we know.”
“Sorry, I guess I get chatty when facing imminent death,” Tam muttered. He summoned another globe of light and flicked it down a different passage. “This place gives me chills.”
Jason signaled for them to move forward and stay quiet. So far, they hadn’t heard any signs of battle from above. Presumably, that meant the Asgardians were winning without the Solarian dragons obliterating half the city in the process. That, or these tunnels were buried deep enough to block out the noise.
“You should let Sel know what’s going on if you haven’t,” Tam suggested as they approached a wider passageway. “I can’t seem to reach her all the way down here.”
“We still need to work on your telepathy,” Jason said.
“No thanks. I’d rather not know what people are thinking about me.”
“That’s probably for the best,” Sarina chided. She crouched down at the corridor junction and signaled for them to be silent while she looked around.
We’re almost at the palace, Jason told Selvhara through the Aether. Any updates?
The battle proceeds well, she replied. The Asgardians have taken the breach, and the Crell have already begun to fall back and regroup. The rest of Halfren’s men are sweeping around the walls to consolidate forces before we push any further.
The griffons still haven’t spotted anything strange?
Not yet, but if the Crell have some kind of trap planned, I expect they’ll spring it soon.
Agreed. I’ll let you know once we’re inside.
“I admit, I expected to run into a battalion of Imperators by now,” Tam whispered as they turned right into a wider passageway. “At least we confirmed that the Crell don’t know about these tunnels.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Sarina said, frowning and holding her arm out in front of them. She dropped to a knee and studied the stone. “There were cobwebs all over the side passages, but not here.”
“Mm,” Jason mumbled. “That could be coincidence.”
“Maybe, but those boot prints aren’t,” she said, pointing. “Someone has been down here recently, probably within the last day or two. They tried to hide it, but there’s so much dust that it’s easy to see prints.”
 “You and I have very different definitions of ‘easy,’” Tam murmured as he squatted down next to her. “How in the void did you even notice those?”
“Because I wasn’t running my mouth like a gibbering nitwit,” Sarina chided. “Anyway, the Crell definitely know about these tunnels. And the fact they haven’t sealed them up means—”
“This is a trap,” Jason finished, his throat tightening. “They must have known my father was with the army, and they assumed he would try to use these passages to slip inside during the fighting.”
Tam sighed and brushed a rebellious strand of hair out of his eyes. “Fantastic. So what are we supposed to do now?”
“It might not be a trap,” Sarina said, sweeping her eyes about the chamber. “If they discovered these tunnels recently, they might not have had the chance to seal them off. And there’s no evidence that whoever was in here actually did anything. We haven’t found any trip wires or foot traps or weakened wall supports.” She shrugged. “But at the very least, I bet Verrator isn’t sitting around inside the King’s Bastion waiting for us to drop down on his head.”
Jason pursed his lips in thought. He should have known it wouldn’t be this simple. Verrator had been living here for over a decade now, after all, and no one had ever accused the Crell of being incompetent. They’d had plenty of time to unearth all the Hands’ old secrets.
Still, the uncomfortable truth was that they were unlikely to get another shot at this. If they backed away, Halfren or someone else might attempt to capture the divine spark…
“We seem reasonably safe here at the moment,” Jason said. “If we wait until the army advances through the breach, Verrator might deploy some more of his guards from the castle to the streets. We should still take that opportunity to look around while we can.”
“And if we drop in on an army of Imperators?” Sarina asked. 
“We know there’s nothing behind us, so we still have a clean escape route. I say it’s worth the risk.” Jason let out a deep breath. “But I’m willing to entertain suggestions.”
“That’s a first,” Tam muttered. He tossed another ball of light farther down the passage and pressed his lips together. “You’re probably right, though. At worst, we should still be able to escape if we need to. Let’s see what Verrator has waiting for us.”
“Agreed,” Sarina said. “Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky and his own men will have turned on him.”
Jason grunted. The minutes ticked by, and they continued to study the adjacent chambers just in case the Crell had left any traps for them. But they didn’t find anything aside from the occasional footprint and rat carcass, and it wasn’t long before Selvhara confirmed the next stage of the siege. 
The Asgardians are pouring into the breach now, she told him. Halfren insisted on joining them, and Captain Farkas sent most of her priests along with them. There aren’t many of us left outside.
Understood, Jason said, glancing up to the others. “The army is on the move. Let’s go.”
Two minutes later, they reached the secret doorway leading into the King’s Bastion. The markings were so well-hidden they were nearly impossible to see even up close; if his father hadn’t reminded him what to look for, Jason would have rushed right past it. But once his fingers slid into the appropriate groove along the wall, it was a trivial matter to find the release switch.
“Be ready,” he warned. “Stay behind my shield as long as you can.”
He pressed the button, then took a step backwards and sheathed himself in an Aetheric barrier. After more than a week studying with Selvhara at sea, his defensive channeling skills had rapidly improved, and at this point he was able to shape and bend the protective ward outwards to cover a larger area. It probably wasn’t as resilient as a paladin’s shield, but he was reasonably certain he could deflect whatever initial barrage the Crell had waiting for them…
But as the door slowly cranked open, he realized he needn’t have bothered. The King’s Bastion was completely empty. 
“Okay,” Tam said, the flames in his palms flickering to match his shifting mood. “This isn’t what I expected.”
“Definitely not,” Jason murmured. “Get us some light.”
Tam nodded and flicked a bouncing ball of light into the chamber. Fifteen years ago, the Bastion had effectively been King Whitestone’s permanent “cell.” He had spent virtually all his time down here managing his kingdom through his trusted Hands. But now…now the Bastion looked more like an abandoned dungeon. Cobwebs coated the walls, and the old throne at the center of the chamber clearly hadn’t been used in ages.
“When was the last time someone was in here?” Tam asked.
Sarina crept forward and swept her eyes about the room. “Years, at least. Whoever left those footprints in the passages clearly never came this way.”
“I’m not sure if that’s good or bad. What do you think, Jace?”
Jason released a deep breath and stretched out through the Aether. He couldn’t detect any lingering auras here, but he did sense something above them—a collection of conscious minds, perhaps, or enough enchanted arms and armor to create an Aetheric wake. “I don’t know,” he admitted, “but I think this rules out our trap theory. Maybe those tracks you found were just some random guards fucking around while off duty.”
“Maybe,” Sarina whispered pensively. “Where does that passage lead?”
Jason glanced over to the corridor on the far side of the room. “That’s the real entrance. It leads up into an antechamber close to the old barracks and just a few passages away from the castle throne room.”
“Should we go this way or head back into the tunnel and try another hidden exit?”
“If no one has been in here, I’d say this is still our best bet,” Jason said. “We can take a peek outside and see what we’re up against.”
“Sure, why not,” Tam murmured. “Hopefully the rampaging Asgardians have everyone’s full attention by now.”
Sarina searched the chamber one last time for traps before glancing back over her shoulder at Tam. Nodding in understanding, he opened his left palm and hosed down the ceiling with a cone of flame. The cobwebs ignited instantly, and within seconds the chamber was clear of debris. Catching the cue, Jason stirred up a gust of wind and sucked the smoke back into the tunnels behind them.  
“Just in case someone is lingering back there to try and flank us,” he said, smiling. “Follow me.”
He dashed across the chamber and started up the narrow, winding incline on the opposite side. The passage had been designed almost like a spiral staircase but without the stairs, though Jason had never understood why. Regardless, thirty seconds later they reached another door, and he signaled for the others to pause. 
“There’s definitely something on the other side,” he said, keeping his voice low. “Can you sense it?”
Tam frowned in concentration. “Barely. I’m not sure what it could be.”
“It might be a powerfully enchanted item…or a particularly potent channeler.”
“You mean like an Ascendant?” Sarina asked. 
“Possibly,” Jason said. “I haven’t been around enough of them to know. But whatever it is, it’s probably dangerous. Make sure you stay behind me.”
Her green eyes narrowed at him. “I’m not helpless.”
“I know, but I can’t protect you if—”
“I understand,” Sarina soothed, grabbing his shoulder and smiling tightly. “Just try and give me a clean shot.” 
Smiling back, Jason brushed his hand against her cheek. He held her eyes for a long moment, then sucked in a deep breath and spun around. He projected an Aetheric shield out in front of him, then tugged the nearby lever and bit down on his lip as the ancient pulleys slowly cranked the stone slabs apart. He expected a fireball—or at the very least a barrage of crossbow bolts—to strike his shield the instant the door opened. But instead the wide, spacious chamber on the other side appeared almost completely empty. The floors and columns were nicely kept and polished, and he could hear the distant sounds of battle echoing down from windows and doorways elsewhere in the castle. The only object of interest, however, was a wooden altar at the center of the chamber. Sitting atop it, glimmering menacingly in the flickering lantern-light, was a fist-sized purple crystal of indeterminate purpose.
“Galivar’s blood,” Tam breathed from behind Jason’s shoulder. “That must be what we were sensing, but what the hell is it? And where is everyone?”
“I don’t know, but stay back,” Jason warned. Taking another deep breath, he crept forward into the chamber and tightened his barrier around his body. He didn’t see, hear, or sense anyone, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. The energy radiating from the crystal was powerful—not as powerful as Dathiel had been, but something about the aura was disturbingly similar. It wasn’t a Godsoul, per se, but it was almost like he was staring at a fractured piece of an Immortal…
“Welcome to Castle Whitestone, Jason Moore,” a deep voice said. Stepping out from behind one of the chamber’s thick support columns was a man draped in ostentatious regal raiments. He looked young and virile, and his smile was almost pleasant. 
Before Jason could reply, however, the air rumbled and a powerful burst of telekinetic energy buffeted against his shield. He dropped to a knee, but Tam and Sarina were knocked back into the passageway. The door slammed shut in front of them, cutting off Tam’s cry of protest mid-word. 
“My mistress is very pleased you finally decided to join us,” Sovereign Verrator said, taking another step forward. “Allow me to be the first to welcome you home.”
 
***
 
“Shit!” Tam hissed as the door slammed shut in front of them. He dove over to the release lever, but it refused to budge even with Sarina’s help. “Get back!”
She didn’t need to be told twice. Releasing the lever, she dashed down the spiraling corridor and clamped her hands over her ears. Tam unleashed a fiery barrage at the door, but flames alone were useless against solid rock. He swore viciously, then blasted it with a fireball so hot Sarina had to retreat farther down the corridor. The effect, sadly, was the same. 
“You can’t burn through a rock wall!” she yelled up at him. “This place was designed to protect the king, remember?”
“Your bloody arrows aren’t going to work any better!” he growled back before blasting the door again. “I knew this was a terrible idea.”
Gritting her teeth, Sarina rushed back up to the door and grabbed his arm before he could try again. “This is pointless. All we’re going to do is cook ourselves alive.” She gestured back down the corridor. “These passages open up in secret places all over the castle. We should be able to backtrack and come at the Crell from the other side.”
“That will take too long. Jace could be dead by then.”
“Fine, stay here trying to melt through solid rock all you want,” Sarina hissed. “I’m going to find another way around.”
She turned and sprinted down the spiraling corridor as quickly as she could without barreling into the walls. By the time she reached the King’s Bastion, she could hear Tam swearing repeatedly as he chased after her. 
“The entrance to the throne room isn’t much farther down,” she called back over her shoulder. “Let’s just hope it isn’t sealed up or—
Sarina had barely returned to the main passages when a crossbow bolt sizzled past her face. Reverting to pure instinct, she tucked herself into a ball and rolled forward, hoping desperately that she could tumble behind a rocky outcropping on the opposite side of the passage. A second bolt whooshed past her tumbling body, then a third and a fourth…
And then she smacked hard against the wall and flattened herself down behind her improvised cover. Several more bolts shot past, and she estimated there were at least three marksmen further down the tunnel. Apparently, the Crell had just been a lot more patient about springing their trap than she’d expected; these soldiers must have been camping farther down the passage just waiting to rush in and flank them when the time was right. 
Sarina flinched as another shot deflected off the outcropping a quarter inch from her knee. She was tempted to hunker down and wait for Tam to catch up—he couldn’t have been more than a few seconds behind her. But then a familiar buzzing crackle echoed down the corridor, and she reflexively sprang to her feet and dove back into the open just as a bolt of lightning sizzled through the air and blasted her cover into a thousand smoldering pebbles. 
Evidently the Crell had deployed more than a few crossbowmen into the passage…and that meant Sarina was in trouble. She glanced up, fully expecting another blast of magic to burn her to cinders—
And then the entire passageway seemed to explode in a storm of white-hot flame. The flash was so bright she couldn’t actually see anything, and the heat on her face was so intense she wondered if her hair might spontaneously ignite. But she could also hear Tam screaming with exertion, and she decided to take a leap of faith—a big leap of faith—and assume he was competent enough not to incinerate her while she took advantage of his distraction. Muttering a silent prayer to any god who happened to be listening, Sarina dropped her bow, drew her throwing knives from her baldric, and rolled forward. 
The roaring flames sputtered out once she closed in on the Crell, and through the smoke and dim lighting she could make out two still-moving targets crouched behind a makeshift barricade of loose stones and debris. She hurled a knife at the soldier to her right, and through sheer luck the blade pierced his throat just as he leaned up to see why the firestorm had stopped. His remaining partner, unfortunately, appeared to be the Imperator who’d nearly blasted her just a few seconds earlier. The man spotted her tumbling towards him, and he lifted his hands to obliterate her with magic—
In desperation, Sarina hurled her other knife. But between the man’s thick armor and whatever spells he’d shielded himself with, the weapon bounced away without inflicting any real damage. The momentary shock did cause him to stumble, however, and Sarina pounced upon him with the ferocity of an enraged chagari. She grabbed onto his arm, wrenched it behind his back, and then drove his head face-first into the nearby wall. 
Without his helmet, she probably would have crushed his skull outright; without his protective magic, she probably would have at least shattered his nose. But even with all his defenses, he was still dazed by the raw force of the impact, and she used the opportunity to sweep his legs and knock him to the ground. Before he could recover, she drew another set of knives and jabbed them as hard as she could into his chest. Blood sprayed across her hands and even her chin, but after a few more seconds and several more stabs, the man finally stopped twitching. 
“Fuck,” Tam rasped as he rushed up beside her. “Is that all of them?”
“For now,” Sarina said, jerking her weapons free. Once the momentary rush of battle faded, she nearly choked on the smoke filling the air. “They might have reinforcements further down the passage.”
“Wonderful.” His eyes flicked down to the scorched bodies, and he leaned down and retrieved her bow. “How about this time we go together? And try not to rush forward without warning me first. I could have hurt you.”
“I trusted you,” she said, shrugging. “Now come on—Jason still needs us.”
 
***
 
Balling his hands into fists, Jason swallowed the sudden rush of dread and forced himself to remain calm. He probably couldn’t summon enough power to blast through the wall and reach Tam and Sarina, not without harming them in the process, and splitting his attention while standing in front of the Galvian Sovereign seemed like suicide. So instead he focused his attention on the man in front of him…and wondered why in the void the most important person in the entire country was standing here all by himself. 
“The mistress knew you would not be able to resist the lure of a vulnerable Sovereign,” Verrator said. He calmly stepped in front of the wooden altar and picked up the strange glowing crystal. The soft light glinted strangely off the many jewels encrusted within the high collar of his black-red robe of office. “Like your father, you are clearly drawn to power. Perhaps you believe that once I am dead, you will be able to sit upon the Galvian throne and rule your people.”
“I’m not really the ruling type,” Jason muttered. As he stretched out through the Aether, he felt an odd tingling sensation in the back of his mind. At first he believed it was a result of the crystal’s obvious power, but then he belatedly realized there was something else distorting his senses…
“Perhaps not, but your father is, yes?” Verrator asked. “Long has General Moore dreamt of reclaiming his people’s glory. Long has he believed that one day Galvia would stand on its own once more. But you and I both know that to be folly. Galvia is part of the Imperium now, and nothing is going to change that.”
“I guess we’ll see soon enough,” Jason said. “Without a Sovereign’s boot crushing their neck, the people will rebel.”
Verrator smiled. “They haven’t yet.”
Jason frowned in confusion at the strange response, and a cold tingle crawled its way down his spine. “What do you—?”
He cut himself off as the truth belatedly became clear. Taking a deep breath, he once again stretched out through the Aether…and this time the fog clouding his senses actually cleared. Verrator wasn’t standing here alone—there were nearly two dozen Crell soldiers scattered about the chamber, all pointing their swords or crossbows at Jason. They had been hidden by some kind of telepathic illusion, and as Jason finally pierced through the veil, he realized the man in front of him wasn’t a handsome, youngish-looking man, either. His skin was freakishly pale, and his eyes were solid black orbs. He barely looked human, and he certainly didn’t look like a Sovereign. 
He was a Shadow. 
“Where is the real Verrator?” Jason croaked. His mouth had gone completely dry, and his knees were wobbly. He’d assumed that merging with Malacross would have made him immune to telepathic trickery, but evidently not. 
“He is long gone,” the Shadow replied. “All will be made clear when you are brought before the mistress.”
“I’ll pass on that, thanks,” Jason muttered. He flicked open his hands and summoned electricity to his palms. His barrier couldn’t possibly protect him against so many, but if he could stall then perhaps Tam and Sarina would find another way to reach him. “I’ll die first.”
“No,” the Shadow said. “You won’t.”
He touched his thumb against the crystal…and suddenly Jason’s entire body was racked with pain. The electricity crackling in his palms vanished, and his grip on the Aether faltered. It was as if the entire world had started shrinking around him… 
“Malacross,” he breathed, collapsing to his knees. No matter how hard he struggled, he could no longer sense the presence of the Godsoul. Somehow, someway, the strange crystal had separated them…and now he was defenseless. 
“Secure him for travel,” the Shadow commanded. “Get him out of the castle before the Asgardians arrive. I will deal with his companions myself.” 
 
***
 
“Jason…”
Gor glanced away from the battle, his orange eyes narrowing. “What?”
“I’ve lost contact with Jason,” Selvhara told him. No matter how hard she tried, she could no longer touch his mind. “It was very sudden, like some kind of barrier was erected between us.”
The chagari’s upper lip curled around his fangs. “Or he was killed.”
Swallowing heavily, Selvhara closed her eyes and stretched out through the Aether.  She could sense…something. Not Jason, exactly, but more like a lingering echo of where he’d been…
“I don’t think he’s dead, but he might be severely wounded,” she whispered. 
“What about Tam?”
“He’s definitely still there, but I can’t seem to reach him, either. It’s like trying to shout across a great distance.”
“Mm,” Gor growled under his breath. “Perhaps this is the Sovereign’s doing. Ascendants are uniquely powerful telepaths.”
“Maybe,” Selvhara said, opening her eyes and glancing back to Ethan. “We should—”
She cut herself off when she saw him slumped over on a knee clutching the sides of his head. He didn’t appear wounded—they were still holding back with the officers several hundred yards from the fighting near the breach—but she could sense his pain through the Aether nonetheless. 
“Ethan, what’s wrong?”
“I don’t know,” he rasped through clenched teeth. “Something has happened. I can no longer speak with my minions.”
A knot twisted in the pit of Selvhara’s stomach. “If you can’t speak with them, then…?”
“I can’t control them,” Ethan finished, glancing up to face her. “Their leash has been severed. I have no idea how.”
“Then your pets are about to rampage across the city,” Gor growled. He unsheathed his claws and took a menacing step forward. “Which means your usefulness has come to an end.”
“Wait,” Selvhara said, placing a hand on the chagari’s arm. “Where was Warmaster Jorgir before you lost control?”
Ethan grimaced. “He and Halfren were up on the front lines leading their soldiers. If he turns on the clan lord now…”
“The Asgardians will turn upon one another,” Gor said. “Chaos will spread through their lines, and the Crell will likely drive them out of the city.”
“Goddess have mercy,” Selvhara breathed as she glanced back to the breach in the wall. The bulk of the Asgardian forces—and the Alliance priests—had already poured into the city. At this point, there was no turning back.
“As long as we kill Verrator, we can still win this,” Ethan said through clenched teeth. “We need to move into the city.”
“Forget the Sovereign,” Selvhara hissed. “We have to find Jason. We may still be able to help him.”
“In all likelihood, they’re in the same place. Come on, we need to move while there’s still time.”
Drawing his sword, Ethan sprang forward with the speed of a man half his age. Selvhara started to follow, but Gor’s paw flashed out and grabbed her arm. 
“This is folly,” he said, his voice grave. “His pets are loose—we should kill him now before he has another chance to betray us.”
“We still need his help to save Jason and the others,” Selvhara replied. “The castle will be well-defended.”
 Gor’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “The purpose of sending them ahead was to ensure that Ethan did not claim the spark for his own. If we confront Verrator together—”
“I will not allow Ethan to claim the spark,” she promised. “I will not allow him to betray us, either. You have my word.”
The chagari growled deep in his throat. “We will regret not pouncing on this opportunity.”
“Maybe,” Selvhara said, conjuring a spark of electricity into her palm. “But right now our friends need us.”
She turned and sprinted after Ethan. While the streets surrounding the breach were mostly clear at this point, they didn’t have to travel much deeper before they encountered trouble. The Crell had erected makeshift barricades across most of the larger streets, and their archers and marksmen were making it virtually impossible for the melee-focused Asgardian units to advance without being cut down en masse. The Solarian channelers were helping wherever they could, but they were too inexperienced and too few in number to properly support a concerted push. 
At this rate, the battle for Ashenfel was going to be a very long, very bloody affair. Selvhara wondered if and when the Asgardian commanders would lose patience and order the Solarian dragons to start annihilating whole neighborhoods to ease their advance…
“We won’t be able to use the same entrance as Jason,” Ethan told them as they took cover in a narrow alleyway. “The path is cut off, and it will take too long to fight through the Crell lines.”
Gor hissed between his fangs. “Then perhaps we should simply charge the castle’s front gates. You go first—I promise we’ll be right behind you.”
“There’s a second entrance on the western side of the castle,” Ethan said, ignoring the jibe. “We just need to reach the cemetery.”
Selvhara winced as another deluge of unpleasant memories washed over her. The last time she had stood within that cemetery was for Elissa’s funeral. Two months later, Ashenfel had fallen to the Crell. 
“If memory serves,” she said, “we should be able to avoid using any of the main streets.”
 “At least until we reach the Silver Street Bridge,” Ethan confirmed. “This way.”
They followed closely behind him, and for the next several minutes they successfully eluded the Crell defenders. Encounters with the terrified Galvian citizenry, unfortunately, were much more difficult to avoid. The streets weren’t nearly as empty as Selvhara had hoped. While some of the people had boarded themselves up inside their homes, others weren’t so lucky. They huddled together in the alleyways, clearly as terrified of the attacking Asgardians as the defending Crell. Street violence and thuggery had been a problem ever since King Whitestone’s death, but with the city under siege, anarchy had now completely taken hold. 
“We can’t help them,” Ethan said over his shoulder as they whipped around another corner. “Not yet. Not while the Crell remain in control.”
“I know,” Selvhara whispered. The truth was that they would probably never be able to help these people. It was a harsh reality of war so often ignored by conquerors and liberators alike. Regardless of intentions, the weak always suffered the most. 
A few minutes later, they finally crossed the narrow and surprisingly unguarded Silver Street Bridge. At this point, Selvhara actually started to believe they might reach the castle without Crell entanglements. 
And then Gor thrust out his arms and stopped them both in their tracks. “Wait,” he warned, his nostrils flaring as his head flicked back and forth. “Something is wrong.”
 Ethan turned and glared at him. “We don’t have time to—”
Before he could finish, two of the boarded-up houses down the street in front of them burst open. A quartet of armored, white-maned chagari slaves leapt out through the newly-ruptured holes in the wall, and their feral eyes instantly fixated upon the intruders. Evidently, the Crell defenders had one last card to play after all…
“Goddess protect us,” Selvhara breathed, reaching out to the Aether and strengthening her protective barrier. They were standing right in the middle of the widest side-street they had passed so far, and retreating would be difficult if not impossible. 
“Stay back,” Ethan said. Lifting his arms, he channeled a scintillating beam of energy towards the chagari pack leader. The tormented creature disintegrated before he could take a single step, but his starving companions didn’t seem to notice—or care. They charged forward unfettered, and Ethan quickly blasted a second one into a pile of dust. The third and fourth closed in quickly, however, and Selvhara conjured an arc of lightning just as they pounced—
Gor was faster. He lunged forward and smashed into the other chagari head-on, and soon the three of them were tumbling across the street in a frantic blur of claws and fur. Selvhara summoned a spark of electricity to her fingertips and waited until she had a clear shot…
“Behind us!” Ethan cried out. 
She barely had time to whip her head around before another house shattered open behind them. Three more chagari leapt out from the windows and rushed forward. They were now officially trapped. 
But not for long.
“Hold onto something,” Selvhara warned. Reaching out to the Aether, she conjured an intense, localized vortex and then flung it down the street as if she were tossing a miniature tornado. The frenzied chagari were swept up into the funnel and hurled away like leaves caught in a storm, and they crashed right back into the building from which they’d emerged. 
Spinning on a heel, she checked to see if Gor needed her help. But judging from the trail of blood and fur on the street, he had apparently dealt with the other chagari himself. She knelt down and touched his shoulder, but when he turned around he was clutching at his leg and chest. 
“You’re injured,” she gasped, her fingertips glimmering with healing energy. 
“I noticed, thank you,” he grumbled. “I will be fine.”
It took her all of ten seconds to realize he was lying. While she was able to stop most of the bleeding with relative ease, the gashes in his side were deep…and worse, the slash on his hind leg had severed a tendon. 
“I can’t mend this here,” Selvhara told him, grimacing. “We need to get you back to the camp. The Solarians will have set up a triage where we can—.”
“There’s no time,” Ethan said, glancing back and forth down the streets. “Verrator could be escaping as we speak!”
“How tragic,” Gor muttered. He brought himself to his feet, but the pain was clearly crippling. There was no way he would be able to run, let alone fight. 
“Let me help you back to camp,” Selvhara said. “Once you’re safe, we’ll return to the castle.”
Gor growled softly. “Jason and the others will be dead by then, if they aren’t already. You need to keep moving.”
She shook her head. “I’m not going to leave you.”
“The streets were clear, and I can make it back on my own—slowly. Just go.”
Selvhara squeezed his shoulder. She almost expected him to lash out and kill Ethan right there, but apparently he’d finally realized they couldn’t save Jason alone. Not now. “This should numb the worst of the pain,” she said, channeling another spell into his wound. “Just try to avoid putting any extra pressure on the leg, and don’t get into any fights you can avoid.”
“I am not a fool Asgardian,” Gor reminded her. “I will survive. Now go…and keep your eyes open.”
“I will,” Selvhara promised, squeezing again. “We’ll see you again soon.”
Ethan pointed down the street. “The cemetery gate isn’t much farther. With luck, the Crell won’t have bothered guarding it.”
“I’ll believe that when I see it,” she said softly, nodding one last time to Gor. He seemed to be walking all right, but there was no way he would be able to defend himself properly. Her heart twisted at the prospect of abandoning him…just like it twisted at the prospect of abandoning Jason and the others.”
“Come on,” Ethan beckoned. “This way.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
“The only glory in war is when the killing draws to an end.”
—Shau Losa, Solipean Philosopher
 
In the two months since she had become Tenel’s unofficial liaison to High Sovereign Ishthare, Lieutenant Mirrel had never smiled. The young woman had rarely shown any emotion whatsoever, in fact, not even when their forces had captured Blackburn or Amberwood.  But shortly after Tenel had ordered the use of the Dawn relic inside Castle Whitestone, a wide, almost giddy smile stretched across her lips. 
“We have him, sir,” she reported. “We have Jason Moore and his divine spark.”
Colonel Horsch grunted and shook his head in amazement. “So, Her Eminence was right after all,” he breathed. “That chunk of rock actually weakened Moore, too.”
“Of course the High Sovereign was right,” Tenel said, shooting his friend a warning glare. He was a little surprised too, of course—he had no idea why a relic designed to weaken demons would affect a True Ascendant. But he wasn’t about to admit his doubts in front of one of Ishthare’s Imperators. “Make certain we get him out of the city before the Asgardians converge on the castle gates.”
“Assuming the savages even get that far,” Horsch commented. “The groll seem to have them completely locked down.”
“Our soldiers will remove Moore from the castle while the Shadow deals with his companions,” Mirrel said, her smile fading and her eyes rolling back into her head. “They have retreated to the old passages and defeated our squad waiting inside.”
“Mm,” Tenel murmured, tapping his lips in thought. “We underestimated them. Are you certain the Shadow can handle them alone?”
“At the very least, he will delay them long enough for our men to escape with Moore. Our manticore riders at Kiersale are already on the way to retrieve him for delivery to Drakendaar.”
Tenel nodded. “Excellent. Carry on.”
Horsch leaned down over the Aetheric projection flickering atop the table, his brow furrowed. “Still no reports of any demons rampaging through the streets?” he asked. 
 “Nothing yet, Colonel,” Mirrel told him. “It would appear that Moore wasn’t controlling nearly as many minions as we expected.”
“Or he has them summoned elsewhere,” Tenel reasoned, studying the city map for himself. Unfortunately, they were nearly as blind in Ashenfel as they’d been at Amberwood; the High Sovereign had only assigned a handful of Imperators to the defense of the city, and all her Breakers were deployed elsewhere. “Still…I admit I’m surprised. Perhaps he was worried that the Solarians would detect them somehow.”
Horsch shrugged. “In the end, it doesn’t make a difference. We have his son, and soon we’ll crush his army.” He clapped his friend on the back. “And it’s all thanks to your leadership, Onar. How does it feel to be so thoroughly vindicated?”
Tenel forced a thin smile. Yes, he definitely should have felt vindicated. After almost two decades seeking retribution for his dead son, vengeance was finally his. He would steal Moore’s son in exchange, and handing him to Ishthare was probably a fate worse than death. Events couldn’t possibly have unfolded any better. 
And yet…
“Sir, our squad commander near the Silver Street Bridge had spotted something you might be interested in,” Mirrel announced. Her forehead creased in concentration, and the projection on the table shifted. “There, maneuvering through the alleyways behind the Asgardian lines.”
Tenel leaned in closer to the table. The image was blurry and indistinct, given that it had been reconstructed from the memory of an Imperator on the ground, but he could still discern three individuals in the alleyway: a chagari, a slender female, and a hooded old man. 
“Is that…?” Horsch managed.
“It’s Moore,” Tenel said. “And his Elf Witch, from the looks of it.”
“According to our men on the ground, they killed several of our hidden chagari,” Mirrel said. “They appear to be moving towards the castle.”
Tenel nodded. “Of course they are. They know that we’ve captured his son.”
Horsch grunted. “You really believe they’ll attempt a rescue? Based on his reputation, General Moore isn’t the sentimental type.”
“It’s his son,” Tenel whispered. “Who also happens to be carrying a divine spark. Frankly I’m still surprised they were stupid enough to risk sending him in the first place.”
Horsch pointed down to the map. “We still have two concealed squads of groll here on Timber Street. We could release them and—”
“No.”
Tenel could feel the bewildered stares of everyone in the room even without lifting his head. Everyone here in this war room, even the middling adjutants, knew that Tenel had a personal stake in this battle. Emotional entanglements were typically a hindrance for commanders, especially ones in charge of so many soldiers, but no one here would have batted an eyelash if he ordered half their forces to hunt down and kill Moore once and for all. 
Yet he had no desire to do so. He wasn’t certain if it was a latent tactical instinct or his lingering disgust at how Ishthare had used the Galvian civilians as shields, but for whatever reason right now Tenel just wanted this battle to be over. 
“The castle is well-defended,” he said into the silence. “I would rather save those groll in case the Asgardians actually manage to advance. Let Moore and his Witch throw away their lives if they wish.”
“You’re sure about this?” Horsch asked. 
“We don’t need to change our plans to crush them. I also don’t want our forces out of position in case some of Moore’s demons eventually show themselves. Just make certain we get his son out of there as soon as possible.”
“Of course, sir,” Mirrel said, still clearly confused. “Our men expect to pin down his remaining companions shortly.”
“Good,” Tenel said, sinking back into his chair and ignoring Horsch’s confused stare. “Now give me the latest updates on our progress at Lyebel and Garos. I have a feeling that Ashenfel will take care of itself.”
 
***
 
After their last skirmish, Sarina had assumed that she and Tam would have to fight their way through an entire battalion of soldiers to reach Jason. But there were no more Crell guarding the old tunnels, nor was there anyone guarding the actual throne room itself. For all intents and purposes, Castle Whitestone had already been abandoned.  
“Where the hell is everyone?” Tam asked as he crouched down behind the enormous iron throne. “This place should be crawling with Crell.”
“They must have sent everyone to try and hold the breach,” Sarina reasoned, slinking up behind him and examining the area. But even when no one popped out from behind any of the massive support columns, the knot in her stomach refused to stop twisting. “Or they were never here to begin with. I just can’t imagine any Ascendant not surrounding himself with guards. Do you sense anything?”
Tam’s lip twitched. “No, but I’m not much of a telepath.”
“I guess it doesn’t matter,” she whispered. “Jason should be nearby.”
Keeping an arrow nocked in her bow, Sarina jogged forward. Tam stayed close, and together they maneuvered through two adjacent corridors before ending up exactly where they’d started. This time, however, the room was completely empty. 
“Shit!” Tam hissed. “They must have taken him somewhere.”
Or they killed him already, Sarina thought darkly. But there were no signs of a visible battle between channelers—no blood, no scorch marks, nothing. It was as if Jason and the Sovereign had simply disappeared. 
“Check the exits,” she said. “There might be some sign we can use to—look out!”
She caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of her eye, and suddenly a black-armored Crell soldier spun around one of the pillars behind Tam. Diving to her left in order to get a clear shot, Sarina drew her bow and fired—
And then the soldier vanished.  
“What the hell are you doing?” Tam cried out as he hopped backwards. “You almost hit me!”
“There’s someone else here,” Sarina told him. She nocked another arrow and swiveled her aim back and forth across the room. “He was hiding behind the pillar and then he just…disappeared.”
Tam blinked. “Uh, I didn’t see anything. Are you sure…wait!”
He pivoted towards her, his eyes narrowing dangerously. His palms flashed open, and without warning a cone of fire erupted from his fingertips. 
Rolling hard to her left, Sarina narrowly avoided being incinerated. “Tam!” she screamed. “Stop!”
 “He was right behind you,” Tam said, shaking his head. “A soldier holding a…” He trailed off, and his brow furrowed in concentration. “There’s something wrong.”
“No shit,” she muttered. “Is this some kind of magic?”
“Someone is inside our heads. I think…”
“You think what?”
“I think there’s a Shadow nearby.”
Sarina’s stomach sank. Back in Taig, before Jason had opened the cube holding Malacross’s Godsoul, they had battled a Shadow. It had nearly killed her, and Jason would have died too if not for dumb luck. But today they were fresh out of imprisoned Immortals, and she hoped Tam was strong enough to protect them…
“Can you block him out?” she asked.
Tam continued sweeping his eyes about the chamber. “I think so. Just stay still and let me find him.”
Nodding, Sarina continued her own search and bit down on her lip until she tasted blood.  Jason had told her that pain could sometimes make telepathy more difficult—it focused the mind and sharpened the senses, at least in the short term. Hopefully it would work here. If not…
“There you are, asshole,” Tam sneered. He spun on a heel until he was staring directly at her, and flames once again burst into his palms. “Time to burn!”
Sarina tumbled to the side again, but this time she wasn’t quite fast enough. The flames singed her boots and leg armor, and she cried out in pain when she rolled straight into one of the support columns. 
“Tam, it’s me!” Sarina screamed. “Tam!”
“Just hold back a second—I’ll take care of him,” he said, tracking her movements. “Just stand still…”
Swearing under her breath, Sarina nocked another arrow and fired. She hit Tam squarely in the right bicep, and he shrieked in pain as he crumpled to the floor. He started gibbering unintelligibly, but she did her best to ignore him. Holding her breath, she frantically tried to locate the Shadow. He wasn’t behind any of the pillars, nor was he standing right out in the open. But he had to be here somewhere. She just needed to concentrate and find him…
It was then, just when she was about to start panicking, that she caught a flicker of movement on the marble pillar just a few feet away. 
“Where are you, coward?” she snarled. “Why not just show yourself and fight?”
Keeping her left hand gripped tightly on her bow, Sarina surreptitiously slid her right hand into her baldric to retrieve another of her throwing knives. She backpedaled towards the wall one slow step after another, and she held her breath and counted to three—
At which point she dropped into a crouch, spun around towards the wall, and hurled her knife as hard as she could.  
The Shadow screeched ghoulishly as the knife pierced his stomach. His mental illusions shattered, and instead of a barely discernable blob of darkness clinging to the wall, she saw him for what he was—a pale-skinned man hiding behind the elaborate vestments of an imperial governor. 
Sarina didn’t give him a chance to recover. She fired two arrows into his torso, then dove atop his body and jabbed a knife through his heart. Praying to her ancestors that she hadn’t just murdered Tam instead, she remained atop the Shadow for several more heartbeats before finally allowing herself to breathe. 
“Dammit!” Tam growled as he propped himself up on an elbow. Her arrow was still sticking out of his arm. “You shot me!”
“You scorched me!” she snapped back. As the rush of combat faded, she realized just how much pain she was in. Her legs felt like they were still on fire, but a cursory glance revealed that the burns were relatively minor. “I didn’t have a choice.”
“You could have just told me where he was!”
“I didn’t know until I spotted his reflection in the marble,” she protested as she rolled over to him. “Now hold still and stop squirming.”
Tam screeched when she broke off the shaft of the arrow, and he wailed like a baby when she jabbed the arrowhead out the other side of his wound. “What the hell are you—?”
Sarina clamped her hand over his mouth and glared at him. “It will do less damage this way,” she told him. “If you have magic to help with the pain, now would be the time to use it.”
After a few seconds Tam finally nodded and pushed her hand away. His left hand glowed with Aetheric energy as he touched his wound.  
“Jason isn’t here,” she said while he worked. “They could have dragged him down into the dungeon, but there aren’t enough guards here to hold the castle. I think instead they’ll try and take him back to Crell and hand him over to the Green Coats.”
 “They won’t be able to fly, not with the Solarian griffons and dragons,” Tam replied. “We might still be able to catch them.”
“Can you walk?”
“Yeah,” he grunted as he hauled himself to his feet. He had never been much of a healer, but was apparently competent enough to stop most of the visible bleeding. “I just hope they don’t have any more of those assholes lurking around.”
“If they do, we probably won’t even know it until it’s too late.”
“Oh,” Tam muttered. “Great.”
Sarina clapped him on his good arm. “Let’s go.”
 
***
 
“Evidently the Crell know all about this back door,” Selvhara muttered once she and Ethan finally reached the castle cemetery. They crouched down in an alley across the street and studied their surroundings. “I still can’t make contact with Jason, and fighting our way inside will take too long. We should loop around to the other passage.”
“That will take even longer, and there’s no guarantee the Crell haven’t reinforced it by now,” Ethan said, shaking his head. “We can still do this if we work together.”
Her violet eyes narrowed skeptically, but thankfully she didn’t argue. The situation was definitely worse than he’d anticipated—the Crell had reinforced the gate with four soldiers and a groll in addition to the pair of city watchmen standing atop the overhang with crossbows. They wouldn’t be able to repel a concerted attack from a full enemy unit, obviously, but six men and a lumbering monster were more than sufficient to fend off any marauding Asgardian soldiers who happened to break through the front lines. 
But he and Selvhara weren’t random pillaging barbarians—they were experienced channelers who had battled their way through far greater obstacles than a few men with swords and crossbows.  
“They don’t have any Imperators with them,” Ethan said. “If we strike quickly, they won’t be able to stop us.”
“One of them could be a Breaker,” she warned. “They don’t always wear uniforms and insignia.”
“Verrator wouldn’t waste one of his precious Unbound guarding a graveyard. We’ll be fine. Just pretend we’re back at Geriskhad.”
Selvhara turned and frowned at him. “I’ve spent the last decade trying very hard to forget it.”
“Focus on how we slipped into that fortified tower with a dozen men guarding it,” Ethan said with a tight grin. “We can do it one more time.”
“You can’t be serious,” she breathed. “It will never work. Not with a groll.”
“It will work,” he promised. “Just make sure you’re ready to move on my signal.”
She swallowed anxiously, and for a few tense heartbeats he wondered if she might refuse. But she knew as well as he did that if the Crell had somehow subdued Jason, he wouldn’t have much time. This was their best chance of punching through the gate.
“I will be ready,” she said. “Just be careful. You’re not forty years old anymore.”
Ethan met her eyes and smiled. He could still feel the rage and hatred buried deep inside her, but he could also feel the compassion. Despite all he had done—despite all the lives he had ruined and all the destruction he had caused—she still didn’t want him to die. She might not love him anymore, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to hate him. In anyone else, he would have seen such empathy as a weakness. He would have lambasted them for their foolishness and naivety. But for whatever reason, in her he had always seen it as a strength. Just like Elissa, Selvhara had always been the light to his darkness. 
“All right,” he said, reaching out to the Aether and channeling its power through his body. He bolstered his strength and speed, erected a protective mantle around his skin, and then conjured a ball of flame into each of his palms. “Here we go.”
Hopping up from his crouch, Ethan dashed out into the street directly in front of the gate. The guards had obviously been instructed to fire at anyone who approached; the marksmen perched on the overhang didn’t even hesitate long enough to check for a uniform before opening fire. One crossbow bolt whizzed past Ethan’s cheek while another deflected harmlessly off his Aetheric mantle, and he clenched his teeth as he dove awkwardly to the side and hurled his fireballs straight up towards the overhang. 
The explosion was every bit as impressive as he’d hoped. A storm of flaming pebbles rained down in front of the gate, and the horrified screams of the marksmen were choked off almost immediately. But before they died, one of them managed a final shot…and the bolt drilled straight through Ethan’s mantle and into his shoulder. The impact of the shot knocked him backwards into a nearby wall, and rather than calmly tumbling away like he’d planned, Ethan cracked his skull hard against the stone and nearly blacked out. He crumpled to a knee and struggled to clear his vision even as he heard the surviving Crell soldiers draw their weapons and charge. 
They were clearly well-trained and prepared for battle against a channeler. Raw conscripts would have run screaming in the other direction, and even most rank-and-file soldiers would probably have attempted to gang rush him all at once. But the Crell allowed the groll to lumber ahead of them just in case Ethan unleashed another fiery blast, and he waited until the creature was nearly on top of him before vaulting back to his feet. 
“Now!”
On cue, a mighty vortex of wind whirled down the alleyway, hurling dust and debris in all directions. Selvhara floated into his field of vision like a woman riding atop a hurricane, and with a flick of her wrists the windstorm battered the soldiers up against the gate. Even the groll was staggered by the powerful gale; the creature snarled in impotent fury as it lurched backwards into the gate. The soldiers clutched onto the metal bars for dear life, but Ethan knew that Selvhara couldn’t sustain such a wide, roaring tempest for long. 
Fortunately, she didn’t have to. With a dramatic thrust of his hands, Ethan unleashed a jagged bolt of lightning straight into the portcullis. The electricity surged through the metal, and the Crell soldiers screamed in terror. Crushed against the gate by the buffeting winds and covered head-to-toe in metal plates, they didn’t stand a chance in the Void. They fried inside their armored shells like clams boiling in a cauldron, and within moments the air filled with the acrid stench of scorched flesh. The lightly-armored groll didn’t fare any better—the electricity coursed through its body and stopped its heart in short order. 
Ten seconds later, it was all over. 
“Perfect,” Ethan said, chuckling in satisfaction even as he covered his nostrils to avoid the smell. “Just like old times.”
“We still need to get the gate open,” Selvhara whispered. He could sense the disgust in her thoughts—not at the sight of the smoldering corpses, but at herself for creating them. Even after all the years and all the carnage, killing still bothered her. He didn’t understand how she hadn’t immunized her conscience from death. 
“Opening it shouldn’t be difficult,” he told her, ignoring the sudden pangs of guilt gnawing at his own stomach. “Here.”
He stepped in closer and blasted the locking mechanism with a bolt of pure Aetheric energy. The hinges exploded inward, and he gingerly stepped over the corpses before kicking the gate open wide enough for them to walk through. The smell was even stronger here, and he yanked the collar of his cloak up over his nose and mouth until they had made it halfway through the graveyard. 
“The entrance is right up here,” Ethan said, gesturing ahead to the featureless slab of stone jutting across the back of the graveyard. To a casual observer, the wall probably looked like a simple divider separating the castle from the mortuary—which was, naturally, the whole point. But assuming the Crell hadn’t changed anything, there was a nearby lever that would open the concealed door and allow them inside…
He stopped and turned when he realized Selvhara was no longer following behind him. He half-expected her to be mourning over the dead soldiers, but instead she was standing directly over one of the tombstones. 
Elissa’s tombstone. 
“The Crell didn’t destroy it,” Selvhara whispered, her voice barely audible over the sounds of battle still raging in the distance. Nearly all the snow covering the plot had melted, but the chrysanthemums he had laid out several weeks ago were still there. The shriveled petals had even retained some of their color.
“Apparently not even the Sovereigns are so vile as to disturb the dead,” Ethan replied, his throat tightening. 
For a long, agonizing moment, Selvhara remained frozen beside the grave. Ethan could almost see the old memories flickering behind her eyes, but just as he was about to remind her that they were running out of time, she snapped out of her trance and nodded. 
“Can you open the door?” 
“Yes. Just give me a moment.”
The lever was buried behind a blank headstone along the western edge of the cemetery, and despite his wounded shoulder Ethan had no trouble pulling it into place. The wall rumbled like he had just awakened a hibernating beast, but a few seconds later the concealed door slid open. 
“This way,” he motioned.
The passage clearly hadn’t been used in a long time, but despite the stale air and thick layers of cobwebs, the familiar architecture immediately unlocked a trove of dusty memories in the back of Ethan’s mind. He was the one who had designed these tunnels in the first place. He was the one who had persuaded King Whitestone to build them. 
He was the one who led them all to their deaths.
Wincing, Ethan channeled another healing spell into his aching shoulder. Less than a minute later, they reached the doorway leading into the throne room, and he placed his hand upon the lever. “I don’t sense anyone,” he whispered over his shoulder. “Perhaps Jason is still in one of the other passages?”
“I don’t know,” Selvhara murmured. “I thought I sensed Tam for a moment—I felt a great spike of pain. But now he’s gone again.”
Ethan grunted. “He must be the weakest Unbound in Torsia if you can’t reach him from here.”
“Something is holding him back,” she said, shaking her head. “We need to hurry.”
Nodding, Ethan pulled the lever. The narrow doorway slid open, and he stepped out into the throne room. It was completely empty. 
“What?” he rasped, his eyes fixating upon the empty throne. “Where are the guards? Where is Verrator?”
“Before I lost contact, Jason mentioned he wasn’t hiding inside the Bastion,” Selvhara said. “He said that no one had used it for a long time.”
“I know. I’ve had a demon watching the castle for days now. It told me that Verrator never bothered with the Bastion—he was supposed to be sitting right here in the throne room!”
She turned and glared at him. “You never told us that.”
“The details weren’t important at the time,” Ethan grumbled as he placed his hand upon the throne. “All that matters is finding Verrator. He must be nearby.”
“We need to find Jason first,” Selvhara snapped. “He needs us to…” 
Ethan glanced back over his shoulder as she trailed off. Her eyes were locked upon something along the side of the room, and she dashed over and knelt down. Frowning, Ethan craned his neck around the corner—
“Impossible,” he breathed, sprinting forward. There, lying crumpled in a bloody ball upon the floor, was Sovereign Verrator. A knife and two arrows jutted out of his corpse, and he had clearly been stabbed repeatedly in the chest. 
“He was killed just a few minutes ago,” Selvhara said, her fingers curling around the knife impaled through his stomach. “This is Sarina’s knife. And these are her arrows.”
“I don’t understand,” Ethan stammered. “That barbarian is no match for an Ascendant. And surely one of us would have sensed something when Verrator died. We would have noticed when Sarina Ascended.”
“She didn’t. This man isn’t Sovereign Verrator.”
“What are you—?” Ethan stopped himself as she pulled back the man’s hood. His pasty white face and solid black eyes left no doubt as to his true identity. 
“He’s a Shadow,” Selvhara said, her voice tight. “The real Verrator isn’t here. He probably hasn’t been for a long time. That’s why the Crell don’t have any air support—that’s why they don’t care about defending the city.”
“No…” Ethan whispered as he backpedaled away. “My demons saw him. They told me he was right here!”
“Could they tell the difference between the real thing and an imposter?”
“They could—” His voice choked off and he tried not to be sick. All this planning, all this preparation, all to liberate King Whitestone’s divine spark and return Ashenfel to Galvian rule…
“There’s a trail of blood on the floor,” Selvhara said. “If Sarina and Tam were here, then Jason was too. We need to find them.”
“He was right here,” Ethan breathed. His head refused to stop shaking. “He was trapped right here!” He clenched his teeth and whipped his head back around to the throne. He hadn’t come this far just to be denied his vengeance. There had to be a way to…
He froze in place when he noticed a trail of bloody footprints along the floor. Not regular footprints—cloven footprints. And they were steaming like they had just been on fire. 
“Oh, shit,” he swore, his throat tightening. “Be careful—”
And then Selvhara screamed. 
Ethan whipped his head around just in time to watch her lurch up into the air, a spindly, blood-soaked appendage jabbing out through the front of her chest. Behind her, its horrifically misshapen body shimmering into focus, was his draeloth minion, Kar’zhel.
Before Ethan could react—before his mind could even accept what was happening—the demon flung Selvhara’s body aside and then smashed into Ethan with its enormous bulk. He flew at least ten yards into the air before crashing into one of the chamber’s thick support columns. A chunk of the stone shattered on impact, and his already mangled shoulder popped out of its socket as he tumbled across the floor. By the time he finally came to a halt, he could barely even see through the haze of red clouding his vision. 
You are injured, master, Kar’zhel said into his mind. Allow me to aid you.
Ethan blinked his eyes clear just in time to watch the demon drive its talon-shaped arm through his other shoulder. He screamed in agony, and in frantic desperation he tried to channel the Aether and blast the creature off of him. But his concentration faltered, and Kar’zhel’s grotesque stomach-mouth gibbered gleefully just inches away from his face. 
“Release me!” Ethan snarled. “I command you!”
Never again, the demon hissed back. You will suffer for your arrogance, worm! Your torment shall sustain us in this realm and beyond!
Bellowing a guttural roar, Kar’zhel plunged its second arm through Ethan’s chest. His breath faltered and blood filled his throat, and he watched in helpless terror as the demon prepared to finish him off…
But it didn’t. After another few agonizing seconds, the creature ripped its arms free and vanished. Ethan choked and gasped, but between labored breaths he managed to reach out to the Aether and channel a spark of restorative magic into his body. Miraculously—no, intentionally—the demon hadn’t pierced any of his vital organs. Ethan was able to dull some of the pain and staunch the worst of the bleeding. His arms were nearly useless, but with a determined cry of exertion he managed to roll onto his knees and crawl back towards Selvhara. 
She was lying motionless in front of the throne, her head slumped atop the first step. Her blue robes were drenched with blood.
“No,” Ethan gasped. “No!”
He reached down and cupped her chin in his hands. Her pulse was so faint a lifetime passed between every beat. Swallowing his own blood, he channeled a healing spell and commanded the Aether to hold her together. 
“I swear to you that if you stay with me, I will make this right,” Ethan pleaded. “We will find Jason. We will find Verrator!”
Her violet eyes fastened upon him, but he knew she couldn’t actually see him. She couldn’t see anything. “Jason…”
“We’ll save him,” Ethan promised. “Just hold on and we’ll…”
Her head went limp in his arms. He stared down at her, his breath frozen inside his lungs, and refused to believe what his eyes were telling him. He channeled another healing spell into her wound, but it had no effect. Her blood seeped across his tunic and stained the floor red. 
Selvhara was gone.  
Ethan didn’t speak. He didn’t cry. He just collapsed back onto the throne. The cold and empty throne.  
And screamed.
 
***
 
Jason!
A distant voice yanked Jason back into consciousness. He inhaled sharply, but when he tried to move he realized he was restrained. No, not just restrained—he was completely shackled from head to toe. He couldn’t move his wrists or feet more than an inch in any direction. He was blindfolded too, though he could see daylight filtering through the cloth wrap. 
Jason!
Gritting his teeth, he forced himself to take a deep breath and stay calm. He was bound to a cot being moved somewhere; he could feel the vibrations of the road through his jacket and bindings. He could also still hear the sounds of battle in the distance: ringing steel, explosions, and even the occasional roar of a flying beast overhead. He obviously hadn’t been unconscious very long, and now the Crell were moving him out of the city before the Asgardians took the castle. 
Jason!
Closing his eyes, he concentrated on the voice calling out to him. But no matter how hard he stretched out through the Aether, he couldn’t sense anything or anyone. The strange crystal continued to sap away his Immortal powers…but he didn’t understand how. He wasn’t Bound; his Ascendant tether couldn’t be severed by a Breaker. But evidently that was exactly what had happened. Somehow, someway, the Crell had figured out how to split him from the power of the Godsoul. 
We cannot be separated, not as long you still live. They have erected a wall between us. It is up to you to break through.
Jason pressed his lips together in confusion. The voice still sounded distant and hollow, but there was only one person who could communicate with him like this. Malacross was obviously still inside him somewhere—he just needed to figure out a way to reach her. 
“How?” he croaked. His voice sounded as parched as he felt, and he was a little surprised the Crell hadn’t gagged him as well. How?
Open your mind. Find your friends. They will set us free. 
Jason started to ask what she meant, but then he heard another voice calling out to him from the fringes of his consciousness. He stopped to listen, but it was like trying to hear a whisper across a great chasm. The incessant throbbing of his own heartbeat threatened to muffle the voice entirely, but when he held his breath and concentrated he could almost see a ghostly face reaching out to him…
Selvhara. 
And then suddenly, inexplicably, the Aether coursed through him again. His consciousness stretched out across the city, and the unfolding battle crystallized in his mind’s eye. He could feel the Asgardians advancing past the breach and into the streets. He could feel the Crell forces methodically withdrawing to more fortified positions. He could feel Tam and Sarina struggling desperately to find him. He could even feel his father and Selvhara as they—
Jason’s eyes popped back open and he sucked in a deep breath. Her pain and torment and regret washed over him like a vat of caustic acid, and the scream that escaped his lips sounded more draconic than human. His captors recoiled in shock, and one of the soldiers leapt forward and attempted to smother him with a canvas. 
Too late. Clenching his teeth, Jason breathed in the Aether as if it were the air itself, and when he exhaled he unleashed a storm of destruction. The world exploded around him, and for the span of a dozen heartbeats he swore he was lying inside an erupting volcano. But the moment passed, and when his eyes fluttered back open, he realized he was free. 
Free…and lying at the center of a massacre. His bindings and cot had been incinerated, and the Crell soldiers surrounding him hadn’t fared any better. Most were burned beyond recognition, and the one who’d been holding the canvas had been almost completely disintegrated. 
Selvhara, he called through the Aether as he brought himself to his feet. He was in the middle of a street just outside the southern gate of the castle, and from the looks of it the Crell had completely abandoned this part of the city. He didn’t even see any civilians nearby. 
Selvhara, can you hear me? Jason repeated. But despite the sudden return of his powers, he couldn’t sense her anywhere nearby. The only minds he could sense at all were—
“Jason!” Sarina called out as she and Tam burst through the open gate. They stopped in their tracks when they saw the carnage surrounding him. 
“Holy shit,” Tam breathed. He was clutching at his right arm, and his jacket was matted with blood. “You did this?”
“I…it’s a long story,” Jason managed. “We need to find Sel—I think she’s in trouble. I can’t sense here anywhere.”
Visibly pulling her eyes from the gore, Sarina shook her head in confusion. “You mean she’s not still outside the city with your father?”
“No. They must have come after us for some reason.”
“Can you track down your dad?” Tam asked. 
Jason stretched out through the Aether and nodded. “He’s inside the castle. We can head back through the gate and catch up to him.”
“Then let’s go,” Sarina said, squeezing his arm reassuringly. “I just hope there isn’t an army between us and them.”
There wasn’t. The castle seemed completely abandoned at this point, and Jason started to wonder if the Imperium even cared about holding Ashenfel. Had this all been some type of elaborate trap for him specifically? The idea seemed outlandish on the surface, but the Crell had obviously known that he was here. They had also correctly assumed that he would use the old Hand passages and attempt to confront Sovereign Verrator. Some of this morass was intentional. 
But he was clearly still missing vital pieces of this puzzle, and dwelling on it wasn’t going to change anything right now. Jason focused his thoughts on Selvhara, and he and the others effortlessly passed through empty corridor after empty corridor before finally bursting back into the throne room.  
There was no army waiting for them here, either. What they found instead was even worse.  
“No!”
The horrified shriek echoed off the walls and rang throughout the castle. Jason didn’t even recognize that it was his voice until several seconds later. His heart seized in his chest at the scene before them: Ethan, his armor and cloak drenched in blood, hunching over Selvhara’s body. 
Her unmoving, broken body. 
Jason crossed the chamber in a single leap. He pressed his hands against Selvhara’s cheeks, but his powers had already confirmed what his physical senses could not. He could no longer feel her thoughts or consciousness, and he could no longer see the Ascendant tether binding her to her druidic goddess.  
“She came to save you,” his father rasped. “That was all she cared about. That was all she ever cared about.”
Jason tried to speak, but his voice refused to obey. His blood froze in his veins, and his breath caught in his throat. 
“What…?” Tam stammered from behind him. “What the hell happened?”
“We were ambushed,” Ethan rasped. He wheezed and struggled for breath. “There was nothing I could do.”
“Liar!” Tam lunged forward, his injuries forgotten, and grabbed Ethan by the collar. “What did you do? Tell me!”
When he didn’t reply, Tam screamed and conjured a sphere of Aetheric flame into his palm. For an instant, Jason thought Tam might incinerate Ethan right then and there. But instead, his old friend just screamed again and dropped the old man back down into the throne.   
“I’m sure you can do something,” Tam blubbered as he knelt down behind Jason. “Just ask Malacross. She’s a goddess, right? They can heal anything. You can heal anything!”
Sarina stepped up behind them, and she placed a hand on his shoulder. “Tam…”
“No!” he screeched, swatting her away. “There has to be something we can do!”
“There is,” Jason whispered. Pivoting around, he stepped over his father’s broken body and glared down at him. 
“Do it,” Ethan croaked. “Kill me.”
“No. Not before you tell me everything. Not before you tell me the truth.”
His father snorted, and another trickle of blood leaked out from his lips. “I can’t. It would destroy you.”
“I wasn’t asking your permission.”
Jason stretched out with the Aether and pierced his father’s mind. The once impenetrable walls shielding his darkest thoughts collapsed and unleashed a veritable flood of images and memories. Jason saw everything in perfect, unbroken detail, from Ethan’s rise to power in the Hands to his crushing defeats in the war to his eventual alliance with Krystia. But Jason also felt everything, from his father’s turbulent marriage to his illicit affairs to his decade-spanning arguments with Tevek Dracian and King Areekan. 
And for the first time in his life, Jason finally understood the man he had hated for so long. 
“Everything I’ve done,” Ethan breathed, “is for Galvia. Always for Galvia…”
“No,” Jason whispered, pulling back his hand and standing. “It was just for you. Always for you.” 
Turning back to Selvhara’s body, he gently lifted her up into his arms and carried her towards the Hand passages. He could feel the pain and rage swirling in the minds of the others. They wanted something to fight—they wanted something to kill. But there was nothing left here for any of them. Perhaps there never had been. 
“Son.”
  Jason stopped and glanced back over his shoulder. His father was still lying there slouched in the throne, his face half-covered in shadow. His breaths were short, and blood had begun to drip from the armrests. 
“Promise me,” Ethan rasped, his eyes distant. “Promise me you won’t let it end like this. Promise me you won’t let the Crell win. Galvia must…be free.” 
“It is,” Jason whispered. “From you.”
 
 
 



Epilogue
 
Darius Iouna, High General of the Solarian Legion, shook his head as he gazed down upon the rows and rows of citizens gathered at the heart of the Celenest Plaza. Young and old, rich and poor, merchant and craftsmen—they were all here as equals today waiting to hear a speech from their beleaguered queen. They were confused and terrified, and he considered it something of a minor miracle that the city hadn’t already descended into pure chaos. 
But the riots would eventually come no matter what Krystia told them today. Solaria was beaten, and nothing could change that now. 
“They know,” he whispered. “I can see it in their eyes.”
Beside him, Major Lennox let out a long, tired sigh. “I suppose it was inevitable. We couldn’t shield them from the truth forever anyway. Once the refugees start arriving en masse, they’ll know what happened.”
Darius nodded and struggled not to be sick. Four days ago, during the Asgardians’ attempt to liberate the Galvian capital, an enormous Crell armada had swept into Lake Lyebel and besieged both Garos and Lyebel simultaneously. The results had been catastrophic. Their entire garrison in Lyebel had been killed to a man, and the soldiers at Garos hadn’t fared much better. The Crell had confidently and expertly dismantled their defenses, and after less than thirty-six hours, the “impenetrable bastion of the north” had collapsed. 
With it had gone any chance of turning the tide in this war. The only lingering question was how long they were prepared to live in denial. 
“I finally received the last reports from our garrison commander along the Solipean border,” Lennox said into the silence. “They have agreed to send us every man they can spare. We should have another fifteen thousand soldiers by the end of—”
“It doesn’t matter,” Darius interrupted. “They could send us a hundred thousand men and we still wouldn’t be able to hold Celenest. In another month, we won’t be able to feed them. In two, they’ll start tearing apart the city.”
For a long moment, Lennox remained silent. There was no one else up here on the balcony with them—the rest of the officers were either at the barracks or out in the crowd with the townsfolk. For that, Darius was thankful. He was sick of playing politics and weaving illusions. After weeks of holding his head high and pretending the situation wasn’t as bad as it seemed, the time had finally come to accept reality. 
“With all due respect, General,” the older man whispered after a moment, “you cannot afford to start thinking that way. We still have more men and weapons at our disposal than anyone else in Torsia, and the Crell are spread so thin it won’t take much of a push to set them back on their heels.”
Darius started to snap back, but he stopped himself at the last moment and swore under his breath instead. He had never been one to wallow in his failures, and he hated self-pity as a matter of course. But over the last few days he had been completely unable to drag himself out of this particular ditch. Part of it was that he simply wasn’t used to losing. Ever since the siege at Isen during the last war, life had treated him well. He had almost always been able to earn or win whatever he wanted, from coveted postings to quick promotions to beautiful women. But whoever had taken control of the Crell army knew exactly what he was doing, and thus far he had outmaneuvered the Legion at every turn. He had outmaneuvered Darius at every turn. 
“I have a feeling we’ll receive word from Highlord Alric soon,” Darius said after a moment. “He might not be willing to ally with an Unbound Ascendant, but I can’t imagine he’ll be so stubborn as to sit back and allow the Sovereigns to win. If we can just convince the Dawn to strike somewhere at their flank…”
“It would certainly be a start,” Lennox said. “Solipei has offered to send us food and supplies, but they won’t give us any men. Yamata probably won’t do a damn thing.”
“And High King Zharrs has officially disavowed any involvement with the attack on Ashenfel. There’s no way in hell we’ll ever convince them to join with us now.”
The major nodded distantly as he shifted his eyes over to the main stage at the center of the plaza. Krystia was scheduled to make her appearance at any moment, but so far there were no signs of movement. 
“Do you have any idea what she’s going to say?” Lennox asked softly. 
“Not a one,” Darius told him. “We’ve barely spoken for the past week. I haven’t even been able to get time with one of the priests.”
“Perhaps she just needs more time to recover from her wounds.”
Darius shook his head. “Her wounds have nothing to do with it. She’s just…” 
He bit down on his lip. He had procured dampening crystals for himself, Lennox, and the rest of his top advisors, which meant they shouldn’t have had to worry about Sovan’s Unbound thugs snooping in on their thoughts or conversations. Still, he had grown so accustomed to watching his words and thoughts that it was difficult to let go and speak his mind. 
“I don’t know what happened during the battle with Areekan’s assassins,” he said after a moment. “I don’t know if it was Tevek’s death or just the raw shock of claiming the king’s divine spark. But something inside her changed that day, and it’s just been festering ever since.”
Lennox curled his fingers around the ledge and visibly braced himself. “Many of the councilors believe she was involved.”
“I know, and for the past few months I dismissed it as absurd. But now…” Darius swallowed heavily and tried to ignore the sudden tightness gripping his chest. “Krystia would never harm Tevek, not willingly. But she hated Areekan—she blamed him for the plight of the Unbound. And just before the attack, she had been secretly visiting the Asylum and meeting with Sovan and the others.”
Lennox frowned. “You’ve never mentioned that before, sir.”
“I’ve never had cause to. But I’ve spent a lot of time thinking these last few days, and I’ve started to wonder…” Darius closed his eyes and let out a long, slow breath. “I can’t imagine she would murder an old man, but what if Sovan got to her somehow? What if he’s been doing something to her mind ever since she met him at the Asylum?”
“Is that even possible?”
“I don’t know. But it certainly opens up a whole new range of possibilities, doesn’t it?”
For several awkward minutes, neither of them spoke. They just stood there leaning over the balcony and watching the ground, and the silence of doubt and despair hung between them like a black cloud. Eventually, a flicker of movement from the stage drew their attention, and they watched as Krystia stepped up to the podium. Her long, white-gold gown was practically glowing in the afternoon sun. 
“Citizens of Celenest; people of Solaria,” she said, her magically-enhanced voice booming across the plaza. “As you all know, our nation faces a terrible crisis, perhaps the most terrible it has endured in centuries. Our beloved king was brutally murdered in his own palace. Our brothers and sisters have been ruthlessly cut down in their homes. Our villages burn, our forts crumble, and our armies lie spent and broken. 
“Some have suggested that we surrender while there is still time. Rather than stand and defend our homes, they would have us bend our knees to the Sovereigns. They would have us willingly relinquish the freedom and prosperity we have come to enjoy. They would allow our great Alliance, our great society, to quietly vanish into the annals of history. They would allow evil to win.”
Krystia shook her head. “This cannot happen. This must not happen. And I give you my solemn pledge that as long as I remain your queen, it will not happen.”
The resulting cheers were as middling and anxious as Darius expected. While he doubted that many of the people wished to surrender outright, they also weren’t blind to the reality of the situation. If the loss of Amberwood had been a truncheon to the gut, then the loss of Lyebel and the destruction of Garos had been a sword to the knee. Solaria was crippled and broken, and no amount of false promises or stirring speeches was going to change anything. 
“Unfortunately, rebuilding our forces and strengthening our coalition will not be easy,” Krystia went on. “It will require cooperation and patience as well as unity and obedience. Sadly, certain powerful individuals and factions within the Alliance have already betrayed our trust. Several members of the Lord’s Council, men and women who were once respected all across Solaria, have turned their backs upon us. They have willingly betrayed their own people to the Sovereigns, and this treachery has already cost us tens of thousands of lives.”
“What is she doing?” Lennox whispered into Darius’s ear. “She’s going to start a bloody panic if—”
Darius raised his hand for silence. “Be patient.”
“But make no mistake,” Krystia went on. “Now is not a time for division. In order to rally and defeat the Imperium, all of Solaria must stand united. That is why, as of today, I have officially dissolved the Lord’s Council until further notice. Those who have openly betrayed our great nation and her people will be punished accordingly. Those who have proven their loyalty will be allowed to remain within my court and act as my emergency advisors until this war is over. Their courage and wisdom will prove invaluable during the turbulent days ahead.”
A cold tingle shuddered down Darius’s spine. He hadn’t expected her to reveal the division among the councilors to the public, and he certainly hadn’t expected her to dissolve the Council entirely. She had obviously swallowed Sovan’s ridiculous story about Savilen and the others plotting to kill her, and now… 
“Many of you are undoubtedly wondering how we plan to strike back against the Crell,” Krystia continued, hushing the chorus of frantic whispers rippling through the crowd. “The harsh reality is that over the past few months, we have been outmaneuvered on virtually every front. The death of our beloved king left our defenses weak and brittle, and the Sovereigns have exploited our vulnerabilities with ruthless precision. Worse, our supposed allies in Torsia and Calhara have all but abandoned us. It is clear that if we are to win this war, we must do so alone. And we will.” 
Stepping in front of the podium, Krystia dramatically thrust her hands up into the air. A low rumble shook through the air like a distant thunderstorm gathering on the horizon, and Darius glanced up just in time to watch dozens upon dozens of amorphous black splotches blot out the afternoon sun. For an instant he thought Krystia really had used the Aether to conjure a thunderstorm, but they realized that the splotches weren’t clouds—they were living creatures. 
They were dragons. 
“Sol have mercy,” Lennox breathed as the dragons roared past overhead, their golden scales glinting like flying jewels. “How…?”
Darius shook his head. He had been skeptical every time Krystia had mentioned the Golden Hatchery; he had assumed it was all part of Sovan’s growing web of lies. But this…this seemed downright impossible. He had never seen so many dragons in one place before. No one had. 
“Behold the weapons that will allow us to retake our lands,” Krystia said. “Behold the power that will allow us to wipe the Imperium from the face of Torsia. From this day forward, no Alliance citizen will fear for her safety or that of her family. From this day forward, no Crell soldier will be safe on Solarian soil.”
She extended her arms to the side, and two of the mighty dragons circled briefly overhead before landing on either side of the stage. Clouds of dust and debris buffeted the crowd, and some of them even screeched in terror and tried to run. But then the dragons unleashed a joint, deafening roar that shook the entire plaza, and everyone in Celenest seemed to freeze in place. 
“From this day forward, I shall be known as the Dragon Queen of Solaria,” Krystia proclaimed. “Those who stand with me will share in the glory of a new world, a better world.” She reached out her hands, and the dragons leaned their heads in close enough that she could pet them. 
“Those who oppose me shall tremble in despair.”
 
***
 
The foliage was still damp with last night’s rainfall, and the budding flowers and dense undergrowth glittered in the afternoon sunlight. In another month or two, this grove would be as verdant as an Izarian corn field, but for now it remained an indecipherable swirl of green and brown, new and old, alive and dead. And Sarina Zharrs couldn’t imagine a better place to bury their cherished friend. 
She crept through the weeds towards their makeshift camp and waved at Tam to signal her approach. Jason and Gor were still tending to the burial mound deeper in, and she didn’t want to disturb them. Tomorrow, perhaps, they would finally pick up their belongings and return to the road, but for now they all wanted a little more time to say goodbye. 
“Any news?” Tam asked once she drew close. 
“Some,” Sarina murmured, leaning against a tree next to him. “The battle is over, more or less. The remaining Crell forces either surrendered or fled before nightfall.”
“What about Halfren?”
“Dead, just like we expected. Warmaster Jorgir cut the clan lord down right in the middle of the street. Frankly, I can’t believe his warriors didn’t turn on each other. But somehow Captain Farkas managed to keep them organized and focused. She’s holed up in the castle with her priests and soldiers, but unless Celenest gets her reinforcements soon…”
Tam nodded in silent understanding. The Crell might have withdrawn from Galvia for the moment, but without a real government it hardly mattered. Once the various gangs and guilds reorganized themselves, the streets would erupt in violence again. Ashenfel would descend into total anarchy, and the other large cities across the country would probably follow their example.  
“How are they doing?” Sarina asked, gesturing towards the others with her chin.
“About as well as you’d expect,” Tam whispered. “Jace has barely spoken a word, and Gor…well, I would say he’s even grumpier than normal, but that’s not really fair. Sel might have been the only one of us he actually liked.”
She sighed. “I still can’t believe…”
“I know.”
“I should have killed Ethan when I had the chance,” Sarina said. “I had a knife planted right at his back. All I had to do was push.”
Tam winced. “We did the right thing given what we knew at the time. No one could have possibly predicted that the Crell would have a way to free his demons.”
“We could have stayed with Sel in the camp. We should have known that Verrator wasn’t actually in the castle.”
He didn’t reply. Instead he reached out and placed his hand in hers, and together they allowed the serenity of the grove to calm their nerves and dull their pain. 
Sarina closed her eyes. Asgardians were taught to embrace their strongest emotions, to channel them into a powerful weapon just like the Aether. But she didn’t feel powerful right now. She felt weak. She felt helpless. After all their battles and all their victories, a part of her had started to believe they could never fail. They had survived Taig and Lyebel and Garos. They had survived an attack from a bloody demigod. But now…
“Easy,” Tam warned. 
She opened her eyes and released his hand. Evidently she’d been squeezing so hard that her knuckles were white. 
“Sorry,” she whispered. 
“It’s all right. Trust me, if no one else was here I’d probably burn down every tree in this forest.”
Smiling tightly, Sarina buried her face into his shoulder and slid her hand around his waist. He held her close. 
A few minutes later, just as the skies clouded over and threatened another downpour, Jason and Gor stepped away from the burial mound and approached them. The chagari was still limping, and he probably would be for several more days. His wounds had been the worst by far. 
“We should get moving as soon as possible,” Jason said. “Another storm is coming, and the closest village is still several hours away.”
“Where are we headed?” Sarina asked. “I doubt Lyebel will be much better off, and Solaria isn’t safe anymore, either.”
“I’m going to Celenest.”
She frowned. “It’s under siege or will be soon. There’s no way we’ll be able to get inside.”
“We won’t,” Jason said. “But I will.”
Sarina shared a confused glance with Tam. “What are you talking about?”
“I have to speak with Krystia,” Jason explained. His voice was so grave it almost sounded like it belonged to a different person. “I need to hear her explain why she murdered Areekan and started this war.”
“But you already learned everything from your father, didn’t you?” Tam asked. “What could she possibly say that would change anything?”
“I don’t know,” Jason conceded. “But I need to hear her say it.”
Sarina stared at him for a long moment. “Fine. Then we’re going with you.”
“Speak for yourself, ka’chek,” Gor grumbled. “I refuse to follow this fool on any more of his misbegotten endeavors. I am returning to my ship, and with luck I will never see another Crell again.”
“Good luck with that,” Tam muttered. “Where do you think you’re going to hide, big guy? If they find you alone on the sea, they’ll throw you in shackles and—”
“It doesn’t matter,” the chagari hissed. “Anywhere is better than here.”
He spun around and stomped back towards his campsite, his tail thrashing behind him. Sarina was tempted to pursue but immediately thought the better of it. Gor was hard enough to deal with when he was in a good mood. He usually came around, given sufficient time. But after everything that had happened…
Tam snorted and shook his head. “Well, while Captain Sunshine goes and lives his dream of being a pirate, the rest of us can head to Solaria. I just don’t know how you plan on—”
“I’m going alone,” Jason interrupted. 
Sarina shook her head. “What are you talking about?” 
“You’re right about Solaria being dangerous,” he said softly. “It won’t be easy to get into Celenest, and I can’t guarantee anyone else’s safety.”
Tam’s face scrunched in confusion. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“Everything,” Jason said. “You’ve taken more than enough stupid risks on my behalf, and I’m not going to lead anyone else to their deaths.”
Sarina grabbed his shoulder and forced him to look at her. “Sel’s death wasn’t your fault. She knew what she was doing and—”
“This has nothing to do with her,” Jason insisted, pushing Sarina’s arm away. “Both of you have wasted years following me around Torsia, and for what? A bunch of empty caves and a few bricks of gold?”
“More than a few,” Tam murmured. “We still have a bunch left over from Malacross’s tomb.”
“The point is that I’ve almost gotten everyone killed countless times by now. That ends today. This is too dangerous.”
“Then why go at all? What do you think she’s going to tell you that you don’t already know?”
Jason’s eyes flicked between them, and eventually he swallowed and rubbed a hand across his forehead. “Krystia and I share a special bond. When we connected all those months ago in Celenest, she took a fraction of Malacross’s power in order to keep me from going mad. Maybe I can get it back somehow. If not…”
“You want to kill her,” Sarina breathed. “The queen of Solaria.”
“Not if there’s any other way to stop her,” Jason said. “But she’s responsible for this war. She’s the one who allowed the Crell to march across the border and slaughter thousands. She needs to answer for it.” 
Tam threw up his hands in disgust. “So, what, you get to be the supreme arbiter of justice now? You’re going to start assassinating Ascendants? You realize how absolutely insane this sounds, right?”
“I need to speak with General Iouna, and as far as I know Elade is still somewhere in the Solarian countryside. Together we might be able to figure something out.”
“Fine,” Sarina said. “But there’s no reason that Tam and I can’t go with you. Or Gor, once he gets his horns out of his ass.”
“No,” Jason insisted. “Dathiel will be back soon enough, and the Watchers will chase me all the way across Obsidian until they find a way to extract the Godsoul. Just being near me is a risk.”
“Yes, but it’s our risk,” she told him. “You can’t just make decisions for us.”
His brown eyes locked onto her for a moment, and he eventually turned away and sighed. “There’s somewhere more important you should go,” he whispered. “No matter what happens with Krystia—no matter what the Crell do to Celenest—this war is eventually going to spread across all of Torsia. Until someone can figure out a way to defend against the Breakers, the Sovereigns will keep toppling regime after regime.”
Tam glanced to Sarina. “And how are we supposed to stop that?”
Jason drew in a deep breath and then slowly turned around. “You’re going to return to Asgardia,” he said. “And you’re going to look your cousin in the eye and tell him what’s about to happen if he refuses to get involved.”
Sarina’s throat went dry. “You can’t be serious. What in the bloody void makes you think he’ll listen to me?”
“He might not,” Jason admitted. “But we’re out of options. We need everyone’s help if we’re going to stop the Sovereigns before it’s too late, and you may be the only one in Torsia with a chance of getting through to him.”
“He happens to hate me, in case you’ve forgotten. He’s just as likely to kill me on the spot as he is to listen to anything I have to say.”
“Your family name will guarantee you an audience. And if it doesn’t…”
Sarina crossed her arms. “Then what?”
“Then you challenge him for leadership of the clans,” Jason told her. “And kill him.”
 
***
 
A single column of light filtered down through the grate crowning the narrow cell, and Elade Devarath flinched away and closed her eyes. She wasn’t sure how long she had been imprisoned here, but after just a few days surrounded by darkness she had already become hyper sensitive to sunlight again. Her captors would probably view her discomfort as yet more proof of her dark and depraved nature. Not that they needed any. If Highlord Alric had his way, she would remain buried here forever.
A few minutes later, after her eyes had mostly readjusted, the cell’s stone floor rumbled and slowly began to ascend. The metal grate grew closer and closer, and she drew in a deep breath and stood. The Dawn Conclave must have finally come to a decision regarding her future….or they simply wanted to ask her more questions. 
The grate parted open just before her head hit the bars, and she waited until the platform’s gears ground to a halt before tilting up her chin and glaring at her arbiters. Even with the sunlight burning in her eyes, she could still make out the seven armored figures arrayed in a semi-circle along the balcony above. The Conclave rarely made use of the ancient Chamber of Judgment these days; its sole purpose was to sentence knights who had willfully broken Maeleon’s Code. As far as Elade knew, no living traitor had been hauled back to the Dawn Citadel in over a decade. 
“Dame Devarath,” Alric’s deep, throaty voice echoed off the walls. “You have once again been brought before this Conclave to answer for your numerous crimes against the Knights of the Last Dawn. We have completed our deliberations, and a sentence has been determined. Please stand.”
Elade was tempted to ignore him. Ever since she had been brought back to consciousness and dumped upon the steps of the Citadel, she had been torn between petty defiance and resigned submission. As much as she loathed Alric and the others for what they’d done to Tevek, she had been dangerously close to turning herself in many times over the past few months. Before Amberwood, she probably would have embraced this fate—she’d been so worried about her mere presence condemning her allies that a lifetime inside the Citadel dungeon had seemed like a welcome reprieve. 
But then she had spoken with Darius, and her weeks and months of wallowing in self-pity had suddenly seemed wasteful beyond measure. Rotting in prison wasn’t going to help anyone, and whether the Dawn Conclave wanted to admit it or not, she remained the best weapon against the Crell Breakers tearing Torsia apart. Unfortunately, the choice was no longer hers. 
Gritting her teeth, Elade slowly stood. Whatever the Conclave decided, she was going to face their judgment on her feet, just like a paladin should. 
 “The charges against you speak for themselves,” Alric continued. “You have assaulted a fellow knight, and you have disobeyed a direct order from your superiors. Most grievously of all, however, you have kept your true nature hidden from this Conclave despite the clear and precise tenets of Our Lord Maeleon’s Code. No Unbound shall carry the shield of the Last Dawn. No Unbound shall earn the right to call herself ‘paladin.’”
At least two of the Knight-Lords stirred in place as Alric recounted her crimes, though Elade couldn’t identify them with the blinding sunlight searing her eyes. Still, the Conclave clearly wasn’t unified in its judgment. Perhaps that would be enough for them to grant her some small amount of mercy…
Alric leaned his gauntlets upon the dais in front of him. “My colleagues wish to note that your efforts at Serogar saved many young knights, and Highlord Dracian held you in high regard. Before we deliver our sentence, do you wish to speak any final words in your defense?”
“No, my lord,” Elade replied. “As everyone here knows, I am guilty on all counts. I stand ready to face the Conclave’s judgment.”
“Very well,” he said, clearly surprised—and relieved—at her submission. “Normally, any one of these charges would justify permanent expulsion from our order. Taken together, they warrant a much harsher punishment. Men have languished in this dungeon for a lifetime after committing lesser crimes. Still, the nature of your transgressions is unique in the history of our order. Never before has a spawn of the underworld been taught our techniques. Never before has an Unbound wormed her way into our good graces and learned our most guarded secrets. Banishment would allow you to share this knowledge with others, and imprisonment would allow your corruption to taint our impressionable young members. There is, consequently, only one punishment befitting crimes of this severity.”
Alric glanced back and forth to his fellows along the balcony. “Dame Devarath, for your crimes against the Last Dawn, it is the judgment of the Conclave that you be sentenced to death.” 
 
To Be Continued
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If you have enjoyed this series, please consider leaving a review wherever you purchased your copy. Reader reviews allow independent authors to gain traction in an increasingly crowded market. 
 
For news and updates, subscribe to the author’s Newsletter by visiting the web site (www.cestalbaum.com) and entering your email address. You can also go to the author’s Amazon Author Page and click on the “Stay Up to Date” link to have Amazon email you whenever a new book is published.  
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Dramatis Personae
 
Relic Hunters
Jason Moore, Galvian male
Selvhara Narhesti, faeyn female
Gor, chagari male
Tam Eldrin, Galvian male
Sarina Zharrs, Asgardian female
 
Solarian Alliance
Tyrius Areekan, King of Solaria, Solarian male
High Priest Kaeldar, the Voice of Areekan, Solarian male
Krystia Tharule, Priestess of Areekan, Galvian female
Darius Iouna, High General of the Solarian Legion, Solarian male
Major Lennox, Advisor to General Iouna, Solarian male
Valestra Fallon, former Ambassador to Galvia, Solarian female
Captain Farkas, commander of Solarian forces in Lyebel, Solarian female
Hal Wystan, General of the Third Legion, Solarian male
Salia Belyise, General of the Fourth Legion, Solarian female
 
Solarian Alliance Council
Jonathan Alistan, Lord of Serogar, Solarian male 
Lexius Jeracho, Lord of Estara, Solarian male 
Edgar Margrove, Lord of Malgron, Solarian male
Andara Savilen, Lady of Laquoor, Solarian female
Gaiden Tamas, Lord of Citula, Solarian male
Tarisse Zoreal, Lady of Beleth, Solarian female
 
Crell Imperium
High Sovereign Variska Ishthare, Crell female
Supreme Commander Onar Tenel, Crell male
Colonel Karl Horsch, Crell male
Lieutenant Mirrel, Crell female
Captain Andreas Fuhr, Crell male
Scout Sabine, Izarian female
Garin Kroll, Crell male
 
Galvian Resistance
Ethan Moore, former Galvian General, Galvian male
Kyle Adar, Galvian male
Ria Magran, Galvian female
Aidan Darond, Galvian male
 
Knights of the Last Dawn
Tevek Dracian, Highlord, Taurosian male
Elade Devarath, knight, vaeyn female
Belek Talroy, squire, Ikaran male
Patrick Lavonde, knight, Solarian male
Gabriel Alric, knight-lord, Galvian male
Damn Vohn, Kor female
 
Unbound Asylum
Headmaster Velle, Solarian male
Sovan Lor, Borden male
 
Asgardians
Clan Lord Torvald Halfren, Asgardian male
Warmaster Jorgir, Asgardian male
 
The Order of Orias (the Watchers)
Lord Dathiel, Taurosian male
 
 



Appendix
 
Adorei Kel: Literally translated as “Demon lovers,” the Kel are an organization founded by rebel vaeyn who became warlocks to punish demons for their transgressions. They believe in enslaving demons as a means of revenge. 
 
Aether: the source of all magic in the world, the Aether is believed to be the “blood” of the Immortals spilled across the world during the Godswar. Bound and Unbound mortals can “channel” the Aether through them and produce virtually limitless effects from telepathy to energy manipulation.   
 
Anos Kecen: Appointed king of Tauros during the 14th century, known primarily as the man who invaded the vaeyn homeland of Sulinor and whose armies were subsequently decimated. 
 
Ascendant: A mortal being who carries the spirit of an Immortal. They are capable of perceiving Aether and have the unique ability to inspire this ability in others. Most national rulers are Ascendants and have vast armies of Bound followers who conduct much of the day-to-day business of the government. When an Ascendant dies, he or she leaves behind a fraction of his or her own memories as well as the Immortal’s spirit. This “divine spark” can be consumed by another, who transforms into an Ascendant his or herself—assuming he or she survives the process. Outside of rare Unbound, Ascendants are considered the world’s most powerful channelers; however, the more channelers they empower, the weaker their own abilities become. 
 
Anvira: An Immortal who merged her essence with Obsidian at the end of the Godswar. She is often worshipped as the goddess of healing, life, and prosperity. She is called the “heart” of the Triumvirate. 
 
Asgardia: A tribal nation of warriors and hunters native to northern Torsia. Asgardians are typically tall, fair-haired, and strong. They tend to be suspicious of outsiders, and they have a long-standing feud with the chagari, whom they have nearly driven to extinction. 
 
Ash War: A conflict originally between the Kingdom of Galvia and the Crell Imperium started in 1998 AG. The Solarian Alliance eventually joined the war effort against the Crell, but by the end of the war in 2003AG Galvia had been conquered and a peace treaty between Torsia’s two major powers was signed. It is considered the bloodiest war in modern history. 
 
Bound: A servant of an Ascendant granted the ability to channel the Aether. They are telepathically linked with their Ascendant and his other followers at all times. Bound are known by many different names across Obsidian. 
 
Breaker: A channeler with the ability to sever the bond between Bound and Ascendant, cutting off the former’s ability to channel. 
 
Calhara: The largest continent in the western hemisphere of Obsidian and home to the faeyn, the vaeyn, and several other non-human species. While Torsia is heavily-populated, Calhara is more of a sprawling frontier beyond its cities. 
 
Channeler: A generic term used to describe any mortal capable of drawing power from the Aether. 
 
Crell Imperium: A modern empire spanning most of western Torsia. Consisting of several former independent nations—Borden, Galvia, Izaria—the Imperium is ruled by six Ascendants of great power known as the Sovereigns.   
 
Chagari: A race of tribal bipedal felines native northern Asgardia. They are often considered tainted by demonic blood, and they are used as slaves in many nations. 
 
Demon: A creature native to the Void. When summoned to Obsidian, demons are invisible and undetectable except by certain channeling techniques. In their native realm they are comprised of pure thought and emotion, but on Obsidian they can take many physical forms, including ones that look identical to humans. Demons were first brought to the world during the Godswar, and their population has dramatically increased since. Some demons are capable of possessing a mortal creature and taking control of their actions until exorcised, while others are little more than savage brute. Mortals who learn to summon demons are referred to as “warlocks.” 
 
Divine Spark: The energy released by the death of an Ascendant, often taking the shape of a glowing sphere of light. If consumed by a mortal, the spark may cause them to Ascend, but it is also frequently lethal if the recipient cannot handle its power. 
 
Dragons: A race of large, flying reptiles who original hail from the primal continent of Sauraka. They are often bred as flying mounts by many nations in the world. While they cannot speak, they have complex emotions for a reptile and often show signs of intelligent thought. 
 
Elashi: A small country nestled between the Crell Imperium, the Ikaran Republic, and Talisham. The Elashi were originally a group of religious rebels from Talisham who forged an independent nation in protest of the Talishite ruler, the Pah, and his oppression of women.  
 
Elysian: A race of human-like beings who consider themselves the direct descendants of the Immortals, particularly the druid goddess Anvira. In their own tongue, they are known as the “faeyn,” Long-lived and graceful, the elysians rule a vast kingdom in the Sorthaal Highlands. Though they dwell separately from their cousins, the vaeyn, they are resolved to never harm one another. Humans in Torsia created the nickname “elysians,” though some societies, particularly the Crell, have created the racial slur “elf.”
 
Galvia, the Kingdom of: An ancient human monarchy conquered by the Crell Imperium in 2003 AG. Galvians are known as a proud, pragmatic, and cultured people with a history predating most other human kingdoms. Before its destruction in the Ash War, Lyebel, one of the nation’s major cities, was home to one of the only free academies for Unbound in the world. 
 
Garos: A fortress city on the northeastern border of Galvia and Solaria, newly constructed following the Ash War. 
 
Geriskhad: Once a Crell fortress along the Galvian border, Geriskhad was destroyed in a surprise Galvian attack in 1998 AG. The Galvian army burned most of the surrounding farms and several of the nearby farming villages as well. The attack led to the declaration of war by the Imperium and the subsequent Ash War that followed. 
 
Godsoul: While sometimes used as synonym for the “divine spark,” the Godsoul is the spirit of a real Immortal rather than an Ascendant. Mortal creatures carrying Godsouls wield remarkable power, but they cannot empower followers like Ascendants. They are also highly vulnerable to the magic of Unbound. 
 
Griffon: A race of flying beasts bred and trained by the Solarian Alliance as aerial mounts. They are large avians with abnormally powerful musculature and cunning. 
 
Groll: A race of barely sentient, bulky humanoids bred and enslaved by the Crell Imperium as laborers and shock troops. 
 
Hassian Empire: One of the ancient world’s largest empires spanning most of central Torsia five centuries before the Godswar. Hassian culture and language shape modern Crell, Galvia, and Solaria, among others. 
 
Ikaran Republic: A mercantile nation on the southwestern edge of Torsia. The Ikaran language is taught in virtually every urban center as the trade language of the world. 
 
Isen: A mountain fortress in northeastern Solaria near the Galvian border. It was the site of a major siege and several subsequent follow up battles in 2002 AG. 
 
Ishthare Rebellion: A revolt against the rule of the Crell Imperium staged by one of its former colonies, Tracordia, and its leader, Sovereign Variska Ishthare. The rebellion involved several coastal attacks along Crell lands on the western coast of Torsia and ultimately ended with the battle of Veinshel Harbor in 2013 AG. 
 
Izaria: A human empire assimilated by the Crell Imperium in 1920 AG. As a people, Izarians are known for their care-free lifestyle, fine arts and wines, and obsession with personal beauty. 
 
Ka’chek: A chagari racial slur for the Asgardians. Loosely translated, it means “pink savages.”
 
Katagha: Asgardian word for Unbound.
 
Kurden Pass: The only sizeable pass through the Avalon Mountains that separate Solaria and Crell. 
 
The Knights of the Last Dawn: An organization of channelers called who worship the Immortal Maeleon. The order trains its members in martial combat and sends them out into the world to defeat what they deem as evil, specifically demons. It is ruled by a Conclave of knight-lords. Across the world, Knights of the Last Dawn are also known as paladins.  
 
Maeleon: An Immortal and founder of the Last Dawn. He merged his essence into the Dawn Citadel rather than be destroyed at the end of the war, and he still grants his followers power today. He is often called the “sword” of the Triumvirate.  
 
Manticore: A race of flying beasts artificially bred and created by the Crell Imperium. Like dragons they are reptilian, but they possess only basic animal instincts. Their fangs produce potent venom capable of killing a grown human in only a few seconds. 
 
Maz’Belar: The vaeyn capital city, located mostly underground within the nation of Sulinor in northeastern Calhara. The “dark elves” are always ruled by a female Unbound Ascendant called the Matriarch Queen. 
 
Nephilese: the dead language of the Immortals, rarely seen or understood in modern times. 
 
Numen: a wealthy Torsian nation ruled by an enigmatic Ascendant called the “Shadow King.” Numenese finery is valued all across the world. 
 
Obsidian: The name of the world, as spoken in Ikaran. Its roots are a historical reference to the devastation of the Godswar and the ruins that remained as similar to what is left the eruption of a volcano. 
 
Orias: An Immortal and founder of the enigmatic Watchers. Like the other members of the Triumvirate, Orias merged his essence into the world rather than let himself be destroyed, but it is a mystery as to where or how. He is often called the “will” of the Triumvirate. 
 
Placite Rebellion: A group of religious extremists who attempted to take over a Solarian province in 2009 AG. 
 
Rebirth, the: The period directly following the Godswar, circa 0-300 AG. The era sees many tribal wars between scattered human settlements and the construction of several new empires. 
 
Salien Orothar: Revered king of Solaria during the 1500s. Responsible for the alliance with the Last Dawn. 
 
Serogar Gate: A wall constructed in 1276 AG by the Solarians to protect their border against the Asgardian hordes to the north. In 2013 it was the site of a conflux of demonic cultists, led by Gaul Teroth, who attempted to summon an ancient demon. Serogar is also the name of Solarian’s northwestern province. 
 
Sevel Thorean: A Solarian rebel and Unbound who led a successful revolution against the government in 1689 AG. He was a legendary telepath, and his revolution was the motivation for the creation of the Solarian Academy of Aether Studies. He was eventually slain by a Knight of the Last Dawn.
 
Sightless: A term used to describe the masses of non-channelers in the world who cannot perceive Aether. 
 
Sol: An Immortal who organized remnants of the Hassians and other tribes to fight under his banner in the Godswar. He is considered the founding father of the Solarian Alliance and his tenets form the basis of their religion. Sol is also revered in Solipei, though they differ on numerous interpretations of his will.  
 
Solarian Alliance: A human nation located across central Torsia. It is the union of six provinces and considers itself the only true democracy in the world. 
 
Solipei: An ancient and spiritual nation on the eastern coast of Torsia. Solipeans are known as philosophers, poets, and mystics throughout the world. 
 
Talisham: Also known as the Empire of the Tali-Pah, Talisham is a deeply religious nation in southern Torsia known for its extreme isolationism and oppression of women and non-sanctioned channelers. Its people are referred to as Talishites.  
 
Talishite Offensive: An invasion by the Crell Imperium into the Empire of the Tali-Pah during 2014 AG. The fighting only lasted two months and was the result of the assassination of a Crell diplomat inside Elashi. The sides signed a cease-fire pact but have not officially negotiated a peace. 
 
Tauros: The lone human nation in Calhara located within the fertile Rivani Basin. 
 
Torsia: The largest continent in the eastern hemisphere of Obsidian. 
 
Triumvirate: A name given to three Immortals—Anvira, Maeleon, and Orias—who merged their spirits with the world rather than be destroyed at the end of the Godswar. As a group they made a pact to protect Obsidian from destruction as penance for the devastation wrought by their species. Each Immortal forged an organization responsible for a specific defense against the world: Anvira’s druids protect life in all its forms, Maeleon’s knights ward against demons and evil, and Orias’s watchers protect against the reckless use of the Aether. 
 
Tulia: A Solarian trade city about fifty miles east of Celenest. It sits at the base of the Frostpeak Mountains. 
 
Unbound: A mortal able to perceive and channel the Aether without an Ascendant tether. Unbound are feared and loathed across the world. They are branded as heretics by most religions and often killed on sight. No one knows the nature of the Unbound, but the condition is often hereditary. 
 
Vaeyn: The cousin race to the faeyn who separated at the end of the Godswar during the Rebirth. They believed their duty was to destroy the war’s lasting legacy, demons, rather than rebuild the world. They organized an underground empire in northern Calhara that constantly wars with the demonic forces of Zereloth. They have a reputation around the world as being twisted and evil, but in reality their society is far more open and tolerant than most human ones. While they live apart from their faeyn cousins, they refuse to ever harm another of their race. Some humans refer to them by the racial slur “dark elves.”
 
Vorhang: A Crell term used to describe non-channelers. 
 
The Void: The demonic realm that exists parallel to the mortal world. It has many names, and it is believed to be the remains of the original realm of the Immortals, formerly a paradise now infested by malevolent creatures of thought and energy called demons. Mortals cannot survive in the Void without powerful magic, and its denizens cannot enter Obsidian without mortal assistance.
 
Warlock: A mortal being who has made a pact with a demon. Typically, this pact allows them to summon and control other demons, often in large number. The summoning process is highly damaging to mortals and ultimately results in death if overused. While not technically channelers (warlocks cannot channel the Aether), warlocks are still feared across Obsidian.  
 
Watchers: The name for agents of the Order of Orias, an organization dedicated to the service of the Immortal of the same name. They are often seen as the invisible arm of the Triumvirate, typically observing but rarely interfering with the affairs of the world. Their purpose is to contain and potentially destroy Unbound and any government that openly supports them. 
 
Zarul: A semi-autonomous organization within the Crell Imperium responsible for security, both domestic and foreign. It is one of the few organizations in the world controlled by its own Ascendant. Zarul agents are often referred to as “Green Coats.”
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