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To Sandy, for all you are and all you’ve done.

I love you.
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CHAPTER ONE










DECLAN TOOK IN the fresh spring air. He breathed, scratching at the thin layer of scraggly black stubble he’d accumulated. Pitiful. A month on the run and all he’d managed was to look unkempt. He’d have to find a razor in the next town; this barren desert of a beard clashed too directly with his ‘terrifying, brooding, monster’ aesthetic. 


Maybe that was a good thing. 


Freddy, of course, had managed a rather impressive growth in just the first week. It made him look rugged. At least Sarah seemed slightly less interested in kissing the man while he sported the thick beard. 


Declan took some petty joy in that. 


The past four weeks had been the hardest and most exhausting of Declan’s life. It had taken eight days to grow accustomed to the long hours in the saddle and another two beyond that for the sores to fully heal. They rode from dawn to sundown, avoiding any roads or larger settlements in case word of their misdeeds had spread. 


As it was, they took a risk stopping in the hamlets they did, but the chance to purchase supplies, sleep in a real bed, and play his lute for the local villagers more than made it worthwhile. If nothing else, these farmers didn’t pose much of a threat. 


Sure, they could report the party’s location, but without any violet mages to send the message, it would take one of their pursuers actually visiting the town, by which point Declan’s group would be long gone. 


For all the hardship the journey had been, Declan would look back on it as one of his happier periods. He awoke each day not to artificial mana light, nor rough shouting or a mysterious knock on his door, but to the gentle glow of the sun peeking over the horizon. 


Rough as their flight was, there was a brutal simplicity to it. He didn’t have to examine every decision or constantly reevaluate his choices thus far. He didn’t worry about enigmatic forces manipulating his every move, because he only had one move to make: keep running. Declan knew it wouldn’t last. He was, after all, running to something. 


He grew more and more aware of that particular truth as they approached their first real obstacle.


Tower Vestriam loomed on the horizon. 


It was a bittersweet landmark. For all Declan wished he could return to the simple days studying magic under Leskelian, after the war, after the capital, he’d just as likely never step foot in a Tower again. It was a strangely reassuring thought. 


More pressing, however, was the logistical significance to the impending obstacle. The mages at Vestriam absolutely knew of his treason by now; no doubt there were fliers with his description in every town for miles. 


Declan’s first thought was of Guthrie. Robin’s father had smuggled them out of the city before; with any luck he could do it again. When he voiced the idea, however, the girl was less than enthusiastic. 


“I don’t know, Declan. Sneaking a research experiment out of the city is one thing; involving himself with a regicide…”


“That was Richard!”


She glared at him. “Just ‘cause he held the knife doesn’t mean you didn’t enable him. Not to mention—“


He sighed, “Yeah, yeah, I know. It’s okay. I understand not wanting to wrap Guthrie up in my mess.”


“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”


“Robin, it’s okay. I know what I’ve done, and I know how much harder it makes things for everyone.” 


Sarah chimed in, “Maybe I can help. My da works the Vestriam docks; if we could get a message to him…”


“That’s something I can do,” Robin said. “I’m not directly affiliated with the rest of you. Not yet.”


“I’m sure they know you’re with us,” Declan replied. “If nothing else, they would’ve noticed you went missing the same time we did.”


“As if Lillian would’ve told the crown shit. No, I’m willing to bet even if they’ve figured out I'm with you, that didn’t make it into their message to Vestriam.”


“That’s a big risk.”


“And killing the king isn’t? It’s your call. If you really want to waste two weeks diverting far enough south, we can do that.”


For the first time, Freddy chimed in, “It’s not just a matter of risk versus lost time. Longer it takes to get out of the country, the more the word gets out. There’s a very real chance if we detour south, by the time we get to the red hills every farmer, miner, and hunter in Teralia is after us.”


Declan sighed, “You’re right. Speed comes first. Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”


Two days later saw Declan, Sarah, and Freddy laying low in the grass of the Icandian Plains while Robin alone trekked onward towards the crimson walls of Vestriam. The night was excruciating. Every breeze, every shift in the grass was Robin returning with grave news, or a team of guards discovering their position. 


It was nearly morning when the steel mage rejoined them. 


“Did you find him? How is he? Did he look well?”


Of course, Declan realized, Sarah hasn’t seen her father in… divines, over two years? Looking back, he noted it had been over two since he’d seen his mother. Unless you counted across the ballroom that night at Elaine’s party. He shuddered. 


“Seemed well enough,” Robin replied. “More importantly, he’s agreed to help us. Tonight, on the west bank of Lake Porfin.”


“Shit,” Sarah said, “we need to move.”


They broke their small camp in record time before mounting up and beginning the ride north. Their speed was limited, both by the lack of road and by the simple fact that galloping horses would draw far more attention than a normal traveling pace. Even so, they pushed it, traveling across the plains at more than a canter.


As it was, the sun had long set by the time they reached the massive lake. Fortunately, the non-insignificant number of farmers and merchants they had passed on the way called them to halt, though Declan did spot three squads of roaming guards in the distance. 


He thanked the nonexistent gods for his luck. 


They dismounted upon their arrival, leading the horses on foot as they walked along the bank of Lake Porfin. Declan’s heart sank the moment he saw the rowboat. 


For all his thighs resented the damage his time in the saddle had done, he couldn’t help but acknowledge the pang of grief he felt at the coming departure. 


No way the horses would fit on a vessel that small. 


Two men stood on the shore, their features masked in the shadows of the moonless night. Declan decided to trust them the moment Sarah charged forward to wrap one in a massive hug. 


Whatever the girl whispered to her father was too soft for Declan to hear, but he was certain nobody missed the man’s words.


“What kind of cockswabbing shitstorm have you got yourself into?”


Like father like daughter. Declan smiled. “That would be my—er—cockswabbing shitstorm.” 


“So you’re this nothin’ mage, then.” He flashed a toothy grin. “The name’s Ben. This ‘ere’s Joseph, but we all call ‘im Joe. He’s been kind enough to lend us ‘is boat for the evenin’.” 


“Thank you, Joe,” Declan nodded, “for your generosity.”


“I wouldn’t call it that,” the man replied, reaching out to take the reins from Robin’s hand. 


Of course, Declan swore to himself. The horses for safe passage, no questions asked. A lucrative deal. Then again, any deal involving these particular fugitives would need to be lucrative to be worth the risk. He handed over his own set of reins. 


“Thank ye kindly.” The sickly sweetness to Joe’s voice left Declan feeling sticky. He fought to ignore the sensation. 


Freddy and Sarah followed suit, until the man held all four sets of reins. They stripped their belongings from the saddlebags while Ben spoke. “So what’s the plan, eh? Slip off into the countryside and live as hermits? I can see the appeal. Much as I love it, the city’s a shithole.”


“Not exactly,” Declan said. “It’s safer you don’t know. Just get us into the hills and we’ll disappear.”


“Declan’s chasing faerie tales.”


“And you’re fuckin’ following him? Divine’s tits, Sarah, I thought you were smarter than that.”


Declan stepped in, “It’s a bit more complicated than all that. But again,” he glared at Sarah, “the less you know the better.”


“Right, right, don’t get yer panties in a bunch,” Ben scoffed. “Y’all about ready? We’ll all be fucked straight to hell if we aren’t off the lake by sunrise.” 


With a nod, Declan stepped onto the rowboat, setting down his pack but keeping his lute on his back. There’d be no chance at a replacement if he got this one wet too. He sat. 


The others followed, sitting two abreast on the thin benches. 


Ben turned back to Joe, who had already begun to lead the horses back to the road. “I’ll get this back to ye tomorrow night.” He gestured to the boat. “Remember, ye didn’t see or hear shit.”


“Yeah, yeah,” Joe scoffed. “Last thing I need is divines-fucked soldiers sniffin’ around. They’ll get nothin’ from me.” 


Ben nodded, turned, and shoved the boat into the water, wading in after it. As he lifted the oars, he addressed the fugitive mages. “Be warned, he’s like as not to rat you out tomorrow. Right bastard, that one.”


“Shit,” Sarah swore. “Will you be alright?”


“Yeah, I’ll be fine. I’m worth more to that fucker as a business partner. He’ll just say you lot stole his boat or some ‘orseshit like that.”


Declan elected not to comment on the man’s choice in ‘business partners.’ Instead, he chose to be polite. “Thank you. I know it’s a big risk helping us like that, especially after…”


“Bah,” he scoffed. “What ‘appens to a bunch of rich fucks in Reondar isn’t my business. That lot probably deserved it. Nothin’ mage or no, I just wanna make sure my Sarah stays safe.” He turned to his daughter. “Yer friend said ye was a… what was it again?”


“Journeyman, Da. It’s—um—one below magus, the one that lets you start a house or get a research position.”


Declan looked on with a smile as the girl caught up with her father. For all his gruff personality, foul mouth, and lack of education, the man loved his daughter. He listened with a wide grin to Sarah’s tales of Krispins, of the war, and of the Pinnacles themselves, asking a number of questions as they came up. 


Ben’s voice emanated not only interest, but pride. Sarah had come a long way from working the Vestriam docks. 


Listening in, Declan couldn’t help but ponder his own fathers, both his adopted one and the anonymous mundane who’d actually sired him. King Julien had claimed to know something about the man, but his price had been beyond unreasonable. More likely he’d only known what the Fae had told him. 


Declan tried to convince himself he didn’t care. That it was only Fae trickery, some lie designed to set him on some path. He’d made it this far without knowing his true father, why should it matter now? 


It didn’t. Declan sighed, shivering in the frigid atmosphere. He was thankful, truly, for the cloudy night; under the glow of the moon they’d be far too visible upon the water. The glassy surface of the lake further cooling the evening air did little to help. 


Chilly as it was, the night was beautiful. To his right, Declan could see the silhouette of the city and its Tower reflected in the smooth darkness of Lake Porfin. The torches and mana lights along the wall glimmered in place of the stars which hid behind the layer of clouds. 


Declan could only imagine how breathtaking a clear night on the lake would be. 


When at last they made land on the eastern shore, the mages one by one climbed from the rowboat, carrying their supplies with them. Sarah stopped, once more wrapping her father in a tight hug. When she pulled away and took Freddy’s hand, Declan stepped forward to thank the man for his aid.


“Whatever it takes,” Ben said, shaking Declan’s hand, “to keep my Sarah safe. Ye know more than I do, so I’m trustin’ ye to make the right call. Don’t let ‘er die.”


Declan nodded. “Of course.”


“And ye,” Ben turned to glare at Freddy.


“I understand, sir,” he said. 


“Good. Be safe out there.”


As if to emphasize his point, a chorus of howls echoed from the crimson landscape ahead. Ben cocked his brow, nodded at the fugitive mages, and shoved off, rowing alone across the frigid lake. 


Declan waited. For several minutes they stood there, allowing Sarah the time to watch her father disappear into the night. It seemed unlikely they’d meet again. 


The mages didn’t walk far that night, only deep enough into the hills to keep out of sight from the city walls. For two of them, it wasn’t their first experience hiding in the red hills. This time, however, they were actually red; the year’s snow hadn’t fallen yet.


Declan’s nightmares returned that night, as they often did. At first he’d taken to sleeping away from the others, with a barrier of earth between them, less to stop his mana than so the sound of Eric’s bell wouldn’t disturb their sleep. The amulets they still wore were enough to keep them safe. 


Then he dreamt for the first time since Julien’s death. 


The visions themselves were unchanged. Still he trudged through the mud, staring his victims in the eye as they cried their sea of tears, but something about the place felt… distant. As if he viewed his crime through a mirror. Declan awoke twice from the nightmare without a single chime before he risked a night beside his friends. 


It was a point of pride for the mage that he hadn’t heard its toll since Julien’s death. Some sense of revenge for the fallen helped him push through, even as he’d condemned yet more to their fate. He liked to think they’d deserved it. He had to. 


Sarah hadn’t questioned it, having seen the terrors of war herself. Freddy outright supported Declan’s actions; he’d been gunning for a similar result since they’d arrived in Reondar. Declan didn’t think it would change anything for the poor and desperate of Teralia, but he allowed Freddy his optimism. 


Robin was an enigma. 


Even back in Vestriam the girl had been scared of Declan’s potential, a fear he’d now proven twice. He wasn’t sure if she was in denial of his deeds, supported the blow he’d dealt to Teralia’s oppressive ruling class, or had simply grown jaded enough in her own adventures to no longer care. 


Regardless of her reason, Declan appreciated her companionship. She was a formidable mage, a knowledgable ally, and a buffer between him and traveling alone with Sarah and Freddy. 


The couple kept their affections private for the most part, but Declan was nonetheless glad to have another friend along for the journey. 


As it was, when Declan awoke the following morning, he did so with an optimistic grin. They’d passed the first major hurdle unchallenged, and he burned with curiosity to see where else this adventure would lead.










CHAPTER TWO










THE HILLS WERE magnificent. 


In every direction bloodstone glimmered in the morning sun, a sea of rubies untouched by shadow. Declan couldn’t help but remember his previous flight through the red hills over a year ago. The brilliant crimson stone lay unhidden by a blanket of snow, but the experience was nonetheless similar. 


He still ran for his life. 


Under Robin’s guidance, his party weaved around the massive hills to keep out of sight. The main differences were the ardor of his pursuers and confidence with which he stepped. He’d grown since then. He was no longer the scared adept hiding in the snow. 


Even so, he couldn’t contain his shudder whenever another chorus of howls rang across the hills. The further east they traveled, the further into wolf territory they delved. 


They took watch in shifts each night, aided by a series of stones Declan carried, which he’d enchanted to ring should anything step near them. He’d studied trap magic to develop shift-delay after all, he may as well use it. The alarms were far from perfect, and they required a significant mana investment, given the limited ambient mana in the outside world, but he was glad to pay it for some extra security.


By far the most embarrassing moment of the trip for Declan came two days into their incursion into the hills. 


The party milled about as usual, going through the same camp set-up routine they had for the past month, while Freddy conjured a pool of water in a nearby dip in the ground. It was more of a puddle, really, but the water was clean. This evening saw Declan making use of the basin to examine his reflection, particularly the scraggly set of hairs he pretended could justifiably be described as a beard. 


He was once again lamenting the fact both he and Freddy had forgotten to pack a razor when an idea struck. 


“Hey,” he called to the others, “does anyone happen to know the resonant frequency for hair?”


Sarah’s eyebrows raised. “You’re… looking to use hair magic?”


“Yes? I just want something to deal with this beard. I don’t have a razor, but if I could shift to the right frequency…”


Sarah snorted to suppress a laugh. Freddy rolled his eyes. Robin stared.


Declan stared back, his face slowly reddening as Robin’s bracelet began to glow. By the time the steel ring had reshaped to a straight razor, he was full-on blushing. 


She walked over to him, handing over the newly formed razor. “You know, you only had to ask.” A sly grin pushed at her lips. 


Wordlessly, Declan took the implement and got to work, doing his level best to ignore the cacophony of laughter from his companions. He noticed a tuft of snow-white hair floating in the pool, but his task and his friends pulled his thoughts away from it. 


By the time he returned to the others, the laughter had mostly died down. Mostly.


“Thank the divines you finally shaved that thing,” Freddy jeered, “it looked like a mangy drullrat was growing out of your face.”


“You’re one to talk,” Declan replied. “Just cause your drullrat is healthy doesn’t make it less a rat.” 


“Mmm, maybe Declan’s got the right of it,” Robin said. “Even if took him a bloody month to ask for a razor.”


“Of course I’m right, and more importantly, Sarah agrees with me.”


“No, no,” she said, “leave me out of this.”


“Oh, come on,” Robin grinned maliciously. “We’ve seen the way you look at it.”


“Sarah?” Freddy’s face colored with exaggerated shock and dismay. “But… you said you liked my beard!”


“I do; I think it looks great. It’s just—well—it’s fucking scratchy.”


“Scratchy?! I’ll show you scratchy!” 


From there Sarah devolved into shrieking laughter and protestations as Freddy tackled her and aggressively rubbed his beard across her face. 


Declan gave Robin a look, and the two turned away to prepare dinner and give the couple what limited privacy they could. 


Later that night, Declan sat awake, perched upon a hillside as he watched over the still night under the stars. 


He wondered what might’ve been between him and Sarah had he stayed at Krispins. He’d certainly enjoyed their night together, but what was one night against over a year apart? Their paths had diverged, and that was that. 


Come to think of it, it had been over a year since he’d seen Eric. He liked to think he had more of an emotional attachment to the boy, but even as he’d left, Declan didn’t know what exactly it was between them. Hells, he’d been closer to Sarah than to Eric. Were it not for the bell around his neck, Declan may have forgotten him just as he had her. 


He pondered the providence of it all. How sometimes, even if the person was right, the circumstances were not. A cruel twist of fate, that. He hoped he’d see Eric again, but something in the back of his mind whispered that just as Sarah had found someone else in their year apart, maybe Eric had too. 


A silhouette, no more than five feet tall, sat next to him, pulling him from his thoughts. 


“Your watch isn’t for another hour,” he said.


“Couldn’t sleep,” Robin answered. “Thought you might want some company.”


Declan didn’t reply, simply nodding and staring off into the night and down at where Freddy and Sarah’s sleeping forms lay tangled before the fire. 


A moment later, a question bubbled up. “Do you ever miss them?”


Robin turned, her face shrouded in shadow. “Hmmm?”


“Captain Astellia or Lillian or any of the other strong women you always crush on? You—um—you seemed close, but with both of them you could’ve stayed. You could’ve… I don’t know, been together? Don’t get me wrong, I’m beyond grateful for your help, but you didn’t have to leave The Waving Bone, and you didn’t have to leave Reondar either. So—um—I guess I just mean… thanks.”


She smacked him on the arm with the back of her hand. “I didn’t leave for you. Amanda was great, but I’m a mage, not a smuggler. And Lillian… let’s just say I don’t think Lillian is attracted to anything that couldn’t single-handedly wipe out a city. Seriously, she’s crazy. Amazing, but crazy.”


Robin let out a gentle chuckle, leaning back against the hillside to stare up at the stars. “I guess it’s more about the adventure. The way I see it, there’ll be plenty of time to settle down and find a nice girl and…” she gestured wildly in the direction of Freddy and Sarah, “…that. But I want to live first. Have adventures, fight monsters, you know? Sure if I find someone on the way that’s good and all, but it’s okay if I don’t.”


She sighed. “It’s easier to be free if you aren’t worrying about someone else. Even if it costs in happiness.” 


Declan leaned back to join her. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right. I wouldn’t want to wrap anyone else in all this if I can avoid it.” 


“Exactly. It comes down to being happy with what you have now and accepting there’ll be time for romance or whatever once everything calms down.”


“Yeah…” Declan breathed, muttering too quietly for even Robin to hear, “if it ever does.” 


For a time they sat there, silently enjoying each other’s company and the cloudless sky above them. Whenever the chill of the air above or the stone below encroached too close, Declan channeled a simple Heat to fend it off. The eve was far from luxurious, but it was comfortable. 


There were no howls to warn them, no gentle footfalls, or enchanted alarms ringing to alert the mages of the imminent threat. 


One moment there was silence, the next the air echoed with growls.


Robin reached her feet first. “Wolves!” 


Declan didn’t stop to see Sarah and Freddy blink the sleep from their eyes in a panic, or Robin form the steel from her body into lethal missiles. Instead he scanned the night for the yellow eyes of hill wolves. 


They were easy to spot. While the red of their fur was a perfect match for the crimson bloodstone of the hills, spots of white shone as beacons in the night. Of course! It was only spring! The hill wolves hadn’t finished their seasonal molt; some of their winter fur still remained. 


He readied a flurry of Darts, aiming them directly at the prowling canines revealed by their white spots amidst a sea of red. 


He fired. 


A chorus of yelps came in reply. 


Declan channeled a second volley, surveying the valley for more of the creatures. He found none. 


“Well that was easy,” Robin remarked. 


“Is that all of them?”


“Yep,” she grinned, “they’re pretty easy to spot in the spring. C’mon, let’s gather the bodies.”


Robin practically skipped down from the hillside to grab the first of the wolves and haul it to the campfire. Groggily, Sarah and Freddy moved to join her. 


When all was said and done, eighteen dead hill wolves lay in a heap before the mages. As the others cut into their prey, both to collect meat for tomorrow’s dinner and free the mana within, Declan’s attention remained caught by a simple fact. 


None of the wolves had sustained damage beyond that of his Dart. Not a one. It had taken one volley and less than a minute for Declan to wipe out the entire pack. 


By himself. 


His last thought that night as sleep finally claimed him, was of how far he truly had come since his last visit to these very hills. 



* * *


Nine days into their trek through the hills, the party rounded a bend to find not bloodstone, but open space. Golden grass swayed in the wind. Gnarled, twisted trees granted what little shade they could, and thick, scraggly underbrush scattered about the savannah. 


Declan took in the sight, mouth agape. “Is this—“


“The wildlands.” Robin grinned. “Another day east and we’d hit the eastern desert. Where Amanda’s drake came from.” Her smile grew wider. “The kind of beasts that must live out here…”


“There’s a reason,” Freddy cut her off, “civilization stops at the hills. The savannah is dangerous enough.”


“Until we get into the Tempest and everything goes to shit,” Sarah added.


“Given my propensity for attracting beasts,” Declan said, “why don’t we assume everything’s going to go to shit here?”


Robin laughed, “I can’t wait.”


“At the very least,” said Freddy, “we can keep our heads down. Avoid them as long as we can until Mr. Beast-magnet over there brings a dragon down on us.”


“I—um—I certainly hope whatever’s after me isn’t strong enough to mess with a dragon. We’d be dead for sure. But you’re right, we should avoid combat as long as we can.” 


Freddy’s plan lasted all of two hours. 


Sarah spotted the wolf first, her string of whispered obscenities more than enough to warrant everyone’s attention. She followed it up with a point and a simple, “What the fuck is that?” 


Declan’s immediate thought was of gratitude. Thank the bloody divines it’s alone. At least he hoped it was alone. 


The thing was massive. Twice the size of a horse massive. The mages simply stared in awe as the beast wandered the savannah, slowly—if indirectly—making its way towards them. 


Freddy broke the silence. “I thought all the dire wolves died in the wolf wars.”


“Not all,” Robin said. “They only fought off the packs. Da told me by the time he left there were still exiles wandering around.”


“Unless those exiles met up, he must be at least thirty years old.”


“It’s not a dog, Declan. Of course they live longer.”


“So let’s kill it,” he said. “Wouldn’t be the biggest thing we’ve fought off, and if the military killed packs of the things…”


Robin grinned. “You had me at ‘kill it.’”


She didn’t wait for a reply or indeed any semblance of a plan before launching a single, jagged metal spike at the approaching wolf. 


It didn’t yelp. It didn’t cry. It didn’t stop. Robin’s spike struck the beast in its side, drawing blood but little else. The wolf howled and charged. 


Declan watched as Robin’s steel quivered and shook as the girl tried to drive it in deeper or pull it free, but her magic fell apart against that of the beast. The spike remained. 


Sarah took that as her cue. The air bristled and her ponytail levitated as lightning arced from her extended hand into the convenient conductor Robin had planted in the beast. It trembled for but a second, never ceasing its charge. 


Electing to end the fight before it could truly begin, Declan loosed an Empowered Dart. 


And the wolf dodged.


Somehow, the massive wolf caught wind of Declan’s invisible attack and leapt to the side, allowing the silent projectile to fly harmlessly into the dirt. 


The beast pounced.


Water splashed across Declan’s face as Freddy launched a barrage of his own at the dire wolf. Still mid-air, the beast couldn’t avoid the oncoming deluge. The force of Freddy’s attack did little to harm the creature, but it did knock the thing off course, saving Robin from its looming jaws. 


The wolf landed on its feet.


Declan fired another Dart and again the creature dodged to the side. Adjusting strategies, Declan prepared a different spell. 


While Freddy recollected the water he’d launched before and Robin frantically churned through the earth below them in search of more steel, Sarah loosed a second bolt of lightning. 


The moment she did, Declan cast his Living Grasp. 


In the brief second that the wolf shook under the influence of Sarah’s electricity running through the steel spike, roots from below and the grass at its feet snapped around its ankles. 


The beast jerked its head back, tugging at the bindings as it moved to chew through them. Freddy’s second deluge put an end to that, whipping the creature’s maw away from the clinging roots. 


It was all the time Declan needed to prepare and release his third Empowered Dart. 


This one didn’t miss. 


With a yelp and a whimper, the dire wolf hit the ground. Declan fired again to confirm its death before allowing himself to relax.


Sarah spoke first, “Well that was fucking close.” She turned to Declan. “Much as I appreciate the practice, why didn’t you just blast it from the start?”


“I tried; it dodged them. It must’ve had some kind of mana sense or something…”


“Nothing natural can sense your mana,” Robin said. “They’re precogs. Or, their instincts are? Da was fuzzy with the details. I think he said something about dire wolf instincts being good enough to predict when something was about to kill it?”


“And you didn’t think to mention this earlier?”


“I forgot! Hey, we killed it, didn’t we? No harm, no foul. C’mon, I bet this sucker’s got two hells of a mana pool.”


By the time Freddy’s Cut spilled the wolf’s significant reserves into the air, the mages had long forgotten the adrenaline of the fight or their annoyance at each other. 


They’d made it this far, they’d survived guards and wolves and… bigger wolves, and now they’d reap the rewards. The euphoric rush of new mana more than made up for the stress of the encounter, and when Declan turned once again to continue his journey north, he did so with smile on his face.










CHAPTER THREE










WITH STORM ABOVE and rock below,

He slyly dodged the grave,

And fled along the rugged crags,

Into the hermit’s cave.




-The Saga of the Nothing Mage



* * *


It took a week, two more dire wolf exiles, and one particularly angry grentis for the mages to reach the edge of the storm. At its fringe the tempest was weak. If he watched just long enough, Declan could see darker clouds ahead pushing their way out, slowly losing vigor as they gained distance from their origin. 


It would only get worse from here. 


Freddy seemed to share his sentiment. “And so ends the safe part of our journey.”


Sarah laughed. “You’re not wrong, but I wouldn’t call four divines-fucked beast attacks in a week safe.” 


“All the better.” Robin smiled. “Declan makes things too easy.”


“‘Easy’ might be pushing it,” he replied.


“Zero injuries in four encounters? That’s easy.” 


“Why don’t we keep it easy, then? I can only heal so much.”


Robin’s voice fell. “Um… no offense, but if I do get injured… don’t heal it. I’d rather have a gash in my side than risk…”


Declan paled. “Oh.”


“Sorry. I just—”


“No, I understand. It’s okay.” 


Sarah chimed in, attempting to lighten the mood in her own oafish way. “Fuck that. If I go down you get me right back up. You’ve managed it this far without killing me; I’ll trust you the rest of the way too.”


“Er—thanks, Sarah.”


The mages fell silent, each falling into thoughts of their own as they progressed into the tempest. There was no rain, not yet. Only gray clouds blotting out the sun as they made their journey north. The crackle of lightning rang out above, but no thunder followed, and never did it actually arc to the ground. 


Still, the mages jumped at the noise. At least, two of them did. Robin was far gone from caring about risking her life, and given Sarah’s affinity for the element, it would’ve been more of a shock if she had been shaken by the sound. 


“There’s something up there.”


Declan’s heart froze at Freddy’s words. Sure enough, as he gazed into the heavens, a shape darkened the sky above. Electricity ran through the clouds where it passed. 


“Whatever that thing is,” Sarah said, “it’s fucking massive.”


“Let’s just hope it doesn’t land.”


“C’mon, Declan. Where’s your sense of risk? With your signature you can kill pretty much anything. That thing’s gotta be fucking loaded with lightning mana.” 


“Unless it’s immune to my mana sickness, sure I can kill it. It’s more a question of how long. Something that large could eat us all and have time to spare before I could pump in enough mana to end it quick. Sure it might die a week later, but that doesn’t save us.” 


“It’s your own fault for not learning anything stronger for your signature. Shift is all well and good but having Earthen Grasp and Living Grasp isn’t going to save our lives.”


Declan snapped, “Well I didn’t exactly plan on fighting a fucking dragon.” 


Sarah winced. 


Silence reigned for several moments as the mages cooled down. Robin was the first to speak. “That’s no dragon.”


“Hmmm?”


“Wyvern maybe. Or some roc variant souped up on all the ambient lightning.”


“How can you tell?”


“Watch the way it moves. It’s swirling around, either trying to soak up mana or hunting something. Dragons don’t do that; mana comes to them.” 


“Either way,” Freddy said, “how about we don’t fight it.”


The mages nodded their agreement, albeit somewhat reluctantly in Sarah’s case, and continued their trek. As the amber grass of the savannah gave way to the barren rocks of the sunless foothills, the lightning mage sidled up to Declan.


“I’m—er—sorry about that,” she muttered. “It’s your magic and you can do what you want with it. I—um—I understand wanting to work on other things.”


Declan exhaled. “It’s okay. I get you’re excited. If we come across anything a bit less terrifying I’m sure we can fight it. It probably won’t give us a choice, but still.”


Sarah grinned. “Guess you’re like a dragon, huh. The mana just comes to you.”


“Yeah, but it always tries to kill me first.” 


They fell into a fit of mutual laughter at that, at least until a terrible roar shattered their mirth. 


Sarah paled. “You had to say it, didn’t you?”


“I’m pretty sure it would’ve come for us either way,” he replied. “Just a question of if it’s strong enough to resist whatever’s after me.”


“Alright, Sarah,” Robin called, “looks like you’re getting your wish!”


They watched the sky. Another roar echoed through the air. Declan slipped into his battle face just in time to watch the beast appear.


A mass of scales, claws, and teeth shot through the dark clouds, thunder crackling within its gaping maw. Sarah acted first. 


A bolt of lightning flashed from her extended hand, arcing directly towards the diving wyvern. Little good it did. The electricity washed over its ashen scales, alighting it with sparks but dealing no damage. Indeed, the roiling storm about it seemed to grow stronger. 


“Alright,” Sarah yelled, “no lightning then.” 


Her words barely pierced the crescendoing din of the wyvern’s thunder. Declan paid them little heed as it was, his attention claimed by a spell of his own. 


He stuffed as much mana as he could into the Empowered Dart without risking a leak, and let loose.


Nothing happened. 


The beast didn’t even flinch. 


As Declan prepared a second attack, both Robin and Freddy fired barrages of their own to similar results. Sarah shifted her mana, launching a blast of red-hot plasma at the incoming draconid. Still nothing. 


And then the wyvern retaliated. 


The shockwave hit first, nearly knocking Declan from his feet. In desperation, he swiftly produced a formula to raise a pillar of earth above the party. The lightning that stuck it was enough to shatter the construct, raining dirt upon the mages. Who said I wasted time at the Pinnacles? 


The wyvern finished its dive, swiping the burnt remains of the makeshift lightning rod with its claws before swooping back into the air. They’d survived the first exchange, but were no closer to killing the thing. 


Time to flee.


Sarah was the first to sound the retreat. “Run! We can’t fight it directly!”


And run they did. Freddy took the lead, followed closely by Sarah. On shorter legs, Robin struggled to keep pace with the couple while Declan stayed behind with her, looking back at the wyvern, ready to summon more defenses should its lightning come again.


It roared. 


Another shockwave struck the mages. Robin stumbled, catching herself with a hand on the rocky ground. Declan tugged at the earth below, reshaping it into another spire of dirt. This time the oncoming lightning annihilated it completely. 


The wyvern sped closer. 


Declan ducked.


Time slowed. The air rushed around his ears. His heart pounded. His hair stood on end as the beast’s electricity pulled at it. He braced. 


And the creature passed, its claws just short of Declan’s crouching form. Motion returned, and he rushed to help Robin to her feet. They ran. 


“Thanks for the save!”


“We need to hide!” he answered. “It’ll get us eventually.” Out of other options, he launched another Empowered Dart at the beast. Again, nothing happened. 


“Over here!” Freddy called from ahead. “There’s a cave!” 


From the mouth of a crack into the side of a crag, he and Sarah barraged the creature with water and plasma. It didn’t even slow. 


Adrenaline rushed. Sweat dripped down Declan’s brow. Another shockwave sent him stumbling. 


Declan leapt, slicing open his side on the sharp stone as he dove into the cave. Lightning singed the dirt outside. 


“Everyone back!” 


The mages scrambled away from the cave’s entrance as Declan prepared the spell. With a brutal crack, the stone reshaped, shutting off the cave’s entrance. When the russet glow of the shifted mana faded, the group was left in darkness.


A muffled roar echoed from the way they’d come. Twice the earth shook around them, either with lightning or the weight of the wyvern itself. Dust rained down, coating Declan’s hair and shoulders, but the cave held. 


The mages released a collective breath. Already the tempest threatened their very lives, and already they’d overcome its first attempt. For now. 


Declan had just released his battle face when he noticed the gentle yellow glow behind them. An unfamiliar voice filled the cavern. 


“Rather rude, don’t you think? Don’t see me bargin’ into your ‘ome and collapsin’ the door!”


As one the mages turned to gape at the man behind them. His ragged white hair and short, unkempt graying beard cast dancing shadows in the flickering light in his hand. His thin and wiry limbs were bedecked in the furs of assorted beasts, stitched together with divines-knew what. 


He gave a toothy grin. “Oh, calm down; I was only joking. I mean, whew! Did you see that thing? I’d run too if that was after me!”


Declan was the first to collect himself, slipping into comfortable formality. “Please, forgive our intrusion, kind sir. As you say, we were afeared for our lives. We would be happy to repay your noble hospitality however you deem fit.”


“Oooh, noble, am I? That’s a first. Well c’mon then, step into my parlor.”


The man abruptly turned, leading the way farther into the dark cave. The party followed. 


His ‘parlor’ consisted of a small hearth complete with chimney carved into the rock, a rack with yet more pelts drying upon it, and a small pile of furs Declan believed to be a bed. 


Their host plopped down before the fire, prompting the others to deposit their packs and follow suit. Declan took a moment to clean the dirt and dust from his lute. 


“So what brings you to these parts?” the hunter asked. “Don’t get many visitors out ‘ere.” He gestured to Sarah. “Her I understand, but you lot? Mighty dangerous, even this far from the Seat.”


A pensive look crossed the girl’s face, but she remained silent. 


Declan answered the man’s inquisitive stare. “Chasing faerie tales, as it were. Someone—or something—has bid us journey to the Seat.”


“Mmmm, a perilous task. Don’t much care for the Fae myself. Must’ve offered you somethin’ mighty to get you all the way out ‘ere.”


Declan’s eyebrows shot up. “You know the Fae?”


“‘Course I do. I steer clear of ‘em when I can; don’t need their mischief anymore than I needed the kingdoms breathin’ down my neck.”


Robin laughed, “Mischief’s a good word for it. Believe me, I’d rather avoid the fuckers too. Both the Fae and the kingdoms.”


He grinned at that. “I ‘ave just the thing.” The wiry hermit scrambled to his feet, walking over to reach behind a boulder. He conjured a pair of stone cups and a carved basin filled with… something. “Not much grows ‘round ‘ere, but scragberries make a good enough wine if you know ‘ow to brew it.”


He dipped each cup into the liquid, keeping one for himself and handing the other to Sarah. “I’ve only got two cups, so you’ll ‘ave to take turns. I ‘ope that’s okay.”


With a smile, Robin channeled a flash of gray mana and her jewelry melted into two pristine steel cups. “Not a problem,” she said. “I’m Robin, by the way. That’s Sarah, Freddy, and Declan.” 


The old man gently shook a finger. “I like the way you think! The name’s Manny. They used to call me ‘Manic Manny,’ back when there was still a ‘they’ to call me.” 


Declan tried not to wince when the bitter liquid hit his tongue. He failed. Whatever skills Manny may have had, wine-making was not among them. “So—er—“ he fought to clear the taste from his mouth, “what brings you all the way out here?”


“Oh, this and that.” He grinned, taking in their silent stares. “The mana o’ course! It’s practically a Tower out there.” Again he looked at Sarah. “At least for the likes of us.”


“You’re a lightning mage? Why not stay in a Tower? I’m sure there’d be a spot for you if you’re strong enough too survive out here.”


Manny sighed. “Once you reach a certain level, you can’t even take a shit without someone askin’ a favor. ‘Specially in Teralia. Nah, with all their rules, it’s easier to stay out ‘ere. Besides, Tower beasties get boring after a decade or two.”


Robin emptied her cup, reaching forward to refill it with the vile alcohol. “So you wanted to challenge yourself?”


“Somethin’ like that. It’s simpler out ‘ere, fightin’ beasties, gaining mana, all that.” The hermit put down his drink. “Now, enough about me. You tell me you’re goin’ to the Seat?”


Declan nodded. “That’s the plan.”


“Best take me with you, then. I don’t know what you did to piss off that wyvern, but if you do it again, you’ll all be fucked. Besides, I’ve always wanted to get a closer look at the mountain itself.” 


“Are—um—are you certain? I have a tendency to—”


Sarah cut him off, “We’d love to have you. You’re right; if we mess up again, we’ll be fucked three hells down.” She glowered at Declan.


“That settles it.” Manny grinned, oblivious to the exchange. “You’ll stay ‘ere tonight, and we can be off in the mornin’. Shouldn’t take more than a week to make the base of the Seat.” He grabbed his cup from where he’d stashed it on the floor, raising it to the air. “A toast, to kindred spirits and the soul of adventure. It’s gonna be a good one.”


The party spent the following hour sharing stories and even a few songs with their new companion before digging into their packs for the evening rations. They each politely refused Manny’s offer of roasted mystery meat. However stale their bread, none dared risk anything the hermit made that wasn’t purified by the magical power of alcohol. 


He was a gracious host. He laughed at Robin’s tales and applauded Declan’s music, and when the time came for sleep, he happily offered up his furs to complement their thin bedrolls. Despite the cold and rocky floor on which he lay, Declan was comfortable. 


As he lay awake that night, the mage couldn’t help but admire Manny’s decision to leave civilization behind. Divines knew he couldn’t have done it. He almost wished he had. How many would still be alive if Declan had been brave enough to abandon the Pinnacles to practice magic in the wilds?


Surely Teralia wouldn’t be on its knees. 


He sighed, returning to the comfortable shadow of the snowy orchid. Maybe he would share Manny’s fate, living out his days as a hermit in the inhospitable wildlands. He shuddered at the thought. 


No, he needed humanity. He depended on the support of his friends, on their trust and their confidence. People to care for. Above all, Declan’s heart burned with the need to bring some joy into the world, to account for all he’d taken. 


He owed that much at least. 










CHAPTER FOUR










THEY MADE IT a day before the rain began. It was gentle at first, a light sprinkle that washed away the sweat and grime of a month’s travel. It was pleasant. 


By the second day Declan was sick of it. By the third, it had graduated past sprinkle into full on deluge as sheets of water barraged the traveling mages from above. At least it wasn’t muddy. No, the endless wind and rain had long since washed away any semblance of dirt from the earth they trod. 


They walked on solid stone. Trails of rainwater flowed beneath their feet into the cracks and crags in the rock. More than once on their journey north Declan had to conjure a bridge over a chasm too wide to leap or a torrent too swift to ford. 


By night they slept in simple shelters Declan carved from the earth and Freddy cleared of water. What furs Manny brought did precious little to keep them warm, but at least they were soft. Sleeping on bare stone wasn’t easy. It took two days of exhausting travel before Declan could overcome his discomfort and nod off. 


The mountain loomed over them. Each day as Declan watched it, he could’ve sworn they’d arrive within the hour, only to find the lone peak just as distant when they settled in for bed that night. 


It was slow going.


For all he styled himself their guide, Manny knew precious little about the terrain. Indeed, were it not for Declan’s earth-working, he doubted the lonely lightning mage could’ve made this trip. He was less than limber in his age. 


Declan couldn’t help but wonder at the accuracy of the man’s estimate for the length of their journey, and he could tell by the look in his companions’ eyes that they shared his lack of faith. It grew clearer by the day that Manny had never made this trek. 


Nonetheless, if his furs and wine weren’t reason enough to not bemoan his presence, Manny more than proved his use on their fourth day together. 


They didn’t see the rocs coming. 


Between the torrential downpour making it nigh impossible to watch the skies and the ever-present rumbling of thunder, it wasn’t until a bolt of lightning curved away from Declan directly into the old hermit that they realized they were under threat. 


Manny’s reaction to taking an attack to the face was a simple grin. “Ooh,” he said shaking in pleasure, “refreshing. I needed a little pick-me-up!” He raised a wiry arm to the sky and snapped his fingers. 


The nearest roc exploded. 


“What the ever-loving fuck did you just do?!?” 


“Sarah!” Freddy yelled over the din of the storm, “Not the time!” As he spoke, a blue glow appeared about him, and the mass of rainwater coalesced into thick barrier, just in time to knock a swooping roc off course. 


Declan shook the surprise from his head and prepared a spell of his own. Manny seemed to have offense well in hand, so Declan spent his focus on defense. 


Within seconds he had an adjusted formula, and in three spots around the group the stone began to grow. In spires they shot from the ground, each forming a pillar easily thrice the height of their tallest mage. 


Sensing his intent, Robin channeled a spell of her own. The steel she wore about her body melded into three spikes and flew into the air. One by one, they slammed into the top of Declan’s pillars, embedding themselves at the tip. 


The next bolt of lightning struck not a mage, but the steel atop the nearest pillar. Declan grinned. 


The lightning rods worked. 


Sarah launched small attacks as she could, shifting her mana down to plasma to work around the rocs’ natural resilience to lightning, but she spent most of her attention watching Manny. Declan didn’t blame her. 


The hermit was dancing. 


To a beat only he could hear, Manny’s limbs twisted through the air, his feet moved with rhythmic steps, and his head swayed to his own silent melody. Every motion he made was punctuated by a snap or a flourish, accompanied by the screech of a roc dying in a burst of lightning and viscera. 


Declan couldn’t help but stare. 


He wasn’t the only one; Robin too had completely given up casting spells to watch the strange display. She, at least, had a valid reason—all her steel was atop Declan’s spires. 


Freddy saved him from his own distraction. 


Just as Manny killed yet another roc, one of the birds swooped in unnoticed. The lightning in its talons crackled, ready to stun and kill anything in its path. As it dove, Freddy coalesced the falling rain around it, not to attack, but to give its wing a gentle nudge. It shrieked as it pulled off course, careening directly into the side of Declan’s pillar. 


Declan launched an Empowered Dart at the beast’s still-twitching form to finish the job. 


Amidst the chaos, Manny’s mute symphony reached a silent crescendo. His movements slowed, his arms raised, and a massive burst of lightning shot into the air. The clouds themselves quaked with energy. Thunder rumbled. The air shook. Every hair on Declan’s body stood on end, waiting with anticipation for the cataclysm that was about to strike.


A second passed.


Then two. 


The thunderclap that resounded through the foothills sent Declan’s ears ringing, just as the flash of light from fourteen simultaneous bolts of lightning set his vision white. It took nearly a minute to return. 


The threat was gone. To a bird the flock now lay strewn about the barren stone, the rain already washing away their draining lifeblood. 


Declan stared.


Freddy blanched.


Robin grinned.


Sarah broke the silence, “What in the assfucking ninth hell just happened?”


Manny smiled, crooked yellow teeth showing through his cracked lips. “If you can’t have a bit of fun with it, what’s the point?”


“I—well—“ Declan stammered, “I think the point is to survive.”


“Friend, if you’re concerned about surviving, you came to the wrong place.” 


“Right. Well… I’m glad to have you with us. Not sure we would’ve made it without your help.”


The hermit fell into an overly exaggerated if somewhat clumsy bow. “Much obliged, good sir. I apologize if my antics put you off ease.”


Freddy snorted at the comical display. 


Sarah butted in. “Are you joking? That was fucking incredible! How did you…?”


Manny’s grin stretched even wider. “Monsters aren’t the only ones who can turn mana against you. Somethin’ like that wyvern the other day probably ate your spells right up, but these birdies? Drop in the bucket. With a little skill and a lot of mana, it’s not too tricky to turn their reserves into a neat little poof.” He popped his clenched fists open to emphasize his point. 


The mages simply stared. 


“What?”


Declan asked the question they all had, “Are…are you saying you manipulated the rocs’ mana while it was still inside them?”


“Um… yes?”


“Divines… how much mana do you have?”


Manny grinned, raising both his shoulders and arms in a wide shrug. “Hells if I know. A lot? Been huntin’ beasties and enjoying the weather out ‘ere for the a few decades now.”


“Reserves aside,” Freddy said, “taking control of someone else’s mana is impossible.” 


“You’re one to talk about impossible.” Manny cocked his brow, gesturing to Declan. “I know as well as you he’s no earth mage. Less he found ‘imself some invisible rocks to start throwin’.” 


“So how did you do it?” Sarah practically bounced with enthusiasm.


“Secrets, secrets.” Manny grinned. He turned to Declan. “You show me yours and I’ll show you mine.”


Declan sighed. “Let’s harvest the mana we can and make camp, then we can talk.” 


There hermit raised his hand in an exaggerated salute. “Aye aye, captain!” With a quiet cackle, he shuffled off to the nearest corpse. 


Declan raised his eyebrows but didn’t comment at the man’s inanity, instead committing his focus to constructing a shelter from the stone. Freddy and Sarah went to help gather the rocs while Robin collected her steel from the remains of his spires before heading off to join them. 


Declan raised two massive slabs of stone, leaning them against each other to create a triangular area beneath before fusing together their tops. A few adjustments to create an entryway and a covered chimney should they need to cook their meals, and the shelter was ready. 


He didn’t bother to wait for Freddy, coming up with his own version of the drying spell to clear the deluge from his clothes. He muttered a silent thanks for the enchantments the blue mage had helped him scrawl onto his lute—no doubt the instrument would be ruined were it not for the protective inscriptions. 


The rocs were larger close up. 


Each of the seventeen corpses which hadn’t been completely burst by Manny’s strange ability stretched easily twenty feet long, with a wingspan more than double that. 


“Do… do rocs normally get this big?”


“No,” Sarah answered definitively, “they don’t. The ones that attacked Jess and Andrew’s village years ago weren’t half this size.” 


“Humans aren’t the only ones who enjoy the lovely weather here,” Manny said. “I really should’ve learned Flight. Can only imagine the ambient mana up in those clouds.”


Declan tried not to gape at the casual mention of shifting to such a difficult spell, let alone doing so in the middle of the divines-fucked tempest. 


“Either way,” the hermit continued, “bigger beasties beget better bounties.” He cackled at his alliteration, eliciting a quiet sigh from the gathered mages. Robin rolled her eyes.


The conversation ceased for a time as they cut into the birds. With Declan shifting the earth beneath them to keep the corpses coming, the mages could enjoy the influx of mana without leaving the comfort of the crude shelter. 


The hermit was right. The rocs had a lot of mana. Declan made a point of subtly turning his head away as they harvested it. His companions needed the extra strength more than he, and Sarah especially stood to benefit immensely from such a surge of lightning mana. 


By the time the last of the birds lay empty, Manny wasn’t the only one with a grin on his face. 


“So, Mr. Earth Mage,” he said, “what’s your story? I don’t see much a point in stealth-casting against beasties, let alone ones lyin’ stunned on the ground.”


Declan paused for a moment, wondering if sharing his tale with the insane hermit would be wise. Probably not. Then again, he doubted anything he said could scare the man. Maybe he’d even have some helpful ideas. 


In the end it wasn’t his own reasoning, or even the simple fact Manny could kill them all on a whim that convinced Declan to share. It was Sarah’s pleading gaze and the way she looked at the man with such intense wonder. 


With a sigh, Declan explained. He didn’t tell everything. He kept his misdeeds hidden, both in attempt to stay on Manny’s good side and to avoid reliving the events himself. He also didn’t speak of shift-delay. Unless Clint had gotten involved, not even the mages who hunted him knew of that particular skill. 


The hermit accepted his tale of highly toxic invisible mana with a blank face. He grinned at Declan’s explanation of his shift, and even perked up with excitement at his mention of mana absorption. 


Declan could understand why a man who isolated himself to intake as much mana as he could would be so readily thrilled by the idea of such growth. He silently winced at the realization. Hopefully sharing that factoid wouldn’t prove a terrible mistake. 


“Now I gotta say,” Manny said, leaning back as Declan finished his story, “that’s the neatest thing I’ve heard in a while. All sorts of wild shit out there, isn’t there?”


“Er—yeah, I guess so.”


“Anyway…” He turned back to Sarah. “You were wonderin’ about co-opting beastie mana?”


“Fuck yeah, I was. Still am. That and everything, really.”


“Well the good news is it’s pretty easy.” He grinned his familiar manic smile. “The bad news is you need a bunch of mana.”


“But you didn’t spend any mana on it,” Robin pointed out, “unless you were stealth-casting against monsters.”


“No, no, not like that,” he explained. “Bodies, human and beast alike, are naturally resilient to people fuckin’ with their mana. But, if you train up enough control, you can overcome that. Only real way to do that is to get used to using huge amounts of mana at once, but once you can do that, yeah it’s easy.” 


“So just… spend a few decades out here hunting and I can do that too?”


Manny cackled. “Hey, you said it. Much as I enjoy your company, I’d ask you at least hole up on the other side of the Seat. Wouldn’t want you stealin’ my prey.” 


“I—um—sure,” Sarah huffed. “And what about that last spell? Something that doesn’t waste the mana you’re trying to collect?”


“Oh—ah—sure. Does anyone have some paper?” 


Declan had never seen anyone move as quickly as Sarah did to retrieve a notebook and pencil from her pack. He supposed he would’ve been excited in her position. In fact, he made a point of leaning in to watch as Manny spent the next hours scribbling down various lightning spells for the girl. 


Maybe he could learn them too. 


While Sarah spent the evening poring through the new spells, the others passed it in comfortable silence. They’d survived yet another major challenge of the raging tempest and come out stronger on the other side. The thought was comforting. 


It was, of course, still raining when the party ventured out the following morning, but the rain fell more gently, almost friendlier. The sky was just as dark, the tempest just as raging, and the deluge just as cacophonous, but for all their hurdles, Declan knew they would arrive in one piece. 


Something out there, something powerful, wanted him to reach that mountain. It was no coincidence they’d come across the deranged hermit, just as he knew it was no coincidence the rocs had come for him. 


However strong his mysterious foe had grown, his equally elusive allies guided him ever forward. If nothing else, Declan couldn’t help but appreciate the aid. 


As the mages journeyed onward over the barren stone and through the torrential rain, an air of excitement grew in the back of Declan’s mind. He was due some answers. As foreboding as the massive mountain was with its dark sense of mystery and its peak hidden in the vortex of raging storm clouds, it beckoned him. 


This was where he was supposed to be. He was on the right path.


And so it was that when Declan peaked the final hill, he did so with a grin. He looked on at the simple stone arch and the black tunnel behind it leading into the depths of the mountain not with apprehension, but with relief. 


They’d arrived, and the Seat of the Tempest welcomed them with open arms.










CHAPTER FIVE










TO MAKE IT, whole, beneath the mount,

Itself a deadly feat,

And so he climbed to meet the sage,

Atop her mighty Seat.




-The Saga of the Nothing Mage



* * *


“I gotta say, when I heard ‘Seat of the Tempest,’ I didn’t exactly imagine ‘dark cave.’”


Declan tacitly agreed with Freddy’s assessment. Despite the clearly artificial stone arch which marked its entrance, the tunnel in which they walked was far more a cave than anything else. Its walls were jagged and natural, its floor rocky and uneven, and its only light the flickering glow from the mages’ own spells. 


It was, for all intents and purposes, a dark cave.


“What exactly did you imagine?”


“I don’t know, a building of some kind? A throne room? Maybe just a set of stairs leading up the mountain.”


“Well thank fuck for that,” Sarah said. “I don’t even want to think about climbing stairs in that divine shitshow.” She pointed back the way they’d come. “At least half of us would fall to our deaths.”


Declan refrained from asking if she had a specific half in mind or was just generalizing. 


At the very least, the cave was too small to house any wyverns, rocs, or other threateningly powerful magical creatures. Beyond a few insects underfoot, it was completely vacant. All about them, the drip of running water punctuated the echo of the deluge outside. 


The tunnel was mostly straight, and by the lack of rainwater running down the path ahead, Declan concluded they weren’t traveling down either. He supposed they could be climbing, but it was a slow ascent if so. 


For hours they walked, taking turns casting their Light as they delved ever further into the mountain. Never once did the terrain change. 


“So—um—other than ‘go to the Seat,’ did this message of yours tell you what to do when we got here?”


“Nope,” Declan replied, “just that I should come. ‘I would speak with you,’ it said.”


“Right, right,” Robin continued, “just enough info to pick a direction, sufficiently vague to keep you guessing.”


“Pretty much. I just wish tha—”


“Wait,” Freddy interrupted. “Do you guys hear that?”


Manny flashed his usual manic grin. “It’s beautiful.”


A spectral melody twisted across the walls of the cave, its downbeats punctuated by the dripping of water and its structure underlined by the deep rolling of thunder. Its ethereal melancholy colored the air itself. Robin smiled. Freddy stared, mouth agape. 


Declan shuddered. “I’ve heard this before. It’s the Fae Song.”


Sarah paled. “You mean like—”


“Yeah. There’s a reason I wrote my thesis on it, but—”


“There’s Fae here.”


“Exactly.” Declan sighed. He’d feared as much; the strange message had called him ‘Aranor,’ after all. Only creatures from the Fae’s era knew that word.


“So what now?” she asked.


“Well, we’ve come this far.” Declan tensed his jaw in determination. “Fae or no Fae, I’m getting some divines-fucked answers.”


Without waiting for the others, he continued on down the dark passage. It didn’t take long for the footsteps of his companions to follow. The Song grew louder as they walked. 


Declan jumped when he heard the voice.


“Welcome, Aranor.”


The Faerie was unlike any Fae Declan had ever seen. He lacked the webbed fingers of the Deep Fae and the claws of Julien’s associates. Indeed, his hands were rather human, if a touch long. 


It was the creature’s skin which drew Declan’s gaze. It had a similar pallid complexion to the Deep Fae, but it was marked. A treelike structure in deep blue stretched across the Faerie’s body, its jagged branches jolting this way and that like chaos given form. It pulsed with light as the creature spoke.


“I understand your journey has been long and treacherous for you and your companions. Please, right this way.”


He turned, beckoning Declan forward as he mounted a thin set of stairs carved into the rock. 


With a quick look back at his companions, he raised his eyebrows and followed. 


Gentle blue mana lights bathed the spiral stairway in their calm glow, allowing the mages to at least release their manual illumination. They walked single file, unable to fit two abreast in the narrow passage. 


Their guide wore the same flowing silks Declan had come to associate with the Fae, though the garment’s colors were far more muted than those of Lady Elsia’s Court. “I’m Yirrow. If it pleases you, her greatness has asked I attend you for the duration of your visit.”


“Her greatness?”


“Our hostess, of course. It would be unbelievably impolite to intrude into her mountain without invitation, would it not?”


“Ah—yes, of course,” Declan stumbled, “her invitation. She—uh—left out quite a bit of information in her messages. Could you, perhaps, elucidate? Who exactly do we have the pleasure of visiting?”


“The Storm Court resides here at Thestria’s hospitality. You, Aranor, are one of an illustrious few granted the same invitation. Ah, here we are.”


Yirrow stepped off the narrow steps into a smooth stone hallway. It was nothing like the tunnel below. Where before had been jagged rock, the walls were lined with intricate carvings in swirling curves and complex patterns. Silks hung from the ceiling in the same grays and blues the Fae wore. 


“Your quarters, sir.” Yirrow bowed his head, opening the first door they reached to allow Declan inside. 


It was a small room. It spanned no more than thirty feet in each direction, but in that space the Fae had crammed all sorts of luxury. The bed was large and bedecked in silk, the wardrobe beautifully hewn from the stone itself, and the pair of stuffed leather chairs looked the picture of comfort. 


“There is a washroom to your left.” Yirrow gestured to a second door. “I would… recommend you make yourself presentable before your audience. Her greatness may claim she cares little for such trivialities, but it is decorum which separates us from the beasts below, is it not?”


He turned to Declan’s companions. “Your own quarters are right this way,” he said, leading them back into the hall. 


And Declan was alone. 


He wondered, for a moment, if Yirrow had intentionally maneuvered such to separate him from his companions. He doubted it. Manipulative as the Fae had been, they didn’t seem outright malicious. If nothing else, he felt confident Yirrow truly was just leading them to rooms of their own. 


They wouldn’t dare be outright hostile. If Declan recalled correctly, for all their mastery, the Folk had incredibly limited mana pools. It was unlikely they could pose much a threat to him, let alone a mage like Manny. Beyond even that, they needed him. 


For all he wanted answers, the Faeries had invited him for a reason, and playing nice would be the surest way of getting whatever it was they wanted. It had certainly worked for Lady Elsia. 


Then again, it seemed the Fae hadn’t been the ones to invite him at all. Whoever this ‘Thestria’ was, she didn’t sound like one of the Folk. The message had read, ‘Meet me at my Seat,’ so it seemed likely this mysterious woman who commanded even the Fae’s respect was his true host. 


Declan sighed. He’d get no answers here. For a moment he considered stepping out to investigate, but he instead decided politeness to be the best strategy. With a shrug, he stepped through the inner door to wash up. 


A quick rinse, a hair-combing, and a fresh set of clothes later, Declan stepped out into the beautiful hall. As he did, a pair of the Folk passed by, nodding their heads with respect.


“Welcome, Aranor.”


“The Storm acknowledges the Aranor.”


Declan fought to avoid rolling his eyes. The greetings were all too similar to the ones he’d received at the Deep Court. He hoped this visit wouldn’t result in as much bloodshed. 


Declan turned his head to each direction, wondering where his friends had ended up. With a breath, he decided on right and turned to seek his companions and see what he may of the legendary mountain. 


He made it four steps before a cough sounded behind him.


“Ah, Aranor,” Yirrow said, “I take it you’re ready, then? Please, right this way. Thestria awaits.”


“And my friends?”


“Are relaxing in their quarters.” He gestured. “The first four on your left here. I wish them no offense, but her greatness’s invitation extended solely to you. If they wish an audience, you may put in a request on their behalf. She is quite accommodating.” 


Declan scowled. He understood the Folk adhering strictly to the laws of formality, but it struck him as odd that such an ‘accommodating’ host would have such an inconvenient protocol. Perhaps he’d ask if the opportunity arose. 


As it was, Declan silently followed Yirrow back onto the stairs, and together they climbed. And climbed. And climbed. They passed six floors on their journey upward, but the levels were far between. The ascent was, of course, nothing compared to the extremities of the Towers, but Declan found his legs ached all the same. 


By the time they reached the end, Declan couldn’t say how much he’d traveled other than ‘far.’


The entrance to the top floor held nought but a massive stone door, engraved with the image of a mountain shrouded in storm clouds. Stone lightning bolts arced around carved beasts both in the sky and along the slope of the mount itself. Declan stared at the image in the time he could before Yirrow stepped up and broke it in two, pulling open one half of the heavy door.


At his silent gesture, Declan stepped through. Yirrow closed the entry behind him. 


Before him was a wall of sapphire. Less than three feet of air separated the mass of glimmering azure scales from the door. Declan could see little else. 


The cavern rumbled as a voice echoed through it, “Welcome, Aranor. Please, come around so I may see you.”


Declan’s first course of action was to slow his pounding heart and slip on his battle face. If his estimation of the creature he faced was correct, he’d need as much courage as he could muster. 


Dragons were not to be trifled with.


As he skirted the edge of the massive cavern, the veritable wall of scales slowly curved away from the chamber’s side. Declan walked for almost a full minute before raising his voice. “It is an honor to be invited into your illustrious presence, Lady Thestria.”


The mass shook. Declan could only hope it was in mirth and not rage. 


“It has always vexed me,” the rumbling, feminine voice replied, “that such fleeting creatures as you find time for formality in your brief existence.” 


As the air again stilled, the gargantuan body gave way to a neck, and then a head. Thestria’s snout alone outsized most houses Declan had seen. Her maw lay closed, but he didn’t doubt each of her teeth were twice the size of his entire body. Or larger. 


Ahead of her, the cavern’s wall opened up to reveal a world of gray. Declan could hear the crashing thunder and the falling deluge through the window to the storm, but he saw nothing through the ashen barrier. Somehow the clouds failed to penetrate the chamber itself.


With every breath, dark clouds blew from Thestria’s nostrils, flying through the open hole to join the eternal storm.


Her eyes did not open. Her ears did not twitch. Her lips did not move as she simply willed the sound of her voice into existence. “Please, call me Thestria. I would not waste what little time you have.” 


“Thank you, Thestria.” Declan nodded his head. 


“Now, what preparations have you made for the coming syzygy?”


Declan’s eyebrows rocked up at the abruptness of the question, but he managed to keep his voice steady. “Precious little, I’m afraid. All I have is an old book about the place it lines up. The Deep Fae didn’t tell me much.”


A particularly large flow of storm clouds escaped Thestria’s snout in what Declan interpreted as a sigh. “The ocean Folk are difficult allies. Not as bad as the Dark Court, but troublesome nonetheless.”


Declan made note of the name. At least now he knew what to call the underground Fae that had held King Julien’s ear. 


Thestria continued, “The Folk are creatures of chance. They play the odds of fate, maneuvering pieces to aim for their optimal outcome. Unfortunately, some care little for the cost incurred. Worse still, some still harbor resentment towards your ilk for thriving under the sun that so burns them.”


“Are… are you saying Lady Elsia wanted me to hurt people?”


“It’s possible. It’s also possible she simply believed her path the most likely to end well for us all. The driftling seed she fed you is at least some evidence of her dubious intent.”


“Wait, she drugged me?!” Shit, Declan kept his profanity to himself. No wonder he’d been so calm when he awoke in the Deep Court. It wasn’t the Song comforting him; it was driftling seed.


“I like to believe Lady Elsia meant well, but it is a crime against hospitality to do as she did. As I said in my invitation, Aranor. You have been misled.”


“Forgive my bluntness, but why should I trust you? You said yourself the Fae still hold animosity for my race, and yet an entire Court lives under your wing.” 


“I cannot say I agree with all the actions my guests have taken, but I can tell you this.” The cavern quaked with her voice. “What use do I have for dishonesty? Am I so weak I must resort to lies and schemes to execute my will?”


Declan swallowed. “Of course not. I simply must wonder, though, for all your obvious might, what use do you have for me?”


“Therein lies the question,” Thestria sighed. “I can’t say. I have an idea what challenges you may face, and I recognize the importance of the nearing syzygy, but your role in it all remains a mystery. All I know is the itching voice at the back of my head demands I kill you, and I would defy it to the extent of my power. If it wants you dead, I shall strive to keep you alive.”


Declan paled. “It whispers to you too?”


“Indeed, and it grows stronger by the day. I doubt it will ever prove more than an annoyance, but I’m sure lesser beasts are already under its sway.”


“They are. A number have come for my life.”


“It is good, then, you have made it here. We have some time yet before you must journey south. I would spend it preparing you as I can so you may defy this intruder in my stead.”


Declan’s battle face shattered, his heart flooding not with fear, but with shock. His jaw hung open as he stared at the brilliant azure figure before him. 


The ground beneath him quaked as Thestria’s voice rang out again. “Would you find such an arrangement agreeable?”


It took more than a few moments for Declan to regain his breath. She was a divines-fucked dragon. The divines-fucked dragon of the bloody Tempest. 


To the gentle roar of the thunder outside and the deluge below, Declan forced his heart to slow, his breathing to calm, and his mind to still. When at last he overcame his awe, he spoke the words.


“It would be an honor.”










CHAPTER SIX










“DIVINES ABOVE,” FREDDY swore as he shoved yet another slice of meat into his mouth, “I don’t even care what this is, it’s so good.” 


“Freddy, we just met a fucking dragon.”


“Yeah, but this steak though—”


Sarah smacked him. “A dragon, Freddy. Sure, the food is fucking magnificent, but can we talk about the gods damned behemoth upstairs?”


“She seems nice.”


“Nice, Robin? Nice?! She could kill us all with a thought.”


“So could Manny, and you seem perfectly happy to have him around.”


Sarah opened her mouth to reply, stopped herself, and closed it, and reopened it before finally answering. “Okay, you have a point, but at least Manny’s human. How long until this voice at the back of her head convinces her to kill us?”


“I don’t think it ever will,” Declan said. “She seemed more annoyed by it than anything else, and she’s agreed to actively teach us just to spite it.” He waved his fork at Freddy. “I do have to agree with you though, this food is excellent. I wonder what it is.” 


“Probably some beast that wandered too close to the Seat. Nice and mana rich.”


“Look,” Robin said, “as long as we stay less annoying than the weird voice, Thestria stays on our side. Do you think we can play nice?”


Sarah glared. “Why are you looking at me? I’m nice!”


Declan fought back laughter. 


Freddy, at long last, put down his fork, a grimace across his face. “Maybe stop saying the voice will overpower her, love.” 


Sarah’s gaze turned to him, and Robin intervened for the sake of peace. “Honestly, I’m more worried about Manny. Who knows what kind of crazy stuff he’ll say to one of the Fae? Especially after Thestria refused to see him…”


“Oh, he’ll be fine,” Sarah said. “I’m pretty sure he took it as her declaring he’s not strong enough or something. He’s outside killing shit right now.”


“Right,” Freddy scoffed, “because Manny of all people isn’t strong enough. Guy could punch a god.”


Declan spoke up, “I wouldn’t be so sure. Remember, he was scared of the wyvern that came after us. He definitely has more mana than your average archmage, but I don’t think it’s that much more. On the scale of, say, Thestria, he’s basically as strong as we are.” 


“Actually,” Robin said, “how strong are we? Last time I ran through a prism was before leaving Lethis, and I’ve killed a lot of shit since then. I mean, given how fast Declan was growing, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s passed me by now.”


“That… is a good question. I know Freddy and I haven’t evaluated since fucking journeyman. Declan used to be gods-damned obsessed with checking his pool, but since his prism went missing…”


“I don’t know,” he said.


“Maybe the Fae have one.” Robin turned to Declan. “You studied enchanting, right? Think you could make us a prism?”


“I—um—maybe? I’ve never really tried. It’ll be harder without access to a library. I could probably do one for a specific frequency… Give me a few days.” 


“Well, we have time,” said Freddy. “Syzygy’s not for what, six months?”


“Well, yeah, but it’ll take time to get to Thomas Hastrand’s—”


“So that’s still the plan, huh?”


“I mean… yes?” Declan raised a hand to the back of his neck. “It’s the best lead we have really, and it only makes sense that the Deep Fae told me what they did so I would end up at Tower Hastrand and find this particular book about that particular location so—”


“Declan!” Freddy’s voice put an end to his rambling. “Thestria said herself the Deep Fae aren’t to be trusted. They play the odds, and they don’t care how many people die because of it.”


“That doesn’t make them wrong. We’ve already paid the price for their manipulation; we may as well take what information we can from it.”


“Look,” Sarah interrupted, “even if we travel to Declan’s celestial whatever, it’ll only take a few weeks to get to the Gindalts and another few weeks after that. Still leaves us with plenty of time to fuck around here, learn as much as we can, and decide what to do later.”


Robin said, “She’s right, we should learn while we have the time. We have the Fae and a dragon at our disposal; let’s use them.”


“Yeah,” Declan sighed. “Okay. We can ask Thestria more about it tomorrow.”


“In the meantime,” Sarah pushed out of her seat, “I’m going to go practice. Manny’s only got like two forms I can afford, and they’re both absolute bitches to master.” Without looking back, she strode from the dining room, disappearing into the hall outside. 


Shit, Declan realized. Practice! He doubted the Storm Fae had a room enchanted well enough to contain his mana. Maybe there’s a place far enough underground. He sighed. He was loath to ask the faeries for favors, but he knew he had little choice. 


Declan made a concerted effort to keep himself from audibly grumbling as he too rose to his feet and made his way first to inquire after a practice room and then back to his quarters for some long deserved time with his lute.



* * *


General Frederick Elliot Croveus was having a terrible day. A terrible month, to be perfectly honest. Really, since Julien died, the entire world had gone to shit. 


He’d been so close. Just a few more weeks, a few, short weeks, and he was certain even those divines-fucked mad prophets couldn’t keep the Liaran spirit alive. The city was as well as his. 


He still grumbled about it whenever he had the chance, not that anyone would listen to him any more. The court these days was filled with children, members of a generation young enough to be away at the Pinnacles or at home when Julien made his last mistake. 


“For fuck’s sake,” he often muttered as he paced the walls of the palace. He found himself muttering quite a lot these days. “I told him the boy was fragile. Power doesn’t keep a pansy from being a pansy. Fucking idiot just had to get impatient and mishandle him.” 


Such ramblings would oft devolve into ‘foolish’ this and ‘weak’ that. 


Nonetheless, Lord Croveus wasn’t one to wallow in his own self pity, however well deserved said pity may be. His mutterings were reserved purely for empty hallways and the presence of servants, for even the greenest of the young gentry could never see his weakness. 


Still, for all his seniority and for all his composure, he would never be equal in their eyes. He could see it in their sneers, in their snickers, and in the way their gazes darted away whenever he passed. 


When he walked the halls of the royal palace, he was no longer Lord Frederick Elliot Croveus, decorated general and destroyer of the Liaran army. No. They looked at him and his failures. 


They saw the man who couldn’t capture the golden city, who came home with his tail between his legs. More disgustingly, they saw Helena’s mistake. 


They saw at best a cuckold, at worst the father of the infamous nothing mage himself. 


He made an effort to avoid the more crowded corridors of the bloodstone palace, if only to spare himself the derisive or downright pitiful looks from his peers. On this particular day, however, such efforts were in vain.


Today he was to appear before the court. 


He’d spoken to the young queen a handful of times since receiving her letter and ending the campaign. Primarily, she’d sought insight into Declan: his actions during the war and his behavior growing up at the manor. Everyone only cared about Declan.


Frederick wished with ever fiber of his being that he hadn’t found Helena’s bastard at that tournament, or that he hadn’t offered the Pinnacles as a reward. How different life would be had the nothing mage never come to Reondar. 


As he arrived at the entranceway to the refurbished throne room, Lord Croveus took a moment to admire the shiny new amulets worn by each of the guards. That magus from Lethis had taken well to his task. 


Frederick thought it odd that the assistant researcher from Vestriam had been posted at the same Tower in which Declan had hidden, but who was he to question the mage’s motives? 


The newly promoted heads of house chattered amongst themselves as Lord Croveus approached the golden throne. It took the young queen over a minute to silence them. He slipped on his battle face and bowed.


“Lord Croveus,” she said, “I’m glad you could make it.” Queen Elaine sat upon the throne, her posture controlled, her shoulders tense, and her golden curls flattened by the weight of the crown. “We have word from the east.”


Straightening, Frederick answered, “It is honor to return home, Your Majesty. How may I be of service?”


“Our agents in Vestriam have spotted the nothing mage. A local fisherman has reported that Declan and his companions stole his boat to cross Lake Porfin.”


Frederick pushed a calculated smile through his iron mask. “That is excellent news, Majesty.”


“Indeed. Now, seeing as you’ve proven quite the expert in all things Declan, I’m dispatching you to find him. You’ll take a battalion of soldiers and a contingent of violet mages from Tower Rus. Magus Eric will accompany you; perhaps his research will prove useful. Tomorrow morning you ride for Vestriam, and General—” her glare reminded him far too much of Julien’s— “do not disappoint me.”


Lord Croveus bowed his head. “Of course, Your Majesty.”



* * *


“I’ve been meaning to ask,” Declan said as he looked up from his notebook before remembering he couldn’t look Thestria in the eyes if she never opened them, “how did you send that message back at the Pinnacles? Even without the Tower walls in the way, getting any spell across that kind of distance…”


He lifted his pencil well before the dragon began her reply—he’d more than learned his lesson after ruining four formulae by now. 


The mass of scales shook in what Declan now knew to be a gentle chuckle. “Of course to a human, spellwork is your first guess. The ingenuity of your kind will always astound me, how in so little time you can learn so much and continue to build from those before you. Still, you know so little. It was no spell.”


“Then how?”


“Enchantment, of course. It is beyond me why you would use anything else with all the loose mana within those Towers of yours. All it took was a rainy day in your capital for one of the Storm Fae to leave the enchanted stones in just the right place.”


“But… why not just deliver the message directly? If you were sending agents to Reondar anyway, why bother with the rocks at all?”


“Would you have come if one of the Folk told you to?”


“Maybe! If they’d told me about the Dark Fae, or about my mother, or Julien’s… I don’t know.”


Thestria huffed, sending a particularly large cloud to join the tempest outside, “This method worked. Any other might not have. Besides, you wouldn’t begrudge an old dragon a few theatrics, would you?”


Declan had no response. He simply stared, dumbfounded at the force of nature in front of him. Theatrics indeed.


As per usual, the ground rumbled with Thestria’s voice. “Anyway, back to the topic at hand. You’re correct that multiple disparate frequencies of mana within a single spell will interfere with each other, but that interference is inherently predictable.” She exhaled again, and another storm cloud flew through the gap in the wall. “In fact, my tempest itself runs on multiple frequencies.”


“Really?” Declan perked up. “So that’s the secret to weather, then? Is that what Manny did to call down lightning on the rocs?”


Thestria somehow managed to roll her eyes without opening them. “Parlor tricks. Over-exciting the ice within the cloud to trigger early lightning barely requires one frequency. No, summoning my storm requires ice, water, and air—elements your Manny couldn’t dream of wielding.”


Curious, Declan thought. How does she know what Manny can and can’t do? If he’s that strong, shouldn’t he be able to shift at least to air mana?


His pondering halted as the air before him shimmered, and a spell form materialized before him in all its three dimensional beauty. It had three inputs—one for each frequency—but beyond them Declan could neither predict nor explain the strange twists and turns the formula took. 


“It’s incredible,” he said, “but I’m nowhere near good enough for something like this.”


“Of course not. There is only one Tempest. Just because you cannot grasp the majesty of my skill doesn’t mean you cannot learn the intricacies behind its use. Your kind wastes too much effort on spells and not enough on theory.”


That, Declan could agree with. For all the time he’d spent learning assorted earth forms over the years, it was his mastery of freely creating his own spells for a given task that had saved his life. He scribbled down a note to work on free manipulation of some other elements. 


Thestria spent the following three hours lecturing Declan on how different frequencies distorted each other with a formula. It was an exhausting topic. Not only would he have to rework the spells to bend his mana into the proper element, but he now had to account for how each oscillation of one frequency would affect the other, how the affected frequency would then alter the first frequency, and back and forth and on and on until the spell was complete. 


Beyond that, each pair of wavelengths interfered with each other in different ways, so he had to memorize a completely different ruleset for each pair of elements he intended on using. Thestria, of course, thought he should learn them all.


By the time their meeting adjourned for the day—not at Thestria’s decision, but because Declan’s notebook was full and he needed a new one—he had amassed quite the headache. 


Declan’s mind reeled with interference equations and inhumanly complex spell formulae as he descended the long narrow stairway back to his room. He needed a nap. He passed a number of Fae on his way through the beautiful stone hall, doing his level best to ignore their bowed heads and muttered greetings. He could be their ‘Aranor’ later. 


When he finally did arrive at his room, Declan closed the door, pulled off his boots, and approached the small stone table to put down his pack. That’s when he saw it. 


There, just sitting upon the barren furniture, was an item he’d thought long lost or stolen. An enchanted tool he’d carried with him from his days at Krispins, his studies at Vestriam, his flight to Lethis, and through the depths of war itself. Declan’s heart pounded. Adrenaline rushed and blood raced as he stared at the item before him. 


He’d always wondered what’d happened to his iron prism.










CHAPTER SEVEN










DECLAN THREW OPEN the doors to Thestria’s chamber, storming around her massive form to confront the dragon directly. He held the prism aloft in his right hand, more so for his sake than for hers. However Thestria perceived the world with her ever-shut eyes, Declan doubted holding the prism up rather than in his pocket would make any difference. 


“Did you know?” he bellowed as he rounded the final bend. 


A crash of water fell to the cavern floor as whatever spell Freddy had been practicing failed. “What the hells, Declan?” 


“I found this in my room today.” He waved the prism in front of him.


“Is that—”


“Yes. It is.”


“Shit.”


The cavern rumbled as Thestria’s voice materialized, “What are you squabbling about?”


Declan presented his find, “This prism went missing back in Reondar. Stolen. Somehow, it appeared in my room a day after we were discussing making a new one in the dining room.”


The mages stabled themselves against the wall to keep their feet as the room shook. “Hmmmm, a dangerous decision, by the Fae, to return it to you.”


“Dangerous because you knew I’d question your honesty? What else are you hiding?”


An especially large storm cloud flew out into the tempest as Thestria sighed. “You must trust it was no attempt to manipulate you. We were not the only players in Reondar. The Dark Fae and their allies had you under surveillance; they monitored your growth as closely as you did. I hoped by obscuring it we might weaken their control.”


“And you didn’t think to tell me? To warn me? You said it was dangerous for the Storm Fae to return it. Why?”


“Because if your strength is as I estimate it, that toy of yours will melt the moment you use it.”


“Damn,” Freddy said, “maybe they took it to stop you from hurting yourself.”


“If they cared about that, they wouldn’t have given it back without warning me.”


The air quaked with words Declan hadn’t expected to hear.


“I’m sorry. When Lord Reatus informed me of the decision, I understood his reasoning and accepted the action as necessary. I failed to calculate how you might perceive it.”


“Who is Lord Reatus? And necessary how? What do the Dark Fae want?”


“He has not introduced himself? Curious. Lord Reatus sits upon the gray throne, ruler of the Storm Court. And I cannot say to what ends the Dark Fae maneuver, only that they dislike your kind and care little for the value of life.”


“And what makes your Fae any different?”


A bolt of lightning just outside punctuated Thestria’s reply. “I am trying, Aranor. Please. Already I have offered you magic your kind could never dream of. If that is not evidence enough of my benevolent intent, I welcome you to return to your kingdom. My tempest will allow you past.”


Freddy rested a hand on Declan’s shoulder. “I think we should trust her. She’s teaching me mist magic, Declan. Mist magic!”


“Couldn’t someone stop that with just… a bit of wind?”


“Hey, not everyone has access to every element. With mist I can—”


Declan held up a hand. “We’re getting sidetracked.” He sighed, “You’re right, the magic alone is worth risking it.” He turned back to face the massive dragon. “I‘m going to believe you for now. I think you’ve been honest so far, if not forthcoming. This ‘Lord Reatus,’ on the other hand, better not try anything.”


“My thanks,” Thestria replied, “for your trust. Now, if we may return to my instruction…?”


“I—ah—of course.” Declan nodded, slipping the prism into his pocket. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” With that, he turned, once again circumnavigating the dragon’s mass to return to the door and see himself out. 


He descended the narrow steps in quiet thought. Declan so wanted to trust the ancient beast, to believe her aid truly was benevolent, and to accept her tutelage with open arms. It was difficult. He’d had enough bad experiences with beings older than humankind to dampen any good favor. 


Still, it wasn’t just about him. Sarah may have had Manny to teach her all sorts of rare and powerful spells, but Freddy and Robin didn’t. Declan had already ruined their chances at a normal advanced education; he was loath to take Thestria’s magic from them too. 


So he returned to his room. He set the prism aside, back on the table where he’d found it, and sat down with his lute. It was time for something simple. He’d had enough complexity for one day.


The following weeks passed in rigorous practice and mind-bending study. The more Declan learned of multi-frequency casting the more he regretted delving into the topic. With two elements alone many of the spells easily surpassed the 9th Tier, even with mana costs he could’ve afforded a year ago. 


He doubted there was a human alive that could mimic their effects. Earth and fire to conjure a river of heat and mana from the ground itself. Ice and air to create a liquid so cold it froze anything it touched. Illusions and air to create visages which could touch the real world.


Declan mastered none of these. He learned the mathematics behind their function with great effort, but deemed them all too expensive and of too limited use for the little time he had. Instead, he took interest in one particular element, and in researching uses for its interactions across the spectrum: the sub-visible frequencies.


Spacial magic was pitifully under-explored. The Tower mages knew enough about it to build their transporters and train new portal mages, but its invisibility combined with its proximity to black magic led many to turn their attention elsewhere. It was a fascinating topic.


Declan found if he weaved together spacial mana with that of whatever he hoped to transport, he could reduce the mana cost enough for multiple casts. In the two weeks he devoted to the topic, he managed enough a grasp on the underlying mechanics that with a few moments to think, he could blink objects across a limited distance regardless of their makeup. 


Theoretically, he could transport people as well with the correct application of white mana, but he refused to try. Flesh magic was not to be trifled with.


Declan also found in his testing that he could emulate the way Leskelian’s other experiment Daniel’s spells suddenly teleported mid-cast. His version actually allowed him to choose where they went. 


The final notable discovery Declan made in his first weeks at the Seat was the interaction between spacial mana and his own frequency.


There was none.


In fact, none of the elements had any effect on his mana. He supposed it made sense, given how disparate the wavelengths were. He’d certainly seen how his unique signature allowed his spells to pass directly through enchantments and other magical barriers. Still, it was rather frustrating to learn he couldn’t teleport his most powerful spells the same way he could a burst of lightning or a thrown rock.


In his spare time, he worked on creating prisms for the others. He inscribed in stone, if only because the material was plentiful within the mountain. The devices were crude. Rather than the simple fist-sized piece of iron, each ‘prism’ ended up a stone twice the width of his head. He transported them through liberal use of earth magic. 


The prism he designed for himself turned out even larger, nearly four feet across in all. Declan didn’t even attempt to move it, simply leaving the stone where he’d conjured it. The differences in design were few. 


His only concern was making absolutely certain he could empty his entire pool into the thing without destroying it or otherwise leaking. The smaller prisms needed no such feature. His friends could afford to disperse a bit of mana into the air. 


And so it was that the four mages sat assembled in the cramped room, the three guests each in front of the small table while Declan sat on his bed, a hand resting on his massive creation.


“And you’re sure these won’t explode or melt or anything?” Sarah asked.


“They’re keyed to your specific frequency,” Declan explained, “and they should be rated to upwards of ten thousand Pels. Unless there’s something you’re not telling me, they’ll work.”


“We trust you,” Freddy said. “It’s just after Thestria mentioned your old prism melting…”


He lifted the lump of iron. “For reference, this is something Magus Pieter threw together when I was a novice and neither of us had any idea what my signature was. It’s no wonder it can’t handle more than a few hundred Pels.”


Sarah shrugged. “Fuck it, that’s good enough for me.” She placed her hand on the stone and washed the room in a yellow glow. Seconds passed before it finally faded and the readout appeared.


P: 315 K: 108


“Divines bloody tits,” she swore, “I’m a fucking magus!” 


“No, you’re not,” Freddy teased. “Your burst is still for shit.”


“Fuck you too, Freddy.” The smile on her face belied the vitriol of her words, punctuated by her soft giggle as he leaned in to kiss her.


Robin stepped in to interrupt the couple’s antics. “Only store and burst?”


“Signature seemed a bit useless,” Declan said, “given that these will only function at your specific frequencies anyway. No shift for the same reason; I didn’t build a wavelength monitor.”


“Fair enough. I can test shift myself.” Without further ado, the steel mage deposited her own significant reserves into the stone before her. In just over two seconds her results showed.


P: 437 K: 197


Robin dutifully recorded her results in a notebook, making a point not to say them aloud. She’d trained at better Towers and spent months hunting monsters under Lillian while the others had been at war. It wouldn’t do to rub her advantages in. 


Still, Declan couldn’t help but be tacitly impressed by her burst. Sure, the difference between magus and grand magus was only twenty Kleins, but the steel mage was on the cusp of a promotion Declan himself hadn’t achieved. 


Then again, Robin wasn’t about to take on graduate students, so the title was fairly meaningless.


Without comment, Freddy bathed the room in his gentle blue. His results sparked a taunting grin from Sarah.


P: 276 K: 92


“Whose burst is for shit now?”


“Yeah, yeah,” he sighed. “That’s what I get for teasing. Maybe on our way south we can stop by a giant den of water-aligned monsters.”


Robin interrupted, “Why don’t we put off the dick-measuring until Declan goes.”


“I’d rather not,” Freddy said. “We all know he’s gonna dwarf us.”


“Only one way to find out.” Declan laid a hand across the massive cube of enchanted stone, letting the entirety of his reserves into it. It took over four seconds. When at last he finished and the mana drain struck, he took a breath to calm his pounding heart before glancing at the results.


P: 1442 K: 313


“Declan, what the fuck?” Sarah’s words echoed the thoughts all four of the companions shared. 


He swallowed. “I—uh—I hunted a lot at Tower Hastrand. Daily, actually. For months after Pieter’s prism went missing. I didn’t think…”


“Declan, that’s fucking archmage capacity. Not even, that’s beyond archmage.”


At the lightning mage’s words, a terrible thought crossed Declan’s mind. He slammed the orchid into place. “It’s—ah—not exactly useful if I don’t have any spells that expensive. Sure I can use a lot of raw mana, but against something like that wyvern it’ll still take weeks to actually kill it.”


“Then make some! Sure, there’s no library, but between Thestria and the Storm Fae we have one of the greatest repositories of magical theory in the world!”


“I tried. Thestria doesn’t know anything outside the natural frequencies, and I don’t trust the Storm Fae enough to ask them. Lord Reatus hasn’t even contacted us yet.”


“I’m sure if you asked Yirrow he could help you out, or at least find a faerie who could.”


Declan coughed, “I really would rather not. Here, I’ll look into a few spells for larger, concentrated blasts that could maybe take out something like the wyvern, but I don’t want to mess with anything more complicated. Not when there’s so many other things to learn.”


Robin smiled her usual wide grin. “I think that’s fair. You’re also the only one who can do the multi-frequency thing, and at least that’s a lot less deadly. As long as you learn a spell or two to keep us alive against things we can’t handle ourselves, that’s enough for me.”


Sarah and Freddy nodded along.


“Thanks. I promise, I’ll do what I can to keep you guys alive, wyverns be damned.”


“Alright.” Sarah stood. “I should probably head out. Manny wanted to show me something. I hope it’s not a new recipe for scragberry wine; I tell you he conjures that shit from the fourth hell.”


“I rather liked it,” Robin said.


“So you want to come spend an afternoon with Manny then?”


“Actually, I really ought to practice my—”


“Yeah.” Sarah smirked. “That’s what I thought. Anyway, thanks for making the prisms, Declan. Looks like I’ve got a long way to catch up.”


As she strode out into the hall, the other two also pushed to their feet. 


“Thank you, Declan.”


“Yeah, thanks, man.” Declan smiled and nodded as they too left his room, and he was once again alone with the prisms. He leaned back on his bed. 


Fourteen hundred Pels. Fuck. He was pushing on sage territory, and he already had the shift to back it up. No wonder his nightmares had set off Eric’s bell. It was a miracle they’d stopped ringing it when he killed the king. He shuddered. 


Declan pulled the golden orb out from under his shirt, frantically running his fingers along its silver inscription. No cracks. He went over it twice more before putting it away, confident his incident at the palace hadn’t damaged the enchantment. He didn’t let it fall from his grasp. 


Instead he sat, remembering the man who’d made it and the promises he’d made. He pondered where Eric had ended up, how the news of his crimes had effected his former mentor. He hoped Eric was alright. 


Above all, Declan worried. For months at Tower Vestriam his greatest fear was that he’d grow so strong he’d leak his aura. 


Well, here he was, one of the strongest humans on the planet. He supposed he’d done it. Or at least learned to control it. He’d have to be careful. With his reserves as inflated as they’d become, it wouldn’t take much of a slip to accidentally poison someone. 


He fought to dismiss the thought. To remind himself the good he could still do, the magic he could still learn. It did little good.


Declan lay awake deep into the night, never removing his hand from the bell around his neck nor his mind from the brilliant white orchid. But for the now familiar dreams of mud and terror, he didn’t even notice when sleep finally took him.










CHAPTER EIGHT










DECLAN PRESSED A finger into the charred wood, gauging the depth of the hole he’d burrowed. Two knuckles, he recorded. He once again considered tracking down or making a measuring stick, but for the already limited precision of the experiment, a finger sufficed. 


The main question was one of efficiency. Dart worked by compressing his mana into a small enough space that it could deal immediate damage to the target. Empowered Dart worked by simply increasing the quantity of mana in the same area. The trouble was, the more concentrated it grew, the more prone it became to leaking or otherwise dispersing back throughout the spell. 


At first he’d tried to brute force it. He attempted to widen the form and raise its capacity to condense mana, but the resulting scorch didn’t seem particularly larger than the damage his Empowered Dart could deal. 


So he ran tests. It had taken Yirrow’s aid to find the old log, but the knotted wood proved an acceptable target for his various attempts. His initial tests proved simply pumping more mana into a derivative of Empowered Dart lost efficiency rather quickly. At least it did if he measured efficiency in how much mana he spent per unit distance burrowed into the wood. 


The easy solution was length. By stretching out the formula, he could theoretically deliver a higher payload without losing too much efficiency as the longer shape all passed through the same point. Which led him to his current set of tests. 


Stepping away from the gnarled wood, Declan set down his notebook and prepared another variant, extending the formula another three inches while keeping the overall cost around two hundred Pels. He fired. 


Unseen, his Javelin flew across the barren stone room. Its collision with the dead wood made no sound as it passed through and into the earth beyond. 


Declan knew not how far the spell might travel, but the miles of dirt and stone ahead would no doubt absorb it fully. He’d chosen this direction for a reason. In all others, only a mere dozen feet of stone protected the other denizens of the Seat from his magic. 


Declan had to wonder if the Fae had prepared the isolated room specifically for him or if they too practiced dangerous magic. 


Dismissing the thought, he returned to his target to measure the new hole. Two and a fifth knuckles, he recorded. Progress. 


He spent the entire afternoon refining the spell to optimize for penetration while maintaining a reasonable width for his target area. He based his damage radius of circa one inch purely on the assumption a shot that wide through the brain would kill just about anything. He hoped. 


For a time, Declan considered creating an alternate version of Empowered Dart which simply widened the area at the same mana density, but he ultimately decided punching through mana-dense bone a more promising pursuit. 


If one hole in the brain wasn’t lethal, two would be. If two wasn’t, he had bigger problems. 


It wasn’t until he’d perfected his Javelin that Declan realized the flaw in his design: moving targets. If, say, a wyvern kept up enough speed, the affected spot could change as the Javelin flew through it, effectively redistributing the payload over a wider area. 


To test his theory, Declan carved off a piece of the log and tossed it into the air. As it fell, he fired. Sure enough, instead of the usual hole, a black line appeared where the log had fallen through the Javelin’s path. 


Fuck.


He considered sending an angled projectile such that a moving target continued traveling into the path of the spell, but the calculations required would exponentially increase the spell’s complexity, especially in the heat of battle. 


Likewise, widening the spell in hopes it could deliver its full payload in the time a moving target could cross its path raised the cost untenably. 


The simple solution was to make it faster. If he could make the Javelin pass through quickly enough, the target area wouldn’t have time to move. Practically, it was more complicated. 


Spells traveled at a relatively constant rate, and since he’d already proven spacial magic didn’t have enough of an effect on his raw mana to accelerate it, he needed another method. 


So it was Declan found himself sitting in the dining room pondering the dilemma when Freddy walked up with two bowls of stew and sat beside him. “Mind if I join you?”


“Sure, sure,” Declan said, “I could use a distraction.”


Freddy grinned, sliding a bowl over to the young magus. “I imagine even you get tired of spellwork all day.”


Declan accepted the offer of food with a smile of his own. “I mean, I love it; don’t get me wrong. And I don’t work all day. Sure, since we got to the Seat I’ve been pushing pretty hard, but who wouldn’t with Thestria’s offer and—”


“Declan! It’s okay. We’re all working hard, and we all take breaks.”


He breathed. “Right, right. Thanks for the stew. What can I help you with?”


Freddy put down his spoon, taking a moment to gather his thoughts before speaking. “I—uh—I never really apologized. For Stretika.”


Declan swallowed. “It’s okay, Freddy. Really. You couldn’t have known—”


“That I’d be caught? Of course not, but I knew the risk. I’ve—ah—talked a lot about this with Sarah. She… well it was her idea that I come apologize. I took a dumb chance and it gave Julien the bargaining chip he needed to… you know.”


“Julien was planning to send me north anyway. Even if your capture is what tipped the scale, he would’ve made a move anyway. If you hadn’t been imprisoned at Stretika, maybe he would’ve made a more direct threat, or taken one of you to the palace in chains. It was… kind of perfect that you were off in the Tower. I’m sure the king would’ve had you in front of me otherwise.”


Freddy’s eyes widened. “Still, I could’ve—”


“I don’t know, Freddy. I just don’t. Maybe we could’ve snuck out before he summoned me, maybe not. Maybe things would’ve turned out worse. I’m not even sure I regret what happened in that throne room. Fuck knows they deserved it.”


“Either way, if I hadn’t been caught, we could’ve left as soon as it happened. Maybe Brian—”


“And maybe if I’d given Archmage Ulskier what he’d wanted we could’ve just walked away. Or if we’d just disabled him rather than hearing him out. Or if a billion other little things had gone just different enough, we could’ve all gotten out clean. If I’ve learned anything from all this ‘fated one’ bullshit it’s that small changes can make a big difference.”


Declan sighed. “For all we know, the Fae orchestrated it all for the best possible outcome. I can’t say for certain any of us would’ve survived if things had been different. Neither can you.”


Freddy looked up to meet Declan’s gaze. “I—uh—I’m starting to understand your whole ‘fuck the Fae’ line of thinking. Jeez. So how are you supposed to know if anything you do is actually your decision?”


“Hells if I know. I just hope they leave me alone once we’re past all this syzygy business. One apocalypse is enough, right?”


“You think it’ll be that bad?”


“Whatever it is, the Fae have been preparing for it at least a few years. Possibly longer. Fuck, for all I know they’ve been manipulating things my entire life. It’s best not to think about it. Something powerful enough to affect monsters everywhere wants me dead, and multiple Courts now have proven they’re willing to kill to get me to stop it.”


Freddy’s laugh was enough to raise Declan’s eyebrows in surprise. “So much for a distraction, huh? Got your mind off spellwork and onto apocalypse and death.” He pushed his chair away from the thick stone table, “How about I rustle up some ales and we can forget more than a few problems for the night?”


“No.” Declan stood as well. “I’d best not. Who knows when I’ll even have a practice room again, let alone access to Thestria. There’ll be time to drink later.”


Freddy sighed, “Yeah, you’re probably right. Thes says I need to master complex mist manipulation before she’ll teach me any actual attack spells.”


“…Thes?”


Freddy simply winked.


“So, what, you’re making illusions out of water?”


“More like sculptures. Also obscuring vision. Goal is to eventually have fine enough control I can manipulate water in the air without actually condensing it. Get some invisible attacks of my own.” The grin on Freddy’s face practically glowed. “So—uh—what are you up to?”


“A stronger pure-mana attack. Turns out just dumping more Pels into it doesn’t exactly work. I’ve got a work around, but I need a way to make the spell travel faster to be sure it delivers the payload all to one spot.”


“And you can’t use air mana to propel it forward?”


“Goes right through air. Spacial mana would work, but it’s so different it tends not to interact with my own.”


“Does it have to?”


“Um… yes? Using my own mana is the point.”


“No, no, does it have to be in your native frequency while you speed it up?”


Declan froze. “That… is a good question.”


“Of course it is. I asked it, didn’t I?”


Declan didn’t reply, his mind preoccupied with a series of ideas and calculations. It wasn’t until Freddy’s cough knocked him from his reverie that he finally spoke. “Right, right, I’m here. Sorry. I—um—I think that might actually work.”


“You’re welcome?”


He rolled his eyes. “Thanks, Freddy. I’m going to go experiment; good luck with your mist!” 


He didn’t wait for an answer before turning down the stone hall and into the narrow stairway. The descent back to his practice room seemed to pass in seconds as he developed a spell form in his mind’s eye. Yes, this might actually work.


By the time he closed the stone door behind him, a prototype was already clear in his head. 


Instead of inputting both spacial mana and his native signature, Declan shifted his entire input into the sub-visible frequency. Once there, he siphoned off a subset of it to power a simple loop for accelerating mana within. For nearly a second he held it there, allowing it to cycle over and over and over again, gaining more and more speed with each iteration. 


And then he let it out. 


No longer confined by a formula bending it into the lower frequency, his mana sprung back to its regular shape and raced into the form of the Javelin. 


Nothing happened. 


He tried again, activating his mana vision and cursing himself for the oversight. Even with it active, he couldn’t see the shifted mana, only its natural form glowed to his enchanted eye. He repeated the process only for a blinding burst of green light to leave him blinking the moment he released the accelerated magic. 


Whatever was going wrong was going wrong too quickly to see it. 


It took a few tries for Declan to manage to release the speed loop in time to actually watch his Javelin fail. He squinted as the sickly green light traveled not along the shape of his Javelin, but in a straight line. Shit. Is it just… leaving the form?


He’d need to talk to Thestria tomorrow. As far as he knew, research on accelerated mana was practically nonexistent back at the Towers, but surely the dragon knew something on the topic. Maybe if I soften the corners? 


He supposed it made sense. The shape of the Javelin sent the mana into a pretty sharp spiral right at the beginning; maybe the sudden turn was too much for that speed? He was reaching. This could be an entire grand magus thesis. An entire field of research. 


He sighed. Without the spiral he couldn’t condense the mana enough for it to deal actual damage, fast or otherwise. Was there another way to compress it? Maybe there was a shallower set of turns that could accomplish the same result.


Declan rather missed the Pinnacles’ library. He didn’t have to wait for books to have an opening in their schedule or convince them he wanted the right kind of information. He’d ask the dragon if she weren’t with Robin at the moment. He refused to go to the Fae. 


Declan smacked himself across the forehead when he realized his mistake. 


Why compress accelerated mana at all? Unlike magic artificial sped up, compressed mana was well researched. Hells, Declan himself used it regularly for his Darts. 


It took the mage all of four minutes to devise an acceleration loop after the compression spiral. 


He launched his first attempt with his mana sight still up. By the time the flash of green even registered in his mind it was already gone, disappeared into the far wall. Declan breathed a sigh of relief. 


After a quick check to confirm it had adequately damaged the log, he allowed himself a smile. He’d done it! Sure, it took over three seconds to channel the spell, and he’d have to completely relearn how he aimed to accommodate for the higher velocity, but the divines-fucked spell worked. 


It was another task crossed off his list. The mage certainly hadn’t expected to run into such difficulties, and he certainly hadn’t expected to delve into what was probably a completely unexplored field of magic, but at least now he had a weapon against whatever powerful beasts his elusive enemy could throw at him. 


Declan jotted down both the accelerated and basic version of the Javelin in his notebook. Against stationary targets, the latter would work just as well without requiring he waste time speeding the mana up. He’d show the forms to Thestria for her advice later. 


And so it was Declan found himself remounting the narrow stairs, success on his mind and a smile on his face. At least until he ran into Sarah. The way the girl’s voice shook ruined Declan’s mood before she even finished a sentence.


“Shit! Declan! There you are. I need to show you something. It isn’t good.”


Immediately she turned back up the steps, leading him to an unfamiliar hallway.


“What’s wrong?”


“So Manny, being Manny, wanders around. A lot. The other day he told me he found something interesting, and today he held our practice session up here.”


She led him to an unremarkable stone door, surrounded by the same twisting carvings as every other door within the mountain. They stepped inside.


Declan was somewhat surprised but not disturbed to find rows of stone boxes, each stuffed with dirt and growing a variety of greenery. “So the Fae have a garden. It makes sense; where else would they get all the vegetables they cook with?”


“It’s not the garden, Declan. It’s what they’re growing.” 


She lead him past the lines of planters, eventually turning down a particular aisle. 


Declan’s heartbeat sped.


Sarah stopped before a small cluster of little herbs, their wavy leaves ashen instead of the normal green. She pointed at the engraving beneath.


Grayweed


“Look familiar?”


Declan froze. His stomach churned and his throat tightened in memory of that day in Prince Richard’s suite. The day he’d been poisoned. 


He swallowed. “You’re right. This isn’t fucking good.”










CHAPTER NINE










“DOES THIS EVEN prove shit?”


“It proves enough.” Declan didn’t pull his eyes from the ashen leaves. “We know they were in Reondar, and we know they were willing to steal from me. Of course they’re willing to poison me too.”


“So… what? We already knew we couldn’t trust them, and if they wanted you dead I doubt we’d have made it this long under their roof.”


“Under Thestria’s roof, not theirs.”


“Does it matter?”


Declan shrugged. “Maybe. Could be the Fae are playing along cause Thestria wants to help us. Even if they intended me to survive Richard’s wine, they still fucking poisoned me.”


Sarah raised her hands defensively. “Alright, alright, I agree. It’s fucked. What are we going to do about it?”


Declan swallowed. His blood raced, that smoldering core of bottled emotion boiling over into a tempest of its own. He burned with the indignation of the deceived. He turned to look at the girl, his face a mask of perfect iron to hide the inferno beneath. “I’m going to get some answers.”


He crossed the room, snatching up a pair of leather work gloves from a nearby planter. They didn’t fit. Instead of wearing them, Declan wrapped one around the base of the grayweed and yanked. The herb was poisonous after all. 


“C’mon.” He turned, carrying the uprooted plant in a tight fist as he strode from the room. “Let’s go.”


Sarah followed. 


Declan didn’t know where he walked. He stormed down the narrow stairs, turning into the first hallway that presented itself. He made it twelve strides before finding the first Fae. 


“You!” he called.


The Folk lifted her head from its respectful nod to meet Declan’s gaze. Her eyes flicked to the grayweed in his hand and back to him, but she otherwise displayed no reaction. “How may I serve, Aranor?”


“I need to speak with Lord Reatus.”


Her eyes widened. “I must apologize, but Lord Reatus isn’t holding court at this time. Perhaps if you—”


Declan flashed his mana sight, coating his eyes in eerie lightless black. “Now.”


The Faerie gulped. Actually, visibly, gulped. An unwelcome flicker of pride spread through the back of Declan’s mind. 


“Ah—er—yes, of course, Aranor. I—um—right this way.” She stepped past the two mages, heading back to the stairs from whence they’d come. 


As the unnamed Fae led them onward, Sarah whispered into Declan’s ear, “Fucking divines, Declan, I could’ve sworn that was the general barking orders back there.”


Through great effort, he kept the realization from showing on his face. He took a breath. “Good,” he eventually said. “If there’s one thing that asshole’s good at, it’s not putting up with bullshit.”


Sarah didn’t reply. 


They walked in silence through the intricately carved stone halls, delving ever deeper into the mountain. Just as Declan began to grow the impression that their guide had purposefully extended the path, they came upon a door.


It looked every bit the image of Thestria’s door above. It had all the same carvings, the same shape, even the same sense of weight to it. Declan wondered if the dragon knew Lord Reatus so copied her design. As if he styled himself her equal. 


Declan banished the thought as their guide pulled open one of the double doors, nodding her head as he and Sarah passed. 


The chamber within was—after Thestria’s cavern, of course—easily the largest under the Seat. A wide dais sat empty to the left, likely where the singers would stand were the king actually holding court. The room felt… empty without the Fae Song. Declan supposed that was for the better; it was too easy to like the Folk under the influence of their enchanting music. 


The walls were lined with draping silks and carved murals. Declan lacked the attention to analyze then, but what glimpse he got seemed to depict the storm king sitting high above the other Fae courts. 


At the head of the chamber, Lord Reatus sat upon the nimbus throne. There was a hardness to the gray cloud from which he ruled, allowing him to recline back into it as if it were composed of stone rather than angry particles of ice. 


Reatus glowered.


“The Storm Court welcomes you, Aranor.” The look on his face and the venom in his tone belied the etiquette of his words. 


“I hope you’ll forgive me if we skip the pleasantries.” Declan’s composure remained immaculate as he threw the uprooted grayweed at the king’s foot. “Explain.”


Lord Reatus cocked an eyebrow. “Have my gardeners offended you? I do apologize for whatever slight our plants have committed. Or is this herb in particular supposed to be of meaning?”


“I’m not here for games, king. I want the answers your kin have so hidden from me time and again.”


The Fae rolled his eyes, tilting his head back in hyperbolized exasperation. “Would you at least be so kind as to explain your particular grievance? I’m afraid my expertise does not extend into botany.”


Declan’s nostrils flared. He was stalling, either for time or in hopes Declan’s rage would dissipate given enough distraction. Nonetheless, he answered, “Grayweed is a curious choice of herb. It has no culinary purpose, and its effects are rather unpleasant. I experienced them first hand when I was poisoned with it in Reondar.”


“That’s rather flimsy evidence for such a hefty accusation.”


Declan scowled. “That’s the thing; I don’t care. I’m not here to appeal to the Court or argue your guilt. I’m here for answers. 


Reatus sighed, “Very well, ask your questions. As a courtesy I shall endeavor to grant what information I have.”


Declan pushed past the clear disdain in the king’s voice, “Let’s start with an easy one. My party has been here for weeks now; why have we never met?”


“I’m well aware of the prejudice you hold towards my race, warranted or otherwise. Can you say with honesty you would’ve been happy to see me after your dealings with Lady Elsia or the Dark Fae?”


“So you hoped I’d ignore your meddling if I didn’t meet you?”


“Phrase it however you wish. Lady Thestria and I agreed it would be best if you worked with her.” Reatus raised his eyebrows in a silent taunt. “Didn’t you declare disdain for the pleasantries? Why concern yourself with a lack of audience if you so dislike my words?”


“Believe me, I’d have preferred you weren’t here at all.”


“Likewise.”


Declan’s mind halted at the word, wondering if the king wished his companions hadn’t arrived or that the Storm Court itself wasn’t confined to the mountain. Neither boded well for his opinion of the human mages. 


“Is that why you poisoned me? To stop my journey here before it could even begin?”


Reatus smirked. “Oh, the simplicity of your kind. If my agents poisoned you, it was not with lethal intent. You are, after all, still alive.”


“So you knew Richard had the antidote? Why then?”


“I can think of a dozen reasons one might have to lay you low. Maybe someone wanted a few hours free from your bothersome inquiries.”


Declan flashed his mana sight. “Answer the question, Faerie.”


Reatus raised his eyebrows in an overplayed exasperated head tilt. “Bold of you to give orders in my court. Be grateful I’m such a patient ruler. If you were poisoned by the Fae, I have little doubt it was your own fault. You chased the wrong goals, ignored the signs in favor of your own pursuits. Your path needed… adjusting.”


“Adjusting towards what?”


“You continue to assume my court was involved. How should I know your assaulter’s intent? Perhaps you should wonder, instead, how this attempt altered your behavior.”


“Oh, I have. It turned my focus back to conspiracy. I worked on scrying magic to uncover the truth instead of more useful spells. More interestingly, I redoubled the security about my quarters and my belongings. Obviously not enough, because I have it on good authority your agents stole my prism to stop others from spying.”


“A regrettable necessity, I’m afraid.” Reatus waved a dismissive hand. “We returned it at the first availability did we not?”


Declan swallowed back a retort about its current useless to ask yet another in his long list of questions. “My path needed ‘adjusting’ then, too?”


“Less yours than your king’s. If he knew the true extent of your growth, I doubt events would’ve turned out so favorably.”


“Favorably? Teralia is in shambles. My friend is dead. I’m forced to wonder, Lord Reatus, if you don’t hold the same hatred for my kind as your subterranean cousins.”


The king snorted, “As if I could hope to match their anger. The Dark Fae inherit their vengeful nature from the dwarves whose realm they share.”


“Perhaps if you’d inherited Thestria’s ambivalence, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”


“Were I ambivalent this world would be doomed. Dragons are proud creatures, Aranor. It is Lady Thestria’s opinion that she can overpower whatever may come. Be grateful the enemy annoys her so.”


“Well,” Declan pushed, “since you so kindly brought up the topic, who is this ‘enemy’ of yours?”


Reatus paused, his eyes meeting Declan’s stony gaze. “You do have quite the knack for asking questions I can’t answer.”


Declan stared back, his silence pressing the question.


The Fae continued, “Can you deny its power? You yourself have seen the sway it holds over those minds open to its influence. It grows more powerful with the syzygy’s approach, and it and its beasts and the threads of fate itself all scream that you are its greatest foe.”


“I know. The divines-fucked Deep Fae said as much. None of that explains why you would care. So tell me, is all this Folk meddling to some end, or do you simply delight in the deaths of innocent humans?”


“You ask—”


“I ask no more than is my right. Your kind has a bad habit of hiding things, a habit you’d best get over soon if you want my help. I will not ask again.”


“You wear on my patience, human, I tire of your insults. Come the syzygy, the threads of fate entangle. The things that are coming… they are not of this world, nor any world, as I can gather.”


“‘Things’, plural? What happened to this singular ‘enemy’?”


“I can’t say. It is a singular voice Lady Thestria hears, but it refers to itself in the plural. Perhaps it is one mind which rules many bodies. Or perhaps it lives only in the minds of those to which it speaks, and each voice is a unique entity. I don’t know.”


“And this thing—or these things—will appear on the syzygy?”


“A great many paths find their end on that day. Those which continue beyond nearly all involve you surviving to reach the focal point.”


“The one in Thomas Hastrand’s book?”


“Indeed. Whatever happens there will prove critical.”


Declan paused, musing over the new information. It wasn’t much. “So something, or maybe many things, are going to appear on the syzygy at that certain place, and I have to stop them? This is hardly useful.”


“There is, perhaps, another mote of information Lady Thestria has gathered from its whisperings. I doubt its value, but I feel the need to display my commitment to telling you everything.”


Declan simply stared, allowing the Fae’s sarcasm to wash over his stalwart battle face.


“It hungers.”


Great, he thought, the mysterious voice wants to eat me. He changed the subject. “And what, then, is your stake in this? The Seat is far from Thomas’s focal point, and Thestria is a mighty defender. What use are my skills in the face of hers?”


“That,” Reatus spat the word, “is a matter of some debate. Private debate.”


Declan glared at the rude king. “What kind of debates?”


“Whether or not your calamity was our problem. Just how entwined our threads are with yours. How well we of the Folk might weather the storm.”


“You would leave the humans to their fate?”


Reatus grinned, his face stretching into that same quietly taunting smirk Declan had come to loathe. “Your kind were never a factor. Why should we care which invaders inhabit our stolen home? The lands beneath the sun are not my concern.”


Sarah had remained blessedly silent thus far—politics was Declan’s forte—but the Fae’s condescension proved too much for her. She stepped forward. “The fuck makes you so special? You know, for someone who wants us to help him, you’re a right asshole.”


The king sat up, his grin widening. “And so again humanity proves itself unworthy of our aid. Who are you, who has slaughtered dozens of her own ilk, to claim morality over me?” He gestured at Declan. “At least that mass murderer has some manners.”


Declan had had about enough of Lord Reatus’s snide superiority. He struggled, fought to keep his growing ire behind its iron mask. He tensed. “You seem to be laboring under the delusion we need your help. I have what I need. You are but a stop along the way, a quirk of my curiosity for a bygone age. Keep pretending.”


He took a step forward, his eyes boring into the Fae’s skull. “You sit upon a throne as if you still have lands to rule. As if you still have some say in the workings of the world. You don’t even rule this mountain. Your time has passed, Faerie, and there’s nothing your lies and machinations can do about it.”


Reatus stood, towering over the mages upon his dais. “Fortuitous then, that your kind won’t survive the year. You may think you own this stolen world, but you’ll all die like the pigs you are.” He held up a hand. “Perhaps I’ll speed you along.”


Declan summoned his mana sight, staring the Fae down with ebon eyes. “Choose your threats carefully, Reatus. Yours would not be the first throne I’ve emptied, nor the first court I’ve purged.”


A surge of victory rushed through Declan’s mind as Lord Reatus lowered his hand and fell back onto his throne. “Fine,” he spat. “Enjoy what’s left of this cursed world. May its misery haunt you for the rest of your short life.”


Declan ignored the cruel words. He had better things to do than heed the angry ramblings of a vengeful old king. Instead he turned, and without a bow, a nod, or even a final retort, he left. 


Sarah followed behind as he strode back down the twisting halls, keeping silent until they remounted the narrow stairway. “You didn’t tell me the Fae were fucking dicks.”


“The others were at least polite. Just this particular one that’s a dick.”


“So… what now? Do you think Thestria could stop them if—”


“Not worth the risk. I know how valuable her instruction has been, but we have what we need.”


“So then…”


Declan nodded. “Go tell the others. It’s about time we left.”










CHAPTER TEN










DECLAN DIDN’T MISS the rain.


He knew, intellectually, it was no worse than when they’d arrived. Angry as the Fae may have been, the tempest belonged to Thestria, and she had practically sighed with relief when Declan announced their departure. Apparently, she’d grown tired of playing the teacher. 


Either way, the downpour through which the mages currently trekked felt stronger. In their weeks at the Seat, Declan had grown too accustomed to the relative comfort of sleeping indoors. Already he dreaded spending the night in a makeshift shelter on the hard stone. 


They walked in silence. Between the roar of the deluge and the profound bass of the rolling thunder above, conversation proved difficult. Still they journeyed. 


The party made decent time, or at least, better time than on their trip north. The period of rest had done them all good, especially for Manny’s old bones after decades in his cave. The hermit was by no means spry, but he didn’t slow them down nearly as much. He was still manic. 


By sheer luck, providence, or some combination of the two, they made it a whole eighteen hours before the first attack. 


Declan raised his pillars of earth before the harpies even appeared. Robin topped the lightning rods with steel in seconds. 


A shriek rang out. 


Declan scanned the skies, blinking the rainwater out of his eyes.


Another shriek. And another. Dozens of the cries echoed from above in a bestial choir drowning out the storm itself. The swarm descended as one, a writhing mass of feathers and flesh and claws crying havoc as it fell upon its prey. 


Declan grinned. Sure, the beasts’ strength likely lay more in numbers than in magic, but he’d been itching for a chance to test his Javelin. No doubt the others were similarly excited. 


He prepared the spell, condensing his mana and shifting it to the sub-visible frequency. He waited. His mana raced, coursing through the loop over and over again, picking up speed with each revolution. He waited. 


A full three seconds passed. Declan held, hoping to witness the effects of his Javelin at full speed. Anticipation built. 


With a crack, white lightning arced into the sky. One by one it struck down the swarming beasts, ending their cries and sending them careening to the rocky ground below. By the time Declan released his spell, there were none left to kill. 


When he turned to look, the mage found he was not the only one glaring at Manny. 


The old man met their gaze. “I hate harpies. Too bloody loud.” He walked away. 


“Divines fucking damnit,” Sarah managed to out-volume the storm. “Do you have any idea how fucking excited I was to try his natural lightning trick?”


Freddy patted her back, ushering her along. “Me too, love, me too.”


Declan and Robin shared a look before following.


“I guarantee you,” Declan said, “there will be plenty of monsters.”


“I hope so,” the steel mage added. “There’s some crazy shit you can do with rare minerals I’m dying to try.”


Sarah turned back to address them, “If nothing else, can we agree how fucking badass Manny is? Just threw out a thousand-Pel Chain Lightning like it was nothing.”


The comment set Declan thinking. He knew Chain Lightning, and he had a thousand Pels to spend. Of course, traditional combat doctrine taught how terrible an idea it was to dump your entire reserves into a single spell, but in theory he could learn to do what Manny just had. 


Come to think of it, he still didn’t have much in the way of immediately lethal multi-target attacks. Sure, he could launch a barrage of Darts in seconds, but would a regular Dart have killed a harpy? 


Then again, how many freakishly strong monsters would he encounter in swarms? He imagined few, especially once they left the tempest. 


Nonetheless, Declan spent the better part of the afternoon brainstorming possible methods of empowering his Multi-Dart. He had little else to think about. 


The rocky terrain was barren as ever, and it grew flatter and less craggy by the day. Still they walked. By night the mages slept in earthen shelters of Declan’s own creation, drying off by Freddy’s hand. The journey south proved much the same as the trek north. 


As the days passed without further attack, Declan grew more and more anxious for Manny’s inevitable departure. He knew well enough there would be no coaxing the lightning mage from his hermitage under the storm, however much they needed his aid. 


However much he tried to dismiss the concern, Declan couldn’t shake the idea that his mysterious enemy knew Manny’s strength and was holding its forces in reserve for the hermit’s departure. He struggled to remind himself that he and his companions were powerful in their own right. They could handle it.


Manny didn’t formally announce his intent until they reached the mouth of his cave.


“Well, folks, it’s been fun.”


“Sure,” Declan cocked an eyebrow, “fun…”


“What else would ya call it?” Manny counted on his fingers. “Wandered around, killed some beasties, pissed off a few faeries, and got to see the inside of the Seat itself!”


Declan paused at the man’s comment. When had he grown so numb to the wonders of the world? He’d just spent weeks in the most inhospitable territory known to man, got in an argument with a king of the bloody Fae, and learned magic from a divines-fucked dragon. 


Maybe it was the rain. Spending his days constantly drenched and tired didn’t much improve his mood. Still, he thought, imagine if the bards get a hold of this. He shuddered.


Manny continued his rambling, “Still, it’s a shame I never got to meet that dragon of yours. Would’ve loved to exchange spells with a beastie like that.”


Freddy intervened. “Really? You wanted to meet Thestria so you could fight her? Fuck’s sake, it’s a good thing she wouldn’t see you then. You’d have been dead in a heartbeat.”


“Aw, but where’s the fun in that?”


“Manny, you said yourself you were scared of the bloody wyvern.”


“Right-o, that thing is spooky. Doesn’t mean I haven’t had a few back-and-forth’s with it. Or at least one of them—there’s probably a whole load of ‘em up there.”


Freddy sighed, “Of course you have. Sorry, apparently I’ve forgotten who I’m talking to.”


Manny smiled his yellow toothy grin. “It’s good to be home. I’ve had enough adventurin’ for a good long while.”


Declan had to admit, he’d had enough adventuring for a good while too. “Well—ah—thank you. I don’t think we could’ve made it to the Seat without your help.”


“Oh, dontcha worry about it. Like I said, it’s been fun.”


Robin stepped up, shaking the man’s hand. “Thanks for the escort. I’ll never forget your scragberry wine.”


Freddy grimaced. “I don’t think any of us are going to forget the taste of scragberry wine.”


Sarah smacked his arm with the back of her hand. 


“You’re very welcome. I’d offer you some more, but ya managed to drink it all.”


Declan and Freddy gagged. Robin smiled. 


Sarah was the last to give the old hermit her goodbye, stepping up to wrap his wiry form in a gentle hug. “Thank you. For saving us, for your spells, and for just being such a fucking inspiration.”


Manny wriggled his way out of her embrace. “Now you stop that. If I wanted mages fawning over me, I would’ve stayed at the Towers.” He sighed. “Look, if ya… once you’re done with all this adventurin’ business, you’re welcome to stay up here in the Tempest for a bit. On the other side of the Seat, of course. Can’t have you crowding up my huntin’ grounds.”


Sarah smiled, pulling away. “Right, right. Maybe if we survive this whole syzygy shit-show, I’ll come visit.”


“On that note,” Freddy said, “it’ll be dark in a few hours. Maybe it’d be best to spend the night here.”


Manny’s eyes widened. “Nah, ya should keep on trekkin’. Ya can still make good time tonight. I wouldn’t want to slow you down or anythin’, and the beasties have been awfully quiet. Maybe ya should get as far as ya can before they realize you’re out here? Anyway, it was nice to meet ya; good luck with your syzygy!” 


Hurried rambling complete, the lightning mage ducked into his cave, disappearing around a bend in the stone. 


The party stared after him. It was Freddy that broke the silence, “Well that was weird.”


“Give him a break,” Sarah replied. “The man’s been a hermit for gods-damned decades.”


“Yeah,” Declan added, “we’re probably more social interaction than he’s had in the past forty years put together. I’m not surprised he was in a hurry to be alone again.”


Robin nodded along. “Makes sense. He’s still crazy though.”


“Absolutely,” Sarah laughed. 


With a collective breath, the mages turned and continued onward. There were, after all, still a few hours of daylight remaining. 


When they finally did make camp for the evening, Declan spent most of the night on edge. Manny had been their best line of defense, and as much as he’d grown under Thestria’s tutelage, he didn’t fancy his odds against another draconid. 


The exhaustion stuck with him through the following day. Still no attacks came. Declan was just beginning to hope they would have no more encounters when, on the third day since leaving Manny behind, they saw the wyvern. 


It didn’t roar. It didn’t dive. Nor did it assault them with razor claws or deadly lightning. Indeed, as the mages crested the rocky hill, they found their former hunter lying still on the wet stone. 


“Is… is it dead?”


“I fucking hope so. Better it than us.”


Freddy put a hand on Sarah’s shoulder, quieting her. “We should stay back. It could be sleeping.”


“It’s not breathing,” Robin observed. “Though for all I know it doesn’t use its lungs when it sleeps.”


“That’s fair,” Sarah said, “I know precisely fuck all about wyverns.”


“If it is dead,” Freddy added, “maybe we should be on the lookout for whatever killed it. Something tells me wyverns don’t die of old age.”


“Actually,” Declan said as he stepped forward, “I think I know how it died.” Hesitantly, he approached the fallen beast. The falling rain drowned out the sound of his pounding heart as he drew near. The thing was huge.


It wasn’t until he was near enough to touch the beast that Declan truly appreciated its size. Sure, it paled in comparison to Thestria’s mass, but the wyvern was still larger than most houses. 


“Declan, what the fuck?” Sarah’s voice reached him before the others did. 


“It’s okay,” he said as his companions caught up, “it’s dead.”


“Whatever killed it could still be around.”


“Yeah, in fact, whatever killed it is still around.”


“Wait… you don’t think…”


Declan smiled. “I hit it with two Empowered Darts. Sure they didn’t do anything right away, but I’m willing to bet if we cut into this thing we’ll see those same growths Edward gets.”


“Fucking hells.”


Freddy blanched. “I’m with Sarah. Fucking hells.”


Robin stared, her eyes wide and her expression blank. 


“So,” Declan continued, “I guess the next question is how to cut into this monstrosity.”


Sarah snapped her fingers and pointed at him. “I knew I followed you here for a reason.”


Declan was pretty sure it was because he’d gotten her out of the army and into the Pinnacles, then implicated her in his plot to assassinate the king of Teralia, and then rescued her boyfriend from Tower Stretika, but he was happy to take ‘free wyvern mana’ as an excuse. 


Accessing said mana proved its own challenge. The mages started with their own variations of Cut, and, failing that, ended up taking turns throwing all sorts of damaging spells at the scaly hide. Neither ice nor steel nor plasma could pierce its skin. 


Declan could, of course, wreak all sorts of havoc on its internal organs, but his own mana had a propensity for simply passing through the thick scales rather than rending it apart. 


“Wait,” Freddy eventually stopped them. “I think I have an idea. Its just the hide that’s the problem, right? Dead mana doesn’t actively defend against attacks.”


“Right…”


“So to break through the skin we just need the right frequency.”


Declan put his head in his hands. “Some fucking magus I am. Literally unlimited shift and I’m throwing rocks at it.” 


Freddy chuckled, patting him on the back, “It’s ok, we’re all stupid some of the time.”


“Speak for yourself.” Robin grinned. “Some of us are stupid all the time.”


After taking several moments for the laughter to die down, Declan set to work manipulating the wyvern’s flesh with white mana. It took a number of attempts just to narrow down a working frequency, and by the time the gray scales finally split apart, he was certain he’d dumped more than lethal mana into the corpse. 


At least it all went into the carcass instead of spreading through the air. 


The rush was incredible. 


To a mage the party collapsed to the cold stone as the foreign mana coursed through them. Declan could hardly breathe as his already massive pool integrated more and more of the dense lightning magic, permanently swelling his deadly reserves. 


Freddy and Robin, less attuned to the wyvern’s signature, exhaled clouds of yellow mana into the air, where it joined the growing miasma about them. 


Still more spilled from the gargantuan corpse. 


For all he inhaled, and for all Sarah herself could absorb, Declan knew they claimed only a fraction of the whole. 


Divines, he thought as yet more mana coursed through his body, this thing must’ve had tens of thousands of Pels. Maybe more. The back of his mind wanted to shudder at the thought, to recognize the immensity of the being he’d killed and the power he’d stolen. The rush wouldn’t let it. 


Instead, his heart fluttered, and he lay panting on the ground with a smile on his face. It felt good. 


Declan didn’t know how long they stayed there. Perhaps it was hours. Through the dark clouds and falling rain, he couldn’t track the position of the sun, not that he would’ve bothered. He’d have happily spent days among the mana. That thought too, should’ve sent him shuddering, but it didn’t. He hated that. 


In time, as all things do, the wyvern’s mana supply came to an end. The mages traveled no more that day. 


As he did every evening, Declan raised a makeshift shelter from the stone beneath their feet, and they hunkered down for the night. A part of him wished Pieter’s prism would still work, or that he’d found a way to make his stone one portable. Another part didn’t want to know where his limits now lay. 


Nonetheless, as Declan drifted off to sleep on the dry earth of his construct, he had to admit they needed every drop of power they could gather. Even if the syzygy itself proved stoppable, the journey there would be perilous. 


The path onward led back into Teralia.










CHAPTER ELEVEN














They’d nearly made it out of the Tempest by the time Declan finally got his chance to test out his Javelin. The rain had long since dried up, and the gray clouds above them reminded the mages more of a cool spring day than a supernatural storm. 


The fact it was nearly summer didn’t escape them. 


Perhaps the clearest sign they’d reached the end of Thestria’s influence was that the beast came not from the sky, but from the path ahead. It growled as it approached. 


Declan was already charging his spell when the thing came into view. It was feline in nature, but that was the extent of his recognition. Dark amber fur coated the creature’s six legs, each ending in a wide paw with its own set of razor claws. They scraped against the rocky ground. 


Two metallic shapes protruded from its forehead, more akin to spikes than to horns. Along its back was a line of small iron mounds, as if the creature’s spine itself were made of the metal and had somehow pushed its way past the skin and fur to see the light of day. 


At the careful, prowling pace with which it approached, Declan knew well enough he didn’t need to use the accelerated version of his spell. A normal Javelin would hit just as well. 


He did anyway. He had, after all, been waiting for a chance to try it out, and just as the feline’s slow approach made it unnecessary, it also gave Declan the time he needed to charge the attack. 


He fired. 


Declan had no right to be disappointed by the result. The Javelin flew true, and the strange cat keeled over, just as it should have. Visually, however, it looked exactly the same as the thousands of lethal Darts he’d cast in his hunts at the Towers. 


He supposed that was the point. The spell was basically a long Dart meant to kill bigger things, and here it was killing a big thing just like Dart did. Still, the back of Declan’s mind yearned for something more interesting to happen as payoff for all his hard work. 


It was yet another downside of invisible mana. 


Robin, fortunately, was kind enough to shatter Declan’s disappointment through the power of pure enthusiasm. “Hells yes!” She ran up to the fallen beast, paying little worry to the possibility it yet lived. “Do you have any idea what you’ve just killed?”


“Um… no?”


“Declan, this is a rustrid.”


He cocked an eyebrow.


Robin rolled her eyes. “Look, it’s no wyvern, but back when I was her apprentice, Lilian promised she’d help me kill one as a reward; key words: ‘help me’. Lilian never fought things for me.”


“What’s your point? We’re all way stronger than we were then.”


A smile—somewhere between overjoyed and maniacal—crossed her face. “My point, Declan, is that this beauty’s got a few thousand Pels in him. Gray Pels.”


“Oh, come on!” Freddy’s shout from behind them pulled Declan’s attention away from the downed beast.


“First Sarah gets rocs, harpies, and a fucking wyvern, and now Robin’s dream hunt just walks right up to us.” 


His overplayed exasperation put a slight grin on Sarah’s face. She patted him on the back. “Don’t worry, I’m sure Declan can find you a big juicy kraken if you ask nicely.”


Freddy pointed off to their right. “Last I checked, the ocean is that way.”


“Hey, it’s not my fault you were born with an inferior element.”


A splash of water struck the back of Sarah’s head, soaking through her long ponytail. 


Declan laughed. The fading hills and cloudy sky echoed with hearty, full-bodied cackles as Robin joined him. It wasn’t long before Freddy’s envious stare and Sarah’s glower also gave way to the contagion of their mirth. 


They’d needed it. 


When at last the laughter died down, Declan addressed a still-grinning Robin, “So—uh—do you want me to cut it open?”


“No need,” she replied, carefully placing a hand on the creature’s side. “This isn’t fur. It’s iron—sharp enough to cut you and rusted enough the wound’ll go foul, but still iron.” With a simple gesture and a silver glow, the thin strands of metal ‘fur’ coalesced into a blade and cut deep into the soft skin beneath. Mana filled the air. 


Declan made a point of stepping away from the fallen beast. Robin needed this more than he. 


While the steel mage lay on the barren dirt, mind adrift in a sea of mana, Declan, Freddy, and Sarah made camp. The blue mage was kind enough to dry off Sarah’s damp hair and clothes, but the construction of their nightly earthen shelter was otherwise routine. 


It wasn’t until they all sat inside that Sarah finally spoke. “Have—um—have you thought about how we’re getting past the Teralians?” 


“Yeah,” Freddy added, “I don’t think we can use Sarah’s dad again.”


“Well,” Declan said, “I think Vestriam is out of the question—every farmhouse for miles probably knows what happened by now.”


“Maybe that’s a good thing. If the news from Reondar is fully spread, we don’t need to try and outpace it any more. We can travel more carefully.”


“Freddy’s right,” Sarah said. “Fucked as it is, we’re not gonna be sleeping in a real bed any time soon. May as well keep south.”


“Why not avoid Teralia altogether? Stay in the wildlands all the way to the mountains.”


“I thought about that.” Declan nodded. “I guess it comes down to what’s more dangerous. We can fight monsters in the wildlands or run from soldiers in Teralia.”


“What about the mountains themselves? Is there a crossing this far east?”


“That… is a good point. I know there’s a pass in the Gindor Woods, but out here?”


Sarah looked at him. “So we can go straight south and pray to the bloody divines there’s a way through, or we can sneak back across Teralia.”


Declan shrugged. “Pretty much.”


“Alright,” she said, “I vote Teralia.”


Declan’s eyes widened at the decisiveness of her voice. “That was quick.”


“It only makes sense. You know how it gets that far south. If we go down by Krispins, the grass is tall enough we could walk right by the entire fucking army without being seen.”


“Assuming they aren’t scrying for us.”


“Declan, there isn’t a violet mage alive who can scry that much land in that much detail. Icandia is huge, and that’s only if they’re watching just the plains. We made it through the kingdom before, we can do it again.”


Freddy spoke up, “How much time would we lose if we checked the wildlands for a mountain pass?”


“It could be weeks, and even then there’s a very real chance we just walk right by it.”


“That sounds like an answer to me. Who knows how long it’ll take to cross the Gindalts? Or how long we’ll need to travel after that? Cutting back through Teralia for the guaranteed crossing is the safest option if we want to get to your syzygy in time.”


Declan sighed, “I’m not sure ‘safe’ is the word I’d use, but you may be right. If there even is a way past the Gindalts this far east, finding it would take forever. I’d rather get to Thomas Hastrand’s focal point with time to spare to figure out what the hells I’m even supposed to do there.”


“Hey guys.” Robin stumbled into the earthen shelter. “Whatcha talkin’ about?”


“Oh, just plans for evading the divines-fucked army that’s hunting us down. How’re you feeling?”


Robin leaned against the packed-dirt wall, sliding down until she was sitting, “Preeeetty fucking great,” she slurred.


Declan chuckled, “I can see that.”


Sarah blanched. “Is that how we were after the wyvern?”


“Yep.” The smirk on Freddy’s face could’ve melted a glacier. “Loopy as all hells and smiling like idiots.”


Sarah smacked his arm with the back of her hand. “Who was it that was just complaining about not finding a big water-attuned monster?”


“Let me have this at least!”


Sarah grinned. “Alright, but I reserve the right to tease you mercilessly when you wind up like that.” With a sharp gesture she pointed at Robin, who now lay snoring on the hard ground.


As the couple continued their banter and Robin enjoyed her mana-induced nap, Declan allowed his mind to wander. As useful as all this power was against the likes of the rustrid, he worried what may happen if the Teralians found them. 


He didn’t want to kill more people, and a nonlethal way to neutralize several opponents was still missing from his toolkit. Brian’s single-target anesthetic spell would have to do. 


For all he knew, they’d manage to sneak past undetected. Maybe he could scare off any random patrols that did come across the party. Ultimately, Declan decided worrying over it was an unfruitful endeavor. He shoved the thought aside.


Instead, he silently gathered up his lute from its spot at the back of the shelter and carried it outside. It wouldn’t do to disturb Robin’s sleep. 


And so he sat there, alone beneath the thinning fringe of the legendary Tempest, and he played. Joyous tunes filled the air, a quiet concert for the empty sky, the late spring breeze, and the lifeless corpse of the poor rustrid. 


Before the uncertainty of the coming months, it proved just the distraction he needed. 



* * *


Journeyman Miranda Tawnslift was long past tired of staring at grass. Truly, each morning she awoke in the small encampment she struggled to convince herself she hadn’t died and been sentenced to the fifth hell. 


The argument came easy with the realization that one of the hells would at least be more interesting than this. 


Still, every day she rose and every day she followed the platoon of soldiers in circles around the Icandian Plains, constantly looking away from the nearby grass to scry in some direction and look at yet more grass. She supposed this was her lot. 


Declan had, willingly or otherwise, gotten her into the Pinnacles. It only seemed fair that it would be his actions that forced her out. 


Sometimes Miranda wondered if she’d have been better off without the infamous nothing mage. Had he not chosen her for his weird squad, she might still be in Poulsia. Hells, had he not come to camp, she doubted General Croveus would’ve sent them all north without waiting for reinforcements. 


She sighed. It wasn’t Declan’s fault the general had put them at risk. It was Declan’s fault he’d been so unwilling to get them out of it. 


Miranda thought of that night often. For all the death she’d seen from a distance, Croveus’s blunder was still the closest her own life had been to ending. A part of her wished the Liaran camp hadn’t been so well warded against violet magic. She would’ve liked to see what it was that so frightened Declan. 


As it was, she had seen the devastation he’d wrought in the capital. Not directly, of course—she’d been in the Tower at the time, but she’d heard the stories. She’d scried on the healers desperately trying to save whomever they could, and she’d watched the bodies pile up where they failed. 


Declan would pay for the lives he’d ruined.


Never mind the fact he would’ve died in Poulsia were it not for her betrayal. Never mind it was her action that made him a mass-murderer in the first place. She’d done her duty to Teralia. The rest was on him.


It was, quite frankly, a lovely near-summer day when she first spotted the magus—a flash of deep viridian among the gentler green of the swaying grass. He rode flanked by two uniformed soldiers, as if a mage of his caliber needed their protection. 


Miranda saluted as he arrived. “Morning, sir. What can I do for you?” Sometimes she resented being the highest rank among her posse of conscripts. She much preferred watching from the back to being the face of the squad. 


“Just here to check your amulets.” The magus dismounted. “Not much else to do out here.”


She grinned. “You can say that again. It’s just bloody grass for miles.”


“Best to be vigilant. He went to school around these parts, and grass this tall makes for good hiding.” He leaned forward, grabbing the inscribed iron disk that hung from Miranda’s neck. The magus adjusted his glasses as he examined it.


“Of course, sir,” she replied. “It just gets old after a few days, let alone a few weeks.”


He flipped over the amulet to view the other side, not looking up as he spoke. “I actually rather like it out here. Growing up in Vestriam, I never much saw the plains. The air is just… better.”


“Well, sir, you’re welcome to join us for the day’s patrol if you’d like. I reckon it’ll take less than an afternoon for you to change your mind.”


“Perhaps I will,” he replied, “after I check your amulets, of course. His mana is nasty stuff, and on the off-chance you do find him out here, you’ll want to be protected.”


“Of course, sir.”


As the mage went over the fifteen amulets on the assorted soldiers, a sly grin came across Miranda’s face. She sorely needed a distraction from the monotony of the plains, and this distraction in particular represented an opportunity.


Getting close to Declan had, in the end, proven a boon to the violet mage. As the squad mounted up and began their patrol, Miranda could only imagine how beneficial it would be should she connect with this new arrival. 


Maybe Magus Eric, with all the influence and knowledge he seemed to hold, could get her away from all this divines-fucked grass.










CHAPTER TWELVE










THE NEAR-CONSTANT stream of monster attacks seemed to lessen as the mages traveled south, but it did not cease. Declan quickly and cleanly dispatched rithions, callowins, another rustrid, two savannah hawks, several dire wolves, and an untold number of beasts he couldn’t even begin to identify. 


He appreciated the simplicity of it. 


The creatures didn’t try to manipulate him, they didn’t hide their intentions, and their corpses didn’t leave him with terrible nightmares. They tried to kill him, and he killed them right back. 


Indeed, while there was still a certain danger to the wild beasts that his Tower hunts had always lacked, Declan found the encounters growing more and more routine. A monster showed up, he threw a Javelin at it, they moved on. 


The party was two weeks out of the Tempest before somebody else managed to fire the first shot, and what a shot it was. 


Declan didn’t even see the serpent coming. For all its coiled-up length and three foot diameter, the creatures scales blended in too well with the surrounding grass. 


Robin had a better eye. 


It was, however, neither steel nor earth she launched at the camouflaged monster, but a single uninterrupted beam, thin as a finger and black as pitch. 


Declan watched, jaw slack, as the serpent threw its head into the air in agony, writhing and twisting before it collapsed to the dirt. He stared at the beast, its skin dried and shriveled as if it’d been dead for weeks. 


Robin shivered where she stood, her eyes rolling back as she experienced something with a great intensity. When the moment passed, the mages gaped. 


Sarah phrased it best: “What in the ever-loving fuck?”


Freddy stuttered, “Did…did you just…”


“What?” She turned to them. “Did you think you were the only ones who learned some new tricks from Thestria?”


“Robin, death magic is illegal.”


She cocked an eyebrow. “Seriously? Illegal? You broke into Tower Stretika to start a bloody revolution. Declan killed the king and half the divines-fucked nobility. We’re well past ‘illegal,’ Freddy.”


“It’s banned for a reason. I know you’ve heard what it does to people.”


“Look, I won’t deny that Drain Life felt good, but I’m not about to go all necromancer-y on you. I can handle it.”


“I’m with Freddy,” Sarah said. “It’s banned for a reason, and from the stories out there, it’s a fucking good one. Death magic is evil.”


Declan swallowed. 


“Magic isn’t evil,” Robin continued, “it’s just magic. What if we find something Declan can’t kill? Something insanely tough, or invulnerable, or whatever? Soul magic is far and away the best way to deal with certain monsters, and it could well save our lives.”


Freddy didn’t let up. “Until you use it enough and decide you like how Drain Life makes you feel. Or mess up and reanimate something that should’ve stayed dead. Divines, Robin, the whole reason Angela couldn’t come with us is because black mana is so dangerous.”


“Angela couldn’t come with us because the Tower mages are dicks.”


“Robin!” Sarah’s shout forced the girl to turn away from Freddy. “Can you just fucking listen? Just cause you can shift low enough to use it doesn’t mean you should. It’s evil. It doesn’t matter how you use it. It doesn’t matter how good your intentions are. Death magic corrupts.”


“It’s soul magic,” Declan’s quiet input silenced the others. “Death isn’t an object—it doesn’t have a resonant frequency. Black mana manipulates the soul.”


“Death magic, soul magic, whatever. It’s fucking necromancy!”


“If Robin thinks she can handle it,” Declan said, “I trust her. Just because people are scared of it doesn’t make it inherently bad.”


Freddy sighed and turned back to Robin. “I can trust you and still think this is a terrible idea.”


“Noted,” Robin said with a sharp nod. “I’ll make sure to be extra careful moving forward.” 


Sarah threw her head back in frustration. She opened her mouth to reply, but Freddy’s hand on her back silenced her. They shared a look. Without speaking, the blue mage ushered the girl onward, ending the conversation and continuing their journey.


As Declan moved to follow, Robin fell in beside him.


“Thanks. I—uh—I was afraid something like this would happen. It’s why I held off using it so long. I appreciate the backup there.”


“Of course. I know the stories about black mana are bad, but… well the thing about stories is they lie.”


“You know that more than most, huh?”


Declan nodded. “I know that, and I know magic isn’t inherently good or evil. Anything can hurt people if it isn’t used properly.”


“Exactly.” Robin smiled. “A Drain Life isn’t any more lethal than a giant metal spike to the face. People just like the non-combat uses for gray magic more.” 


“Right. The tools we have don’t define us. It’s how we use them.” 


As they walked together through the wild savannah, Declan replayed the conversation in his head. He wondered how truthful the stories were, both those of black magic and his own. If legends told of soul mages going mad with power and raising armies and killing indiscriminately, he had to wonder about his mana.


In a way, he supposed he was a rogue mage who went mad with power and killed indiscriminately. If mana that could steal a creature’s life force was inherently wicked, what about magic that killed everything it touched? 


No, his words had to be true. Even if he had great potential for evil, and even if he’d acted on that potential, there had to be some redemption for him. Some ability for good to balance out the ill. 


He could only hope he’d live to find it.



* * *


The borderline between the wildlands and the Icandian Plains couldn’t have been more stark. The savannah simply ended, stopped cold by a towering verdant wall. 


Declan hadn’t missed the grass. 


This far southeast, the greenery of Icandia stretched over fifteen feet tall. It would take a good deal violet magic to maintain their course, and yet more to keep a lookout for beasts before they reached striking distance. 


Even as the mages camped a few hundred feet outside the viridian sea, Declan fought down flashbacks of the hellcats, and dreams of far more threatening foes lurking in the grass. 


He awoke from said nightmares to the light of late morning and the sound of a shout.


“There’s something in the grass!”


Declan was up and out of the makeshift shelter in seconds, adrenaline already rushing with the anticipation of battle. He followed Freddy’s pointing finger to watch the foliage ahead shift and jolt with motion. 


“Whatever it is, it’s big.”


He readied a Javelin, aiming for the center of the disturbance as he charged the spell. He waited.


When the figure emerged from the grassy curtain, Declan froze. On instinct alone, he twisted his hand up and fired into the sky. 


Galloping hooves filled the air. Atop his horse, a lone figure raced towards the gathered mages, his deep emerald robes billowing in the wind. A shout rang out as another rider appeared.


“Sir, we need to request reinforcements! He’ll kill you!”


Another mounted form shot into the open. And another. Declan fought down his rising panic and slipped on his battle face as nearly twenty mages in military uniforms rode out in pursuit. He steeled himself for the encounter to come.


It wasn’t until the magus leapt from his steed to approach on foot that Declan recognized the messy brown hair and wire-framed spectacles.


“Eric.” The world stopped. The pounding of hooves faded away, the breeze stilled, and Declan stared down the young magus. “What are you doing here?”


“Looking for you.”


“Eric, I…” Declan trailed off as the first of the soldiers arrived, each extending a threatening hand towards the party. They didn’t dismount.


“Sir,” one of the army mages said, “this is against protocol. We need to alert the general.”


Declan’s eyes widened. “The general is here?”


Eric yelled back at the man, “Be quiet! I need to talk to him.”


“Eric, why are you with—”


Freddy’s shout cut him off. “You traitorous bitch!” 


Declan forced his eyes away from his former mentor to find the target of Freddy’s ire. It took her guiding her mount through the line of soldiers for Miranda to come into view. “It’s nice to see you too.” She nodded. “Sarah. Declan.”


“Take another step. Please.”


“Everyone, for hells’ sake be silent!” Eric called out. 


Declan met his bespectacled gaze. “What’s going on, Eric? Why are you with the military? Why Miranda?”


“After I got Queen Elaine’s letter, I… I had to see for myself. Apparently with Leskelian gone and Kendra running Tower Vestriam, I’m the only one left who’s studied your magic. She wanted me to make amulets for the army. So I went to the capital and…” He swallowed.


Declan’s mind raced. Leskelian was gone? He filed away the information for later; this was no time for thinking after his missing instructor. 


Eric continued, “I thought they were lying at first. There was no way such a sweet, innocent boy could… could do that. Then I saw some of the victims. What happened, Declan?”


Declan’s heart pounded as he fought back the memory of Teralia’s nobility writhing at his feet. He took shelter behind his orchid even now as he remembered the bell’s toll.


“They killed King Alexander. All of them. And then they lived comfortably as they starved the people of Fontanya and sent thousands to die in Poulsia. They were holding Freddy hostage to make me go back.” Declan’s hand clenched into a fist at his side. “Those nobles earned their fate.”


“I don’t care about the nobles.”


“Then why are you—”


Eric cut him off with a quiet curse. “Divines. You don’t know.”


Ice crawled through Declan’s veins as he replied. “Don’t know what?”


“You didn’t just wipe out the king’s court, Declan. It leaked.”


The orchid, where he still held it in his mind, quivered under the weight of the blow. Declan’s breath hitched. “How many?”


“There were about five hundred nobles, servants, and guards in the palace.” Eric’s words swung like an axe, every syllable a strike against the orchid’s stem. 


“Another few hundred in the square outside. You know how the effects can be delayed. When I left Reondar they were still getting dozens of people reporting symptoms a day. There’s probably at least a thousand dead already, with divines know how many sick like Edward was.”


Declan cast his battle face aside, dedicating every ounce of his focus to keep his most critical line of defense from wilting. “They—they had Freddy in chains. They wanted to send me north, make me massacre a city.”


“You did massacre a city.”


Declan’s breathing sped up, his hands shaking as he fought to maintain control. Panic mounted. “I—I didn’t know. I couldn’t know. The Fae, they—they stole my prism! They must’ve wanted—”


“Declan,” a gentleness came over Eric’s voice, a calming tone that was so familiar yet so far from the comfort he’d given at Vestriam, “faeries didn’t kill those people. You did.”


“N—no, I—”


“What are you doing?” Miranda’s voice echoed above the turmoil in Declan’s mind. “You’re going to set him off!”


Freddy shouted back, “You mean like you did against the Liarans?”


“I saved your lives! We would’ve died if he didn’t stop that army.”


“Maybe. Maybe not. Either way, if you hadn’t betrayed us to gods-damned Croveus, we wouldn’t be here.”


“Oh, I’m the traitor? Last I checked, you tried to start a fucking revolt, and when that failed, he killed the entire bloody court. I stayed loyal to my kingdom.”


Declan heard little of their exchange, so distracted he was in his fight to revitalize the rapidly falling orchid. He couldn’t have known. This was all Julien’s fault—his and the Fae’s. If they hadn’t stolen the prism, if Freddy hadn’t been captured…


Freddy shouted back, “You sold us out! This entire fucking debacle is your fault. The Liarans, the capital, all of it!”


“I didn’t walk into that camp. I didn’t slaughter those soldiers. All I did was stop you lot from committing treason by lying to your commanding officer.” She whipped her arm around to point at Declan, “He’s the traitor. He’s the regicide, and the murderer, and you’re all just as bad for helping him”


Freddy raised a hand, “You traitorous, bootlicking whore.”


Sarah cried out, “Freddy, no!”


Her words fell on willfully deaf ears as a blue glow shined upon them. In the air before him, Freddy conjured a nearly transparent cloud of mist. The attack raced towards the violet mage, disappearing as it struck her neck. 


Soldiers and fugitives alike looked on in silence as a moment passed.


And then the blood appeared. 


Miranda’s entire neck turned crimson where a thousand tiny water droplets had punched a thousand tiny holes. She fell from her horse.


Sarah’s attack hit the first soldier before Miranda’s body reached the dirt. 


Lightning arced from her hand to the nearest mage, knocking him too from his steed before jumping on to the next target. Defended as they were against Declan’s lethal magic, they hadn’t come prepared for post-Tempest Sarah. 


One by one the mages fell to the ground, either unconscious or dead in the face of her power. The chain only ended when the last of the uniformed riders fell, and the spell made its final jump directly into a thin wall of earth.


When Eric lowered his barrier, he stared not at the mage who’d killed his scryer, nor at the one who’d taken out his entire squad. Instead, he gazed at Declan.


The pity on Eric’s face shattered every barricade he’d built. Every inch of wood and stone and iron he’d scrounged up to defend the orchid fell before its might. He clenched his eyes shut as he scrambled to repair it.


“I can’t imagine the horrors you’ve faced, but whatever’s happened to you, you need to answer for what you’ve done.”


Declan swallowed, his heartbeat strong yet strangely slow as he prepare the spell. He opened his eyes to meet Eric’s gaze one last time, “I’m sorry, Eric. I just… I’m sorry.” He fired. 


The air flashed white as Brian’s anesthetic spell struck the young magus, and Eric too collapsed.


Equipped as he was to stop a high-frequency attack, few wore amulets against healing. 


Declan’s mind raced through the discoveries he’d made and the events he’d witnessed as he stood among the field of bodies. He knew not which were knocked out and which dead. He could only pray for the former.


His thoughts paused when someone shoved a set of reins into his hand.


“We can talk later,” Robin flashed a comforting smile, “but right now we need to go.”


He nodded weakly, already feeding the orchid what attention he could as he climbed into the saddle. As he trotted away on the back of his stolen horse, Declan paused to look back at the unconscious body of his former mentor. At Eric. 


With an uttered apology—more to himself than to Eric—and a gentle kick of his heel, he rode off into the grass.










CHAPTER THIRTEEN










THEY MADE IT a full day into the plains without attack from man or beast. Even from his vantage high upon the back of his stolen mount, the swaying grass still eclipsed Declan’s vision. He was too distracted to care. 


It’s the Folk’s fault, he told himself. Theirs and King Julien’s. If he hadn’t started this gods-damned war, if the Storm Fae hadn’t taken my prism, if I’d known my own strength…. The thoughts were little comfort. 


Declan gripped the reins with white knuckles as his horse trotted along behind Robin’s. The orchid quaked with every step. Its stalk shivered, its thick paddle-leaves jerking this way and that, ready to fall at a moment’s notice. He inhaled. 


One, two, three… he counted to eight before releasing the breath. The meditation reminded him somewhat of his days at Tower Vestriam, working under Christof to hone the skill. Unbidden, another memory surfaced. 


Eric’s comforting hand touched his shoulder. His smile reminded Declan there was more than death and misery in this world. He adjusted his glasses in that way he always did, a simple gesture which never failed to bring a grin to Declan’s face. 


He held him close in the snowy courtyard, his kiss the only warmth in that dreadful night. 


The vision faded, replaced by the disgust and pity he’d last seen. Eric’s body lying unconscious in the dirt.


Declan forced the memory away, hiding it too behind the shadow of the orchid. He hoped the flower would hold. He needed it to.


After untold hours of riding in silence through the swaying grass of Icandia, it wasn’t until the party dismounted to make camp that Freddy raised his voice. “So that was Eric, huh? He… seemed nice.”


“He is,” Declan answered, “…or at least, he was.”


“After all the bullshit Croveus has fed him?” Sarah snorted. “That’s about as nice as you can expect.”


“He…” Declan forced himself to breathe. “He said he’d seen the bodies himself.”


“Well I’m willing to bet he didn’t know Julien was holding Freddy hostage. I’m bloody certain he didn’t know shit about the Fae. I wouldn’t be surprised if according to Croveus you just fucking waltzed in and murdered everybody for the gods-damned fun of it.”


Robin chimed in, “That would make sense. Remember the violet mage was worried about ‘setting him off.’ Maybe the official story is Declan lost control and needs to be put down?”


Declan shuddered. In a way, that story was true. He had lost control in that throne room. Just because the immediate victims had deserved his wrath didn’t make it any more an intentional action. 


“You were at Vestriam,” Freddy said. “What did you think of him?”


“I didn’t really interact with him much.” Robin shrugged. “He was two years ahead of me, already working on his thesis while I was still in red. He was nice enough arranging Da’s help smuggling us out, I guess.”


Above them the early summer sunset painted what exposed sky there was in orange and red. 


“Well I hope he’s alright,” Sarah said, her eyes fixed on Declan as he quietly cut down the grass around their camp, “and not just for his sake.” 



* * *


Chaos reigned in the streets of Reondar. 


With every step he took, refugees collapsed to the stone, merchants fell to the floors of their shops, and what few guards patrolled the streets simply looked on as their skin turned scarlet. 


Where the nothing mage walked, death followed.


Those that could, ran, though they knew not to where they fled. There would be no shelter from this storm. 


Though no emerald glow filled the air, he knew, somehow, that his mana sight stayed up, clouding his eyes in its glimmerless black. Nonetheless, the colors of the city before him remained unmuted, from the alabaster of the Towers behind him to crimson of the citizens’ flesh. 


Already the stench of vomit clung to his nose. 


The one mercy in the maelstrom of suffering was that not a single cry reached the mage’s ear. The bell drowned them out well enough. Its deafening toll sang a dreadful song, a song he’d earned in a way the fleeing innocents had not. 


Still he walked. 


His muddy boots squished against the uneven cobble. No matter how he scraped or stepped, the remnants of the quagmire clung to him, leaving a trail of footsteps in his wake. He thought for a moment to clean them, but he knew it would be no use. He had places to be.


When at last he reached the gates of Reondar, he didn’t stop to gaze over the havoc he’d wrought. He knew it by heart. Nor did he pause at the corpse of the healer outside, his freckles obscured by the red of his skin. 


He knew this sight far too well. 


Instead he trekked, finally free from the reek of death as he traversed the empty countryside. It wouldn’t last. 


He saw the first of the Fae the moment he entered Red’s Crossing. They stood together. Storm, Dark, and Deep alike looked on, untouched by his poison as they grinned their knowing smirks. 


A few even opened their mouths in laughter, or at least what the mage took for laughter beneath the oppressive toll of the bell around his neck. He fought to ignore their leers.


The townspeople didn’t bother running. They simply stared, standing rigidly upright as their complexions grew ever redder. He passed them too.


As he climbed the hill up to Croveus Manor, the mage braced himself. He knew his mother would chastise him for tracking mud into the house, but try as he might his boots would not stay clean. He pressed on. 


Three figures awaited him at the gates. They didn’t speak—no words could pierce the deafening toll, but greet him they did. Edward and Dewie nodded, each opening one side of the double gate to allow him through. 


Charlie, skin red as the walls of Vestriam, flashed a smile. It was a simple thing, his grin, yet of all the horrors he’d seen on this day’s journey, it was the first to make the mage falter. He remembered though the haze of time how once that smile meant so much in friendship, loyalty, and trust. 


Such memories rang hollow now. 


He stepped past his childhood friends into the estate itself. Master Thern’s gardens wilted before him, every lilac, daisy, and rhododendron shriveling into a curled up husk of its former self. 


When he finally entered the manor itself, he stepped not into its lavish entry hall, but directly into a familiar bedroom. 


Helena Croveus stared back at him.


Her pale face succumbed to his toxin before his eyes. She didn’t collapse. She didn’t cry out. She opened her mouth to speak, her words lost to the din of his bell. Behind her, something moved.


The nothing mage shifted his ebon gaze to the unclothed form as it climbed from his mother’s bed. Though his ivory skin and silver wings matched no court he knew, the creature was undeniably Fae. 


He too moved to speak, but even without the drowning chime he wouldn’t have heard its message. 


The bell tolled louder.


“Declan…” 


The mage took a step back.


“Declan!”


This couldn’t be happening. Something had to be…


“Oh, for fuck’s sake!”


His stomach exploded in pain, sharp and simple where the invisible blow had landed. He doubled over, retched,


…and shot awake.


Declan jerked upright, his core still aching where Sarah’s foot had struck it. He looked up at her. She leaned over, grasping her amulet by the chain to keep the red-hot iron disk away from her chest.


“Declan! Get your shit under control!”


It took her shout for the mage to realize the source of her ire. 


The bell still rang. 


Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit, Declan swore to himself as he frantically conjured the orchid. He breathed. In and out. In and out. Much as it quieted the angry chime, the flower alone couldn’t silence the golden bell, not in its wilted state. 


“Declan—”


“I’m trying!” He snapped at her. In and out. He tried to slow his racing heart, rocking himself back and forth as he meditated. There is still good I can do, he reminded himself. I can still save more lives than I’ve taken. That’s what matters. It’s all for a reason. It has to be. I just need to stop the syzygy…


The seconds it took to revitalize the orchid and cease the hateful knell may as well have been hours. A gash still ran across the its stalk where Eric’s words had hewn it with the strength of an axe, but the verdant luster of its leaves still cast enough shade to hide in.


Declan let out a breath. His blood still coursed with adrenaline as he addressed the others. “A-are you okay? Did the amulets hold?”


“Looks like it,” Freddy said, a conjured block of ice pressed to his chest. “Hurts like a bitch, though.”


Robin winced. “I’d rather a burn than the alternative.” 


“I—um—I can heal you—”


Sarah cut him off, “I think we’ve had enough of your magic for one night.” She stormed off, an angry silhouette in the soft moonlight. 


Robin approached. “I’ll take some healing.” She met his gaze. “I trust him.”


A hesitant smile crossed Declan’s face as he raised a hand and envisioned the modified spell form for simple burns. 


The steel mage relaxed the moment the white mana struck her chest. Once the greater burn faded away, he turned his attention to her hand, charred where she’d tried to tug the hot iron away. 


It took only a few minutes and a tiny portion of his vast reserves to clear away the wounds he’d caused. Freddy stepped up next.


“Thanks,” he sighed as Declan healed the black mark on his chest. “I’m—uh—I’m sorry about Sarah. She… let’s just say she has strong opinions.”


“I understand. Really, I should be apologizing to you. If I hadn’t—”


Freddy interrupted, “Without you we’d all be dead. Maybe Robin could’ve avoided the war, but Sarah and I? We were in the thick of it. You’ve saved my life twice now, Declan. I can take a burn or two for it.”


“Thank you, Freddy.”


“Now,” he held up the still melting block of ice he’d created, “I know a certain foul-mouthed lightning mage who could really use this. Goodnight, Declan.” With a nod, the man turned, crossing the camp to rejoin his sullen girlfriend. 


For his part, Declan lay back down onto the relatively soft heap of cut grass. He didn’t sleep. Instead, he gazed at the stars above and the few dark clouds which drifted past them. His mind raced. 


If he’d leaked enough mana to burn so badly… he shuddered. However strong he’d become, he hoped the amulets would hold. Iron could only get so hot without melting, and if the inscription malformed he wouldn’t just be healing burns. 


He’d be digging graves.


In the meantime, he’d need to do something about the dreams. Patient as they were, even Freddy would eventually grow tired of being awoken by his bell, even if he healed the damage. 


With a sigh, Declan reached into his pack to withdraw his notebook. If he wasn’t going to rest, he may as well make use of what remained of the night. With a quick cantrip to carve down his pencil, he got to work.


The enchantments were simple enough. He’d been successful enough making the amulets, and converting mana to heat was much simpler when the inscription could surround the affected area instead of just sitting within it. 


He refrained from testing it that night. Raising enough stone to build a chamber would certainly disturb the others. He didn’t want to wake them a second time. 


Either way, he had no doubt the design would be effective. Two feet of stone could absorb three hells of a lot more heat than the thin iron amulets. 


Task complete, Declan allowed himself to lay back once more. His eyes remained wide open as he watched the sky, but his mind returned to the contents of the dream, to Red’s Crossing. It was a curious place for his subconscious to wander, one he hadn’t considered for quite some time.


He supposed the plains had jogged his memory, of both the town and his flight from it. More interesting, however, was the creature he’d seen there. It was a perfect match for how he envisioned the Winter Fae. 


He wondered if they actually looked like that. He knew Winter Court had by far the most interaction with humans; they were the source of most modern faerie tales. Perhaps the old stories had described them well. 


The compromising position in which he’d dreamt them brought Declan to ponder his parentage. His lack of wings or claws or webbed fingers was confirmation enough he was no child of the Fae, even if a dream could’ve counted as evidence to the contrary. He snorted at the idea.


Still, he had questions. Julien had implied he had some hidden knowledge of Declan’s father. He considered the conniving king himself as a candidate, especially after seeing Helena and him at the ball, but the timing didn’t work out. As far as he knew, Lady Croveus hadn’t left Red’s Crossing for months before falling pregnant. 


His mother’s tale about a traveling poet may well have been true. Still, if Julien had known some secret before he died, it was entirely possible the Folk were involved. The Dark Fae had likely been the ones to tell him. 


Declan tried to push the thought from his mind. Here in the plains, he could only speculate; he’d learn nothing new tonight. Still, the question weighed on him. Maybe it did matter. If the Fae had been manipulating his life that far back, it had to be worth knowing why. 


Were they the source of his magic? 


Now that was a concept that truly did send a shiver down the mage’s spine. What if there were more like him hiding among the mundanes? If he didn’t play along with the Fae’s plans, would they find another nothing mage to wreak their havoc? He shuddered.


As the night dragged on, Declan grew more and more convinced it was a matter worth investigating. Answers, especially where the Fae were involved, were scant, but perhaps he could dredge some up if he searched in the right place. 


Of course, he’d find none in the towering grass of the Icandian Plains, but his party traveled west. It would only be a matter of weeks before they reached the crowded trees of the Gindor Woods. 


If he wanted information on his birth father, his mother seemed the best place to start, and if they kept their current course, it would only be a few days detour to visit Red’s Crossing.










CHAPTER FOURTEEN










“ABSOLUTELY NOT.”


“But I have to—”


“Declan, it’s suicidal.”


“I’m with Freddy,” Robin said. “Nothing we could learn in Red’s Crossing is worth the risk. Even on the off-chance we do get in unseen, why should your mother know anything useful?”


“Even if she doesn’t give us anything new about my father, she’s bound to know something useful. She was… consorting with King Julien at the ball. Maybe she’s in on his dealings with the Fae.”


“So what if she is?” A solemnity fell over Sarah’s face, “Declan, we’ve been chasing faerie tales for long enough. When the syzygy comes, I’ll be there to support you because everyone seems to agree it’s important, but this? Trying to understand Fae manipulations is a waste of time.”


Declan raised his voice. “I have to know if there are others like me. If my father was some unawakened nothing mage, it’s entirely possible he wasn’t the only one. What if he had other children? Or siblings? There could be dozens of mundanes out there just waiting for the Fae to turn them into their weapon.”


Freddy chimed in, “And then what? You’ll travel the world killing mundanes to stop them from turning into you?” 


“What? No, of course not.”


“But that’s my point. Even if there’s a bunch of unawakened Declans running around, there isn’t anything we can really do about it.”


“I could warn them! Tell them not to listen to the Fae or just avoid magic altogether.”


“Assuming you could even find them. Declan, it’s just not worth the risk. You’re gonna get us all killed.”


“Then I’ll go alone. I know the estate better than you anyway.”


Freddy threw his head back in frustration. “That’s not the point. If you get captured or even just seen they’ll know we’re in the forrest.”


Determination furrowed Declan’s brow. “I’ll figure something out. We have another few weeks before we’re close enough anyway.”


“And with any luck,” Sarah muttered, “another few weeks for you to come to your senses.”


Declan let the comment slide. He knew last night he’d stretched their good will thin. Given the burn that still marred her chest, he could understand Sarah’s annoyance with him. That didn’t make it any more pleasant. 


“Sarah’s got a point,” Freddy said. “I’m sure we’re all still a bit on-edge from last night. There’s plenty of time before we get remotely close to Red’s Crossing; why don’t we discuss this once we’re all cooled off and better rested?”


Robin’s usual bright grin contrasted with the shadows under her eyes. “Freddy’s two for two on good ideas today. We have nothing if not time.”


Declan and Sarah wordlessly nodded their assent, and the conversation broke apart as the mages packed up their camp. Declan shoveled his notebook and other supplies back into the saddlebag, heaving it onto his back as he pushed through the already-wilting greenery. He managed four steps away from the campsite before he realized his mistake.


The horses! 


Declan ran, cursing himself as he shoved aside the dying forest of grass. If his episode last night had been enough to redden the amulets…


He burst into the artificial clearing. 


Cool relief flowed down Declan’s spine as he saw the beasts happily chewing on the cut grass where he’d tethered them to the earth. They’d survived. Curiosity replaced fear in the mage’s heart as he approached the horses. 


He hadn’t heard a peep from them in the night, so whatever protections they bore must’ve been strong enough to disperse energy better than the ones he’d made himself. He examined them. 


The saddles bore no enchantment, and the reins were similarly barren. Declan was unsurprised. Leather made for poor enchantments, deforming too readily under heat. The mage went through every metal buckle he could find, but his search remained fruitless. It wasn’t until he stepped away in frustration that he noticed the state of the cut grass at the horses’ feet.


It was singed.


Declan slapped himself for his obliviousness. Of course. He kneeled before the closest mount and lifted its foot to glance at its muddy hoof. 


Sure enough, tiny lines of inscription twirled about the iron horseshoe in all too familiar spellwork. It was brilliant, really, to redirect the heat into the ground. For something as easily enchantable as a horseshoe, the strategy made perfect sense. 


Hells, Declan thought, these horses are better protected than their riders. He supposed if he were willing to attach a plate of iron to his boots, he could use the same defense. A number of ideas ran through Declan’s brain before he ultimately dismissed it as impractical. The amulets worked well enough, and they didn’t require special shoes.


He shuddered at the thought of trying to walk long distances with a plate of metal keeping his soles rigid. 


Shaking his head, Declan freed the horses’ tethers and returned to the others. They accepted his explanation of the enchanted horseshoes without a second look. 


As he handed over the reins, Declan noticed the shadows under Robin’s eyes had vanished, her face uniquely energetic compared to his own sleeplessness. “You look well,” he commented.


“Guess I just needed some time to fully wake up.” She smiled up at him. 


Declan watched as she turned away to climb atop her mount, eventually discarding the thought as envy. He’d gotten the least sleep of them all.


He did note, however, as he reached his own saddle, that the grass about their camp seemed somehow more shriveled than it had when the sun rose. He must’ve released more mana than he’d thought for it to wilt so much in so little time. A chill ran down his spine, despite the summer sun doing its damnedest to banish any remains of the night’s cold.


The weary mages rode in silence. There wasn’t much to see on their journey beyond the blue sky above and the grass everywhere else. Divines it was tall. The stalks themselves stood half as thick as Declan’s arm, their leaves alone easily a foot wide as they swayed in the breeze. 


He could only imagine what kind of roof one could make with these for thatch. 


His only distraction from the monotony of the ride came in the color purple. Every quarter hour, Declan sent out a burst of violet mana to sweep over the surrounding area. Overwhelmingly, he saw only yet more grass, but he continued his scrying nonetheless. If more beasts did come for them—and they most certainly would—his magic would be their only warning. 


He thought back to the hellcats pouncing from nowhere on the road to Krispins. Such creatures might be little threat to him now, but they were hardly the only monsters this far southeast. Who knew what else lurked in the greenery?


For all his vigilance, Declan didn’t once find a stalking predator. The party journeyed—at least for that day—undisturbed. 


It wasn’t until the sun had already disappeared behind the verdant wall that they finally dismounted.


“Looks like it’s getting a bit shorter,” Freddy said, “at least I think.”


“Or you just want it to be getting shorter,” Declan replied as he raised a pillar of stone to tie up the horses. 


Freddy snorted, “Could be. Man could go mad wandering around out here.”


“Don’t jinx it,” Robin laughed. “We’re mad enough as it is.”


“Speak for yourself,” Sarah said. “I’m the fucking picture of sanity.”


“You, my dear,” Freddy wrapped an arm around her waist, “are the maddest of us all.”


“Yeah,” Robin smirked, “you’d have to be to date Freddy.”


The blue mage’s eyes widened at the jeer. Sarah stared, her open mouth shaped into a grin. Declan was the first to start laughing. 


It wasn’t long before the girls joined in his cackling, nor until Freddy doused them all in cold water. He cocked an eyebrow at their looks. “I figured you all needed a nice bath after a long day’s ride.”


Without a second thought, Declan shifted his mana and returned the favor. 


Truth be told, the shower felt nice in the summer heat, but he wasn’t about to let Freddy get away with drenching them. The banter continued for some time before the mages grew tired of it and settled in for the night. 


Declan had work to do.


Several paces away from where the others had cleared the grass to make a campfire, Declan cut his own opening. 


Raising the structure itself was easy. He’d spent enough time working with earth that he hardly had to think in order to shape his mana to build what was essentially a stone hut. The shelter was eight feet long and six wide, its roof just high enough for the mage to stand upright. 


It had no windows, and the ‘door’ was really just a Declan-sized opening he would have to magically shut with more stone. It would serve his purpose well enough. 


Working by the brown light of his shifted mana, Declan traced the design from his notebook into the walls, making minor adjustments as he went to accommodate for the exact dimensions of the space. Precision was everything. 


The last vestiges of sunlight had long since vanished from the sky by the time he finished. When he peeked his head out into the camp proper, only one of his companions remained awake. 


“Sarah,” he whispered, “can you help me test this?”


She approached. “Test it how?”


Declan reached to his chest, pulling Eric’s bell over his head and handing it to the girl. “Let me know if it rings.”


Even in the twilight gloom the trepidation was clear on Sarah’s face. Rolling his eyes, Declan raised a thick wall of stone between them and his enchanted shelter. “This’ll keep you safe. Put the bell on the other side, and let me know if it rings.”


At her nod, Declan returned to his hut, sealing the door behind him. The darkness was intense, reminiscent of the completely lightless world his mana sight used to generate. He exhaled. After a moment of hesitation, Declan released a weak cone of mana in Sarah’s direction.


Nothing happened.


Holding his breath, he carefully increased the power until it reached well beyond what aura alone could generate. Sweat dripped down his forehead, but he paid it little heed. The stone wasn’t even glowing as it dispersed his mana into heat. He gave it another few seconds before cutting off the flow. 


So far so good. Declan swallowed, allowing himself a few seconds in black isolation before he reopened the ‘door’ and stepped outside. He collapsed the stone wall. “Anything?”


Sarah shook her head. “Not a chime. Whatever you did, it worked.” 


She watched in curiosity as he formed a stone peg on the outside of his shelter and hung the bell’s chain on it. “Not going to put it back on?”


Declan shrugged, “Won’t do me much good in there. Better to have it out here to let us know if the enchantment leaks. And if I leak…”


“Then it won’t wake you up. Makes sense.” She gazed at him for a moment, her expression blank. “Is… is that offer of healing still open? I’m not gonna lie, this shit fucking hurts.”


Declan grinned at the rare case of Sarah’s profanity actually being somewhat warranted. “Of course. Would you…”


She nodded, stepping forward as she shifted the amulet aside and tugged at her collar. Declan swallowed down bile at the sight of the nasty burn, not ungrateful for the limited light obscuring its details. Burns were not pleasant things to look at. 


Healing the wound was a simple matter, especially given the practice he’d had the prior night. The relief on Sarah’s face was well worth the paltry mana cost. Declan was just glad to fix some of the damage he’d done. 


“Thanks,” she said, gesturing towards his shelter, “and thanks for building that.”


He turned to join her in appraising his construction. “It was necessary. Really, I should’ve been doing it from the start. If we hadn’t been in such a hurry to get away from Reondar maybe I wouldn’t have been so careless. I’m sorry about last night.”


Sarah didn’t reply. 


The two stood in silence for some time, staring off at Declan’s chamber as they thought their own thoughts. Minutes passed before the lightning mage finally spoke. “So—um… how are you supposed to breathe in there?”


Declan hid his head in his hands. “That’s a—um… that’s a good question.”


Sarah snorted in her attempt at laughing without waking the others. “You forgot air holes? You would’ve fucking died.”


“Yeah, yeah… I’m dumb.”


“Can you imagine,” she wheezed, “after all of the shit you’ve survived, dying to that?”


Declan chuckled, “It would certainly be fitting. With so many people trying to kill me, there’s something poetic about dying to my own idiocy.”


Sarah clapped him on the back. “As long as you don’t kill any of us with your idiocy, you’re golden.” 


“That’s the goal.” Declan grinned. “Welp, guess I can’t go to sleep just yet. Thanks for pointing that out.”


“Somebody has to keep you alive.” She rubbed her eyes. “I think I’m going to head to sleep though. Goodnight, Declan. Good luck with your air holes.”


“Goodnight,” he wished her as she crept away. With a sigh, he turned back to his enchantment. How could he forget air? Shaking his head, Declan stepped into the dark chamber and got to work. 


Carving a few holes in the shelter without disrupting the existing inscriptions was a simple enough task, though the thickness of his walls gave the mage some concern. To guarantee proper ventilation, he’d need far larger gaps than his current configuration could afford. The easy answer was yet more enchantment. 


As he engraved his formula into the vents, Declan had to admit Thestria had been right—humans did put too much stock in spellwork when enchantment worked just as well. He chuckled at the thought. 


It took only a slight expenditure of air mana to charge the inscription, and the dark room filled with a light breeze as it took effect. Declan grinned.


So it was that he slept alone that night, isolated from his companions by walls of stone and magic. It was better this way. Safer. 


Still, as he quietly rested upon his makeshift pallet of cut grass, his artificial breeze keeping him cool, that distance weighed upon him. Necessary as this arrangement might have been, he hoped it wouldn’t last. Needed as his powers were, he didn’t want to be the nothing mage for the rest of his life. 


In time the shelter faded away, overtaken first by blackness, and then the cobblestone streets of Reondar. This time, however, the tolls stayed confined to his dream.










CHAPTER FIFTEEN










DECLAN JERKED AWAKE in a pool of sweat. The threats and wails and dreadful knell faded back into the realm of dreams as a singular thought took over.


Divines, it’s hot.


Waves of heat rolled in from every direction, more than overwhelming what little chill could blow in through his vents. He gasped for breath, but the air itself scorched his throat. He needed to get out. 


Declan stumbled more than walked across the tight space, his limbs lagging behind the will of his mind. He already had the form ready when he collided with the unenchanted section of wall. 


The opening was less a clean doorway than a ragged hole, but it had the same result. Declan tumbled into the cool night, landing gently on a heap of cut grass. He breathed. Soft, refreshing air blessed his lungs. 


Robin was first to the scene. “Are you alright? What happened?” 


“I’m okay.” Declan pushed himself upright. “I may have miscalculated…”


Sarah stepped in to help him up, getting a blast of hot air from the opening for her efforts. “Miscalculated? You built a divines-fucked oven!”


“It was a big miscalculation.”


Robin froze. “You’re not still… leaking, right?”


“No, no, I’m fine.” Declan gestured to where the bell hung outside his poorly constructed shelter. “No ringing.”


Declan tried not to cringe when he heard her sigh of relief. 


“Great,” Freddy said, “can you fix it? We can help you out if—”


Declan raised a quieting hand. “I can handle it, thanks. Get back to sleep if you can. I’ve woken you enough already.”


Freddy raised his eyebrows before quietly shrugging and turning away. Sarah followed. 


Robin lingered for a time, her gaze unblinking as she stared at Declan. When he met it, she turned away, heading back to bed herself. 


With a tired sigh, he got to work. 


The problem, as far as he could tell, had to do with leakage. Not of mana, but of heat. As he stepped into the still-sweltering chamber, Declan looked upon his failed design. Venting enough energy into the earth to keep the stone from deforming was simple, even easy. Unfortunately, just because they didn’t melt didn’t mean the walls weren’t hot enough to cook him alive. 


He had two options. 


The first—and most obvious—was to redesign his enchantment completely to more aggressively direct heat into the ground. He had a few thoughts to that end, but grew concerned that some heat would still be lost to the air. He’d only slow the rise in temperature, not stop it. 


Declan’s second idea was to simply remove the hot air. Unable to access a library, he knew just enough ice magic to chill the air from his vents. From there it was a matter of raising the capacity, as well as restructuring the enchantment to use as much mana as it could find. 


The more mana he leaked, the more cool air would fly in. Ideally, he could calibrate the two enchantments such that as his leakage increased, the room would heat up and cool down at the same rate. Ideally. 


Once he’d installed the super-charged vents, Declan added a hole in the roof to allow hot air out before finally settling in to sleep. He realized, as he lay awake, that the whole system would be more efficient if he reworked the original enchantment in addition to adding the cooling vents, but that was a problem for another time.


Come to think of it, there were a great deal of problems for another time. Declan sighed. 


He tossed and turned for some while that night, sleep ever evasive in the face of the immediate and long-term struggles that awaited him. When at last they took him, Declan’s dreams were thankfully absent the terrible knell he’d so come to hate. 



* * *


The morning sun peeked through the tight vent holes as Declan blinked the sleep from his eyes. Disappointed as he may have been to miss his chance to test the new enchantment setup, the mage yet considered the prior night a resounding success. 


He’d take rest free of nightmares over magical progress any day. There’d be plenty of time for tests in the eves to come.


Declan didn’t bother with the door. He knew well enough they’d be traveling on, and there was little point to leaving the structure standing. Indeed, he’d need to take it down anyway. With perhaps a bit of a flair for the dramatic, Declan readied his spell. 


In a single, smooth motion, the shelter melted around him, the walls and roof peeling away to disappear back into the earth from whence they’d come. He didn’t realize his mistake until he stepped outside. 


The bell!


Sure enough, Eric’s bell sat exposed on the dirt, its chain buried where it had hung upon the now-missing wall. Declan’s eyes rolled back in frustration. So much for his dramatic entrance. With a sigh, he leaned down to excavate the necklace, careful that his spell form wouldn’t damage the chain. 


It wasn’t until he returned to his feet, glimmering bell back around his neck, that Declan noticed the state of his surroundings. For several feet around the remains of his chamber, the grass sat wilted, dead as he’d ever seen it. 


Shit.


Declan froze. Had it failed? Were the air vents leaking mana? Could he have lost control without dreaming? His heart raced as he dashed to rejoin the others. 


He called out as he burst through the grass into the camp proper, “Did it ring?!” 


Freddy looked up from his breakfast, “What, the bell? Not that I heard.”


“It’s okay, Declan,” Sarah said. “We’re okay. Your enchantment worked.”


Declan exhaled. “Okay. Good. It must’ve been something else, then. Maybe all the excess heat did it?”


“Did what?”


“Killed the grass by my shelter. I woke up and it was all wilted, just like when I…”


Sarah approached, placing a hand on Declan’s shoulder. “If the bell didn’t ring, you didn’t poison anybody. That’s what matters. I doubt anybody gives any sort of shit about a bit of dead grass, especially this divines-fucked grass.”


Declan nodded. He swallowed. “It must’ve been the heat then. Or maybe some mana ended up underground and got to the roots. It… doesn’t sound likely, but it’s the best explanation I’ve got.”


Sarah shrugged. “Good enough for me. Just keep setting up a bit away from the rest of us and I’m sure it’ll be fine.”


Declan weakly nodded his assent, and the girl returned to her morning meal. He moved to join her.


“Morning everyone!” Robin pushed through the wall of greenery into the camp, a saddlebag slung over her shoulder. Her eyes were bright and her smile wide as she greeted the mages, “Sleep well?”


“Not particularly,” Sarah grumbled. “No idea how you did what with the midnight drama.”


Declan blushed with guilt over keeping the others awake.


Robin shrugged. “I guess I’ve just spent enough time traveling that I’m used to it.” She grinned. 


“We’ve all spent more than enough time on the road.”


“I don’t know, Sarah. I grew up with Da’s caravan; I guess I just like it.”


The lightning mage rolled her eyes.


“Anyway,” Declan interrupted, “I say we get going sooner rather than later. The faster we move, the quicker we can get out of this gods-forsaken grass.”


Freddy pushed to his feet. “I’m with Declan. Three days in these plains and I’m already sick of it.”


Silently, the girls assented, and the mages went about breaking camp. Less than a half hour later, they each sat atop their steeds, ambling onward through the jungle of grass. 


It was, unsurprisingly, a rather boring day. There was little one could do from horseback, and even less to see in the endless ocean of greenery. Perhaps worst of all, the mages—as happens after months of traveling together—had long run dry of conversation. They rode in silence. 


When Declan wasn’t scrying to keep a lookout for beasts or maintain their westward course, his mind wandered to his enchantment. It, at least, was a somewhat productive line of thinking—better he ponder magic than the events of his past.


As it was, the mage had more than a few ideas to try out by the time the party stopped for the evening. A number of them even worked. 


Declan’s final design included cooling vents finely tuned to balance out perfectly with the amount of heat he generated, a more efficient method of funneling said heat into the earth, and even an expansion onto the ground to keep his mana from poisoning the land. Curious enough, even that didn’t keep the surrounding grass alive. 


In the end, he dismissed it as waste heat killing off the roots and moved on. As Sarah had so eloquently put it, nobody gave a shit about some dead grass.


The days blended together into a very dull and very green blur as the mages trekked onward through the Icandian Plains. It was all rather tiresome. The only break in the viridian monotony came in the form of four beast attacks over nearly two weeks of travel. Not a one posed any sort of threat to the powerful fugitives, but Declan remained vigilant all the same.


Even a hellcat could find his throat if he weren’t ready.


For the most part he allowed his companions to kill the magical creatures themselves, primarily out of a certain boredom with his own offensive spells. Lightning and mist were much more entertaining.


He did, however, wince whenever Robin dispatched a creature with an arc of ebon mana. It wasn’t the Drain Life that disturbed him so much as the way her eyes rolled up, her back arched, and her hands quaked with the influx of stolen energy. He shivered.


Declan reminded himself the importance of practice, and how every tool at their disposal may someday make the difference between success and failure. He knew better than most that all magic—however dangerous—could be used for good. He trusted Robin to stay in control. 


He hoped he was right. 


Around fifteen days into the plains—Declan lost count—the grass finally grew short enough that, if he stood in his stirrups, he could peer over it. There wasn’t much to see. While it certainly was a relief to glimpse the horizon again, the endless waves of swaying stalks looked no different than when he scried for monsters. Still, it meant progress. 


When, a few days later, it peaked low enough that he could do so from his seat, Declan spent broad swaths of their journey gazing out over the expanse. He mostly looked north. 


He knew they were too far south for it to ever come into view, but that didn’t stop him from almost expecting the tip of Tower Krispins to appear in the distance. Indeed, the mage spent quite a lot of time reminiscing about his time at the frontier Tower. It was difficult not to, given both its proximity and how well his surroundings mirrored those of his original journey there.


His journey with Brian.


Declan shivered whenever that memory resurfaced, fighting to banish it just as he did the idea that Sarah remained his last living classmate from the small Tower. He preferred the happy thoughts. 


He missed Krispins. It was a simpler time, when he didn’t have to worry about Fae prophecies and scheming kings and mass murder. When he was just a student with weird mana. 


Useless as Magus Pieter had been, at least he’d had a teacher, and for all the Tower had lacked in furnishings, it was still a far cry better than the road. He smiled at the memories. 


As the mages journeyed on in the early summer sun, the grass about them inched lower and lower. Much a relief as it was to regain vision of their surroundings, the flora’s retreat instilled a new worry in the runaway mage. The grass was their shelter. 


Until they could find refuge in the forest, the swaying viridian jungle was the only thing hiding the fugitives from any searchers. If they could see for miles, so could the Teralians. Declan took little comfort from the hope their detour south would allow them through unchallenged, even if they’d killed the only nearby violet mage. 


Miranda’s death was yet another on the long list of topics the mage made a point to avoid pondering. He wasn’t sure what disturbed him more, the ease with which Freddy had killed her or how little effort it took Declan to ignore it. 


He supposed it all took a backseat to Eric’s news, even if the traitorous scryer had deserved more. Declan hoped she’d at least get a proper funeral.


Robin was the first to suggest ditching the horses to stay hidden in the ever-shrinking grass. On foot, she’d reasoned, they’d maintain a lower profile.


Sarah shot down that idea fast enough. 


Declan couldn’t help but agree. A somewhat higher chance of being seen in the plains just wasn’t worth the effort of walking and carrying their own packs. More practically, if they were spotted, being able to at least match pace with mounted pursuers could prove invaluable. 


Declan imagined they would make quite the spectacle to any onlookers, appearing just as a set of bobbing heads floating upon the emerald sea. He grinned. It was important, or so he supposed, to find what entertainment he could in the tedium of their journey. 


The plains dragged on. 


Days passed. The sun rose, and the sun set, and the grass grew ever shorter. Still they rode. 


In all the mages spent three weeks in the fields of Icandia, a period which in the moment stretched eternal, yet looking back felt but a blip in the chaos of Declan’s life. Such was the nature of monotony. 


The midday sun had nearly peaked in its daily trip when Freddy’s voice brought the mages to attention. 


“I can see trees!”


Sarah followed up in her typical fashion, “Thank fuck.”


“Wait,” Freddy said, “what’s wrong with them?”


The blood rushed from Declan’s face as he peered forward with squinted eyes. “This wasn’t me.”


The mages brought their mounts to a halt as together they stared into the distance, eyes wide with shock and uncertainty at the sight ahead. 


Sure enough, where the grass of Icandia found its end, so too did any sense of life. Though their trunks remained, not a leaf nor needle nor inch of moss dared grace the lifeless husks. What underbrush remained matched all too well the wilted nature Declan had found so familiar. He’d seen it in the grass, and in Leskelian’s experiments, and in Master Thern’s garden those years ago. 


He shivered.


Someone, or something, had poisoned the Gindor Woods, and Declan’s path led through its domain.










CHAPTER SIXTEEN










DECLAN GRASPED THE reins, his fingers curled around the thick leather just as his mind wrapped itself about the orchid’s stalk. This wasn’t me, he reminded himself. However many times he repeated them, the words rang hollow. 


He knew the truth in them. No matter how dangerous his mana, it couldn’t possibly have reached this far east from the capital, nor this far south from his last venture through the Gindor Woods. Still he clung to the orchid. 


The scenery through which the mages rode came straight from Declan’s nightmares. Trees on either side stood lifeless, their branches dry and barren. The pine needles which once had painted the forest emerald and cast their cool shadows on the fauna below now crunched beneath the horses’ hooves. 


It was much how he imagined the flora of Pluctin looked after his night in the Liaran camp. 


Declan shuddered.


The nothing mage was not the only party member to take in their surroundings with sunken eyes. Freddy and Sarah rode side by side, faces pale as the cloudy sky. Even the ever cheerful Robin stared ahead with vacant eyes, her jaw clenched as if in desperation. Declan didn’t know for what. 


“What could’ve done this?” Freddy’s voice, no more than a whisper, carried across the still air unobscured in the silence of the place. 


“Fuck if I know,” Sarah answered. “Can’t think of any monsters that do this.”


“Because there aren’t any.” Robin’s alto quaked as she spoke. “Cruel as they are, naga aren’t beasts, and if they’ve made it this far from the Black Coast we’d bloody well know. A human did this.”


“Wait… naga?” Declan’s eyes widened. “So you think it’s…”


“Black magic, yes.” Robin said, “There’s a necromancer loose in Gindor.”


“Shit.”


Declan twisted his head to look at her. “Are you sure?” 


“It has to be. Animals aren’t this destructive to their surroundings, at least none that I’ve ever heard of. Besides, if there were a dangerous beast running around, don’t you think it would’ve come after you by now?”


“Okay so it’s a mage, but death magic isn’t…”


“Isn’t what?”


Declan sighed. “Isn’t the only thing that kills everything it touches.”


Robin shook her head. “This wasn’t you, Declan.”


“…Can you know that? Or what if my theory about the Fae is right and there’s another—”


“It wasn’t your frequency.”


“But how do you know?”


With a breath, Robin swept her hand to the side, gesturing at their vacant surroundings. “No corpses. Unless your mana makes every canire, deer, and squirrel bury itself before dying, this wasn’t you.”


“Five hells,” Sarah swore. “There’s no bodies because someone’s using them.”


Declan mouthed a curse of his own. 


“So,” Freddy said, “what do we do?”


“We keep going,” Sarah answered. “Not sure what else we can do. If we come across the death mage, we’ll kill him like any other monster.”


Declan swallowed. Freddy nodded. Robin looked on, quiet determination coloring her face. The mages kept going. 


Not once in their hours of travel did the scenery change. The same pervasive silence filled the air. The same uneasy stillness crawled up Declan’s spine with each passing minute. The same impending dread lingered in the back of his mind. It was not a pleasant trip.


By the time the party stopped for the night, Declan was almost glad to seal himself inside his earthen shelter. Almost. As much as he may have preferred the external horrors to his own, sleep was, regrettably, not optional. 


The sun had not yet returned when the attack came. Declan slept through it. What little sound made it through the gaps in his earthworks failed to penetrate his restless sleep, Freddy’s cry of alarm blending too well with those in his nightmare. When at last he did emerge into the gray morning, the encounter had long since ended. 


“What the hells happened?”


“We found Robin’s missing bodies,” Sarah replied from where she kneeled at Freddy’s side.


“Some of them at least,” Robin said, gesturing to a collection of desiccated animal corpses where the mages had piled them.


“E-fucking-nough of them,” Freddy grimaced, his hand pressed tightly against his left arm. 


Even from across the camp Declan could see hints of crimson peeking through the man’s fingers. He approached. “Why didn’t you wake me?”


“We bloody tried,” Sarah explained, “but calling out didn’t work and we weren’t about to barge in on you, amulets or no.”


Declan grimaced. “Fair point.” He joined the girl at Freddy’s side, reaching for the blue mage’s arm. “Let me see.”


Freddy lifted his hand, revealing a set of puncture wounds running up his forearm. “Fucker managed to ignore three ice bolts to the throat.” He winced as Declan ran a finger over the wound. “Can you heal it?”


Declan nodded. “It’ll hurt. I’m sure that thing’s mouth was crawling with blight. I’ll have to sanitize it.” 


Freddy grit his teeth. “Okay, okay. Do it quick.” He braced.


Declan extended a hand, preparing to burn away any infection before it could take root. Freddy gritted his teeth. Sarah cursed.


“For fuck’s sake just knock him out.”


Declan facepalmed. “Shit. Right.” Changing tact, he envisioned the form for the anesthetic spell Brian had given him. “I—um—may have forgotten this has non-combat uses.”


Sarah rolled her eyes. “Glad I could remind you.”


“Me fucking too,” Freddy swore. “How could you bloody forge—” He collapsed, already unconscious as Declan’s spell took hold. 


Sarah was kind enough to step away as Declan worked, first to channel flame to kill off any disease, then to knit the bite marks shut with white mana. Within minutes, he returned to his feet.


“That should do it.”


“When will he wake?”


Declan shrugged. “No idea. I’ve never stuck around after using the anesthesia spell. An hour? Three? I can’t imagine it’s more than that.”


“So what do we do now?”


Declan stepped over to his pack. “Well, either we wait for him to wake up or we tie him to his horse. Unless you want to deal with a particularly angry Freddy in a few hours, I’d recommend the former. Maybe we can drain the corpses?”


Robin called out as she moved to join the others, “There’s nothing to drain. Necromancer took pretty much everything; whatever spell was keeping them active dissolved pretty quick.”


“Divines, I fucking hate undead.”


Declan laughed, “You and everyone else.”


Sarah moved to sit beside the sleeping blue mage. “Either way, when we find this cocksucker, he’s gonna get what’s coming to him.” She absently traced a hand across Freddy’s brow. “I’ll make sure of it.”



* * *


Declan’s first task in the waiting time was to bury the bodies. According to Robin, it wasn’t necessary to burn the corpses, and he didn’t know enough about death magic to say otherwise. That done, he settled in for some much-needed lute practice, even if the girls weren’t exactly in the mood for music. 


In the hours that passed, Sarah didn’t once move from Freddy’s side. It was past noon when he finally awoke, not that the mages could tell, given the layer of clouds above. Even then, the blue mage’s state could hardly be described as ‘alert.’ Still, he was conscious enough mount his steed with Sarah’s assistance, and the party once again continued their journey. 


Beyond Freddy still recovering from the influence of the anesthetic, Declan noted none of his traveling companions behaved as usual. Iron determination mixed with kindness on Sarah’s face as she tended to her recuperating partner, both emotions understandable given the night’s events. 


Robin, on the other hand, looked tired. Declan could only assume the sleepless night had finally worn down her seemingly boundless supply of energy, though he had to wonder why this particular sleepless night had done the trick when so many others hadn’t. He supposed the wight attack must’ve been a harrowing experience for the girl. 


Declan made a note to chat with her about it when he got the chance, maybe once Freddy was himself again. 


The mages rode in silence for some time, the afternoon slowly drifting away as they progressed through unchanging terrain. After the plains, Declan was well used to spending days at a time in the exact same surroundings, but the experience didn’t make that of the dead forest any easier. It was a slog. 


At least, it was until Declan first heard the rustling of pine needles in the distance. He pulled his mount to a halt. “Did you hear that?”


Freddy whispered back, “There’s something out there.”


Declan scanned the woods. Nothing. He thought to scry for the source of the noise, but a second rustle tugged at his attention. He jerked his head to the left, following his ear. 


Another came, from yet a third direction. 


Lightning crackled in Sarah’s hand. “Where is it?”


A shriek gave the girl her answer. It was a hideous thing, dry and desperate and full of malice. She fired before the creature even came into view. 


Declan didn’t have a chance to witness the effect of her blast as a second cry rang out from behind and he turned to fire a spell of his own. The Dart had already left his hand by the time he recognized his attacker. Dead and desiccated as it may have been, Declan had seen a satyr before. He prepared a second shot. 


The satyr charged, unaffected by his first attack. The cloudy vacancy of the creature’s eyes pierced his battle face to send chills down Declan’s spine as it shrugged off his second Dart as well. Shit. 


The thing neared. Declan scrambled for a new tactic, eventually deciding on earth to entrap and crush the charging wight. He prepared a spell. Just as his mana began to spill into the brown-shifted form, a blast of pure jet struck the undead satyr. Like a puppet with its strings cut, it collapsed to the dry ground. 


Declan had just enough time to turn and give a thankful look to Robin before sending his spell at another charging wight. The creature vaulted forward as its hoof sank far deeper into the dirt than its crazed mind could’ve expected. As it moved to catch itself, Declan’s spell secured its hands too in the earthen prison. Robin’s black magic ended its struggle.


It took no words for the mages—accustomed as they were to fighting together—to fall into a rhythm. Declan’s earth or Freddy’s ice would restrain a charging satyr long enough for Robin to sever whatever foul magic tied them to the living world. Sarah’s lightning, while not typically useful for capturing prisoners, also found a good deal of use against the undead. 


Though they didn’t burn outright, no undead willpower nor immunity to pain could prevent a burst of electricity from inducing muscle spasms. The attacks may not have been outright lethal against the resilient wights, but Sarah could temporarily immobilize wide swaths of the battlefield long enough for a more long-term confinement from Declan or Freddy.


Within ten minutes, Robin ended the cries of the final wight, and the forest returned to silence.


A silence which Sarah promptly broke: “I fucking hate undead.”


“I’m with you. I’m almost glad I missed out on the other attack. Fighting these things in the dark just…” Declan shivered. “Is everyone alright?”


A chorus of ‘yeah’s rang out in reply.


“Good.” He dismounted. “Let’s set up camp here for tonight. Need to bury these corpses anyway.” Without waiting for a reply, Declan hitched his horse to a nearby tree and got to work. 


A frigid thought clung to the back of Declan’s mind as he gathered and interred the two dozen defiled bodies. He shuddered. It was one thing to see the shriveled corpses of the animals that morning, but the satyrs struck a chord with the mage. 


Perhaps it was the unnatural way they’d moved, or the dry, malicious way they cried out. Perhaps it was a question of intelligence; these satyrs were no beasts. They’d had a society of their own, a culture, even. No longer. Declan couldn’t help but wonder if the satyr he’d seen in Deiland’s Grove all those years ago was among those he now buried. 


Such a cruel irony it was that a creature so eager to seek out death magic and destroy it would fall to necromancy finding him. At least this group had at last found rest. The thought was little comfort. 


With the burials complete, Declan moved on to a new magical project—defenses. A part of him still cringed to know he’d slept while his friends were in danger, especially when a solution was so readily available. If he was going to leak mana as he dreamed every night, he may as well use it.


As Declan created a basic stone perimeter around their camp, he recalled his time at Tower Lethis, doing research for shift-delay. The trap magic he’d learned back at the sea Tower came to immediate use. 


It was a simple matter to loop a portion of the mana his shelter gathered into the circle of stone around the camp. With a few basic ‘shifts,’ the same trigger mechanism he used for shift-delay, and a ‘ringing’ inscription he copied from Eric’s bell, Declan had a fully functional alarm. For safety’s sake, the mages maintained their rotation for keeping watch, but there was a certain comfort to the additional layer of protection. 


By the time his work was complete, afternoon had long given way to twilight, and it, in turn, to dusk. Before he retired for the night, however, Declan crossed the camp to where Robin sat alone on first watch. He plopped down beside her.


“Hey,” he said. “I—uh—I’m sorry I slept through the attack last night. It sounds like it was pretty rough.”


“It’s alright.” Exhaustion filled her voice. “We dealt with it just like any other monster attack.”


“No, right, I know you’re all perfectly competent mages. I just—Freddy got hurt, and obviously Sarah’s pissed, and I wanted to make sure you’re okay.”


She sighed, “It’s okay, Declan. I’m okay.”


“Good.” Declan sat back, allowing the conversation to dwindle. Minutes passed, the crackling of the campfire the only sound in the silent woods. 


Without prompt, Robin spoke again. “I just… after what the others said about death magic, and then coming here and seeing all this…” She exhaled. “It sucks.”


“Without your black magic, I don’t know we would’ve escaped those wights. Sure, we probably would’ve figured something out eventually, but unharmed? No way. Hells, if anything this all just proves your point.”


Declan gestured out to the dead forest. “Even magic so terrible as to cause all this destruction can still do good. You’re in control, Robin, and you’ve taken a difficult tool and used it to save our lives. You’re living proof that death magic isn’t evil, whoever did this is.”


Robin paused. She opened her mouth to speak, but no words emerged. She closed it. With a breath, she finally replied. “right. You’re right.” She stared into the fire, her mind rushing with thoughts Declan couldn’t begin to guess. “I’m in control.”










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










THE ATTACKS CONTINUED over the next two days as the mages journeyed west. Wolves and deer and canires and squirrels and foxes and hares alike assaulted the party at all hours, charging mindlessly forward until Robin could sever whatever ties kept the corpses moving. 


Following another midnight incursion, Declan asked if Robin would be willing to teach him whatever spell it was that so ended the wights’ torment. She refused. 


“Worry about yourself,” she said. “You bear enough of a burden as it is; we don’t need to add black magic to the mix.”


“But I can help yo—”


“I can handle it!”


Declan recoiled at her sudden snap. “Alright—um—okay. I trust you. Just—um… just know I’m here to help if you need it.”


She didn’t reply.


Declan looked on with some concern as Robin went about breaking camp, noting how dark the shadows under her eyes had grown. Whether or not she’d admit it, these woods were taking a toll on the girl. Declan could only hope they’d soon end.


The terrain changed little as the mages traveled. The trees remained the same rotting husks, the underbrush sat shriveled and dry, and the leaves and needles beneath their feet crunched with every step. The only variance in the environment derived not from distance traveled, but from time passed. 


Two days into their trek through the dead woods the cloud cover broke, and the summer sun returned. Such a small change as a shift in the weather transformed the forest. No longer was it an eerie, gray tableau of twisted oaks and gnarled pines devoid of green. 


It was a desert, dry, bright, and hot. The wights certainly didn’t mind; they attacked with the same ferocity and supernatural malice as ever. 


To Declan, the change was a welcome one. Under the flat light of the clouds the woods had been uncomfortable, almost unsettling. Now they were just sad, horrible shells of their former selves put on terrible display by the sun’s oppressive beams. He felt the latter held more truth. 


Declan wasn’t sure when they lost their course. Perhaps they’d turned during the days of cloud, or perhaps they’d all simply been too distracted by the regular flow of wights to pay much attention to the sun’s movement, but lose course they did. At some point since their entry to Gindor, the party had turned north.


Declan didn’t realize their mistake until they reached the road.


“Is this supposed to be here?” Freddy asked as his horse trotted down onto the packed dirt. 


“It looks decently traveled,” Sarah commented, gesturing to the well-kept path, free from the ravages of time or indeed any fallen trees or branches.


Robin joined them. “I wonder where it leads.”


“To Deiland’s Grove.” Declan’s heart sank. “It’s the same road I walked on my way to Krispins.”


“Shit.”


“How did we get this far north?”


Declan gulped. “We don’t matter.” He pointed to the trees across the way, just as dead as those beside him. “What matters is that the necromancer got this far north.”


“Shit,” Sarah repeated herself. 


“Shit is right,” Declan said. “There’s over a hundred people in Deiland’s Grove. If the death mage made it into the town…” He shuddered.


“I guess that settles it.” Determination filled Robin’s tired face. “To Deiland’s Grove.” She kicked her horse forward, taking off down the road at a trot. Sharing a quick look, the others followed.


Freddy spoke under his breath as they rode on, “Is… is this a good idea?”


“What do you mean? If there’s a necromancer in Deiland’s Grove, we have to stop him.”


“Right, right, but what if there isn’t? What if we ride up to the grove and everyone’s alive? The entire bloody kingdom wants our heads, remember. Even being on this road could get us caught.”


“Anyone wandering the road would’ve encountered the wights by now,” Declan said. “Unless there are trained mages around here, it’ll be fine. When we get close, I can scry into the town. If it’s alive, we’ll just move on.”


“And if it isn’t?”


Robin overheard from her position at the head of the column. “Then we attack.”


“Look,” Freddy sighed, “I know you’re angry, and I know this black mage needs to be stopped, but are we the right people for the job? We’re talking about someone strong enough to practically wipe out the entire bloody forest!”


Robin’s tone didn’t once shift as she answered. “It’s not a matter of strength. It’s a matter of time. This isn’t some great blight released upon the woods in one fell swoop. It’s Drain Life. Hundreds of thousands of Drain Life’s. Given a few months, any death mage could’ve done this.”


“Shit,” Declan cursed.


“Shit is right. Whoever did this isn’t just some fool who unleashed something they didn’t understand. They’ve been at it for months. Every day wandering the forest for more energy to steal, more bodies to raise, more havoc to wreak. It’s pure evil.”


Declan shuddered but refrained from commenting. He knew the stories of Drain Life’s addicting nature just as well as anyone else. He could only wonder whether the necromancer was evil or simply under his mana’s sway. He prayed for the former.


After all, what did it say about him if powerful magic could so readily corrupt an innocent?


Sarah broke his train of thought. “Even if they are super strong, I’m sure we can beat ‘em. We trained under a fucking dragon. Worst case scenario, Declan just floods the area with mana.” She grasped her amulet. “Sure we’ll get a bit singed, but no amount of black mana is gonna stop that.”


Freddy smiled. “Right. We just have to remember that as terrifying as death magic is, Declan is scarier.”


Declan cringed, forcing himself to exhale. For a time he meditated upon the back of his horse, carefully regulating his breathing as he fought down thoughts of his last journey down this path. He knew he’d never recognize the stretch of road where he’d battled the canire, not with the woods as changed as they were, but still he looked.


He wondered just how lethal that blast had been to immediately disable the creature like that. Thinking back, Declan realized he’d probably killed a significant amount of foliage behind the charging beast. He shivered. 


Most of all, the mage tried not to ponder the fate of Deiland’s Grove. He hadn’t been there long, but the kindness of the old innkeeper had stuck with him. Griffith Shaw, he recalled the name, had given food to a starving nuller bound for the plains. Declan refused to imagine the man suffering.


One advantage of coming across the empty road came in the form of speed. The horses had a far easier time traversing the packed-earth than the untamed grass of the plains or the dead underbrush of the woods themselves. The party nearly doubled their pace as they trotted along the path. 


The wights, of course, still came, but the relative openness of the terrain made the party’s defense against the roaming bands of undead somewhat easier. Easier enough, at least, that when night fell they opted to camp directly on the roadside. 


Indeed, it was all a welcome change after months of hiding in the wilderness, cutting through underbrush and navigating uneven ground. Declan rather appreciated it. That is, he appreciated it for three days, for as the sun peaked in the sky on their third day since finding the road, the wooden walls of Deiland’s Grove came into view.



* * *


Trepidation filled Freddy’s voice. “What do you see?”


Declan canceled the scry, the violet glow fading from his eyes. “Nothing. It’s like the town is abandoned.”


Robin nodded. “That’s enough for me. Let’s go.” Once again she took the lead, forging ahead with neither response nor dissent from the others. With a shrug, Declan followed.


True to his reconnaissance, the gate sat open. 


“Looks like they at least had defenses,” Freddy commented.


“Not really,” Declan replied. “The walls were unguarded when I was last here. I don’t know if that gate even can close.”


As the mages directed their horses past the meager barricade, they found the village just as Declan had described. Empty. Houses sat with their doors hanging open. Silence reigned.


Freddy broke it. “Do you think they escaped?”


“Maybe,” Declan whispered in reply. “I don’t know.” He pointed at the village green, wilted and dead just as the woods outside. “But the death mage has been here.”


For her part, Robin made a beeline to the center of town, bringing her horse to a halt directly upon the rotting corpse of the village green. Declan recalled that exact spot as the one a certain satyr had argued with Griffith Shaw about a death mage in Gindor. A false alarm then, a cruel irony now.


“Is anyone here?”


The mages cringed at the volume of Robin’s cry. Justifiably furious as she may have been at whichever monster had so destroyed the forest, the move was brash. 


As if in answer to her shout, the world fell silent. Declan listened. He jerked his head from side to side, carefully watching each house for any sign of life or unlife. For endless seconds, none came. 


As such, it came as some shock when the door to Shaw’s inn creaked open.


Sarah raised a hand. Freddy conjured a cloud of mist. Declan readied an earthen defense.


The shambling corpse which pushed its way into the square was unlike any they’d ever seen. It didn’t charge. It didn’t cry out. Its face was absent the tension of unnatural rage that had so characterized the other wights they’d fought. This was no wild creature. Though its eyes were vacant, it moved with purpose.


A twofold shiver ran down Declan’s spine. Disturbing as the reanimated satyrs had been, there was something raw about seeing a human meet the same fate. Declan knew the thought was unfair to the satyrs—they too had suffered—but the mage had spent enough time around humans to feel the damage this one had taken.


The second source of the man’s discomfort was the wight’s movement. It—he—stepped outside before halting to stand just beside the inn’s door in some sick imitation of an honor guard. 


Declan almost retched when a second corpse emerged from the inn. And another. Six wights in total lined up outside the old building. One among their number turned Declan’s stomach.


Griffith Shaw. 


The old innkeeper was far more recognizable than any of the others, both for the size of his beard and the simple fact his face had been wrinkled when Declan had first met him. His visage simply matched better with the desiccated skin of undeath. 


Declan clenched his fist. His heart raced. He slipped on his battle face to better keep cool in the coming encounter, but his blood boiled beneath it. Shaw was a good man. His anger burned all the hotter under the shame that it had taken a familiar face for the necromancer’s evil to affect him so. 


Behind his mask of frigid stone, Declan raged.


When the last of the wights entered the formation, a moment of stillness took over. For precious seconds, neither side so much as took a breath as the mages stared down the line of undead.


Robin opened her mouth to speak, but motion within the inn cut her off. One final time, the tired door swung open to admit a humanoid shape, this one all too alive. 


Angela Lark stepped into view.


Though she never spoke whatever words she’d prepared, Robin’s mouth remained hanging open. Declan’s mirrored it.


“Angela?” Sarah broke the silence. “What in the ever-loving fuck are you doing here?”


Declan could scarcely believe it. How could Angela of all people wreak such havoc? Angela, who’d eaten and drunk and celebrated with them when he’d made magus? Angela who’d given him the crucial spacial magic form to escape Reondar? Was this the same girl who’d been so content under the hierarchy’s yoke? It couldn’t be.


Yet there she stood.


Eyes wide and face flush, she pushed her pale brown hair behind her ear. “Hi, guys. It’s been a while.”










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN










IN THE GRAND city of Reondar, tucked away in the alleyway between Lucky Carl’s Pawn Shop and the Gilded Hyacinth, a girl shivered. The city’s winters had never been kind to those without shelter. She clung to the worn assortment of blankets and rags she’d managed to scavenge over the years, but the cold was persistent, and it always managed to outwit her thin defense. 


Ever since her mother, Serena Lark, had died three years ago, Angela called this alley home. By day she begged for whatever alms she could, her fingers sneaking their way into unsuspecting pockets should honest methods fail to procure enough for a meal. 


By night she lay upon the hard stone as moans of pleasure and pain from the Gilded Hyacinth sang her to sleep. Oh how they sang. It was an enticing melody they spun, one of warm beds and hot meals and perhaps not plenty, but enough. 


Every day she battled first with the city for survival, and again with herself to hold fast against the brothel’s temptation. The streets were a lonely place, but from the looks she saw in the eyes of the girls—and boys—who worked there, the Gilded Hyacinth was too.


Angela set her sights higher. 


By their very nature, the Pinnacles ruled over the city’s sky, their dominion ever-reaching, even into the depths of Angela’s gutter. She welcomed their sway. 


Though what they sold was no less a fantasy than that of the Gilded Hyacinth, their grandeur no less a facade, the girl couldn’t help but buy in. She’d witnessed the great parades, heard the heroic tales, and seen the wonder of spellcraft. 


Dreams of magic were just as commonplace as they were impossible. Perhaps that was their allure. Given her station, four of the five Towers were closed to her, while the waitlist at Tower Stretika stretched so long it may as well have been. Still she dreamed. 


It wasn’t until the first of the conscripts began to flow in and the line to enter Stretika wrapped its way around the entire plaza that Angela heard the news of war. Whispered as it was in the mouth of refugee who told her, the word cried opportunity to the lonely urchin. It cried hope. 


Within the hour she stood at the back of the tired line to the military Tower. It was a simple choice, one she’d made long ago under the influence of the Hyacinth’s promise. If she were to sell her body, at least she’d come out stronger on the other side. Better. Armed with magic. 


Her time in the queue simultaneously lasted eons and ended in a moment. Such was the nature of waiting. Angela was quite good at it, forged as she was in the gutter’s crucible. She stood patiently in the winter chill, unwavering and uncomplaining in the biting wind. Her excitement brought warmth enough. 


The clerk at the front desk seemed patronizingly impressed she knew her letters well enough to sign the enlistment forms. Angela supposed given her appearance, she could hardly blame the man. By the time she reached the collection of mages just outside the Tower itself, she’d all but forgotten the slight. Tension took over. 


Angela couldn’t guess what the wand-like devices they held were for, but she knew well enough what it meant to be awakened. 


It meant magic.


Looking back on this moment, Angela wouldn’t remember the mage’s bored voice, nor his tired demeanor, nor even the strange sensation of foreign mana entering her system, but the look on her tester’s face when he read her results would stick with her forever. 


Nobody told her what it was that he saw, nor why he should react with such shock and pity. The military mages simply directed she wait off to the side while they whispered amongst themselves and moved on to other applicants. 


Panic mounted. Had she done something wrong? Did they somehow know she’d stolen to get by? Perhaps she’d proven too magically inept for even Stretika and was bound for a life of manual labor. After years of surviving exposed to the claws of winter, it was here, under the shelter of the Pinnacles, that Angela shivered the deepest. 


When the hierarchy mage arrived bedecked in magus green, Angela looked on with curious eyes. The powerful woman pushed through the line to exchange quiet words with the desk clerk before the man turned and pointed a worn finger directly at Angela.


She gulped. 


As Angela followed the magus back across the plaza, the Golden Hyacinth popped into her mind. It hardened her resolve to remember the decision she’d made. No matter what she’d face in the days to come, one outcome must trump all others. 


So it was that when Angela Lark first stepped through the doorway to Tower Yrond, she did so with the full knowledge that no matter what, she’d come out stronger.






* * *


Two weeks into her stay at Tower Yrond, Angela’s goal had hit a few hiccups. The first was that however essential the skill may have been to keeping the Pinnacles running, learning to operate the transporters didn’t exactly qualify as amassing strength. 


The second was that she could hardly come out stronger if she never left. Truth be told she didn’t want to. The meals were hot, her bed soft, and the winter winds couldn’t hope to reach her through the Tower walls. 


Sure her stomach churned when her instructors told her time and again how evil her magic was and what terrible things it would do to her and others should she ever use it, but it was a price she was happy to pay. Better to be locked away in relative luxury working the portals than off fighting in Poulsia or for sale in the Gilded Hyacinth.


High up in the Tower, there were no stars to gaze at and dream of, no military parades or royal processions to look upon in envy. She was content.


In the months that followed, Angela spent her days quietly studying, learning to shift her mana down before she could even learn to cast. Her instructors took her hunting twice a week, but she didn’t fire a single spell. They simply presented her with the corpses of the beasts they’d slain so she might further grow her reserves. 


What choice did she have? Black mage was expressly forbidden, and spacial magic, as far as the hierarchy was concerned, only had one use: the transporters. At times Angela complained to her mentors, questioning why she couldn’t learn to shift her mana up as well as down. Surely steel couldn’t be too harmful. 


Of course, they dismissed her requests. However much she might’ve yearned to be a real mage, she was more useful to the hierarchy working the transporters. She accepted the truth for what it was. 


She studied, she practiced, she hunted. She took joy in the simple luxuries that had been denied her for so many years. It wasn’t the life she’d expected, but it was the life she had.


She was happy.


And then the stories reached her. 


The nothing mage had won them the war. This man, whose magic carried unprecedented destructive potential, who wasn’t afraid of what he could do, was the hero of Teralia. His was the first seed of doubt in Angela’s mind. 


They said death magic kills everything it touches, that it would kill her, yet here was a mage using such lethal power for good. To carve out his place in the world and help those he loved. 


Angela dismissed the thoughts when they came. He’s different, she told herself. Unique. Things were good at Tower Yrond, and though Declan replaced the towering Pinnacles and the military parades with a different dream, it was nothing more. Her dream was to stay a dream. 


Until, that is, he provided the final piece to her puzzle: a way out.


Whatever was going on between him and the king—the bloody king—was enough for him to get her dispensation. If Declan were to make his escape, so would she.


She rushed to her room, ripping a page from her notes with the transporter activation formula, a gift for the mage who has everything. Scribbling a message on the back, she raced to the nearest portal. A few lies left behind to cover her tracks, and Angela Lark stepped back into the open world. 


She was free.


On her way out of the city, Angela passed by her former home to find it now occupied by some new desperate urchin. She gave the lad a nod before turning her attention to the Gilded Hyacinth. Business was booming. War time meant plenty of desperate people willing to sell themselves to survive, and plenty of customers hoping to forget their troubles in the arms of a stranger.


Not her. For all she’d let the Hyacinth’s promise sway her heart, Angela had defeated it. She’d forged her own path, and come out stronger on the other side. 


Her eyes lingered on the brothel for some time as she made her final goodbye to the city of Reondar, until with a wicked smile, she held out both hands in an obscene gesture, and walked away.


She had already left by the time the bell began its toll.



* * *


Divines that felt good. 


Without even thinking, Angela turned to launch another beam of jet mana into the next tree. Her back arched as energy flooded through her, filling her body, her very soul, with life. She needed more. 


As she moved on to the next tree, Angela resolved yet again to thank the strange creature that had taught her the spell. It was wonderful. The Gindor Woods were truly the best place to practice as well. Plants and beasts were plentiful, and humans sparse enough that nobody would care about a few dead trees. 


Or so she’d thought. 


She was on her sixth day wandering the dense woods when she saw the first arrow. It was a simple thing, whittled wood with a carved stone tip, but the way it flew sent waves of terror through the budding necromancer. 


A second twang rang out, and a second arrow darted past Angela’s head to embed itself in the tree she’d been draining. She gulped. Angela’s heart raced as panic took over. 


She ran.


Twice more projectiles zipped by, their lethal tips drawing ever nearer to her exposed neck. Unconsciously, she readied the only combat spell she knew. 


Emerald light filled the air, coalescing around a root ahead of her. By the time she noticed the spell it was too late. Angela tripped.


She landed hard, the dirt of the forest floor doing little to cushion her fall. She scrambled to turn herself around, to at least look her attacker in the eye before the final arrow came. 


The satyr cut an intimidating figure. “It’s always a human,” he said, leveling his bow, “that’s willing to destroy the world for their own gain.” He pulled back the drawstring.


Angela fired.


It was a hasty spell from an unpracticed hand, but the burst of ebon mana did its job well enough. The satyr collapsed.


Just as had the trees and beasts before him, his body shriveled. His soul collapsed in on itself just as Angela’s swelled with stolen power. Until the spell failed.


For all her obsessive practice, in her panic, flaws wriggled their way into the form. They were nothing critical enough to disrupt the casting, but when it completed its task of wrenching the satyr’s life force away from him, it left a little behind. 


Not enough to live, but enough to rage.


The satyr, now more a desiccated corpse than a living thing, pushed itself to its feet. It screeched, a terrible, haunting cry of pain. Of hatred. 


Angela swallowed down bile as the newly born wight stumbled away, leaving its belongings behind. As adrenaline faded, a new emotion took over. She’d survived. Euphoria still echoed through her as she assimilated the last of the stolen energy. She could practically feel her reserves growing. 


For the first time in her eighteen years, Angela’s life had been truly in danger, and she’d come out stronger on the other side.



* * *


“Angela,” Freddy’s voice broke the stunned silence, “what happened? I thought you were happy at Tower Yrond.”


“I was, until Declan showed me the truth. Why waste my potential because of few cowards in the hierarchy?”


Declan gestured to the dead town around them. “Is this your potential? You killed people.”


“So have you. More than me, I’d bet. We’re the same. Different frequencies, sure, but the same power. They were right; I just had to learn to control it like you do.”


“They? Who’s ‘they’?”


“My teachers,” she said. “They said I could be just like you if I stopped being afraid of myself. Divines they were right.” The shiver than ran down her spine didn’t escape Declan.


He gulped. “Is that why you killed these people? To be like me?”


“They attacked me!”


“And that makes it okay? Angela, look at what you’ve done to these people! You massacred a town for what? Some mana? Whatever these teachers of yours told you, this isn’t control.”


Her hands curled into fists. Her jaw clenched. Even from atop his horse, Declan could see the traces of madness flitting about her eyes. 


She was scared.


“Who are you to judge me? I did what I had to do to survive, just like all of you. These people tried to kill me, and now they’ll protect me for as long as I live.” She glared up at the mages. “I won’t hesitate to—” 


Declan didn’t even notice the spell being cast. He jerked back in surprise, just as shocked as Angela when the iron spike reached her throat.


The necromancer gasped, fighting for air that wouldn’t come. She raised a hand what little she could, but the effort of it overcame her, and her retaliation failed before it even began. 


Angela Lark died on her feet, her body propped up where Robin’s spike embedded itself in the wall behind her. As one the undead townsfolk collapsed to the ground, the source of their unholy existence now absent from this world. 


Declan exhaled.


Freddy opened his mouth to speak, perhaps to question the haste of Robin’s action, but under her glare he closed it again. However well they’d known Angela at Tower Yrond, this couldn’t have ended any other way.


Declan interred the bodies in silence. Already his guilt lay buried beneath the orchid’s roots, where he preferred to leave it. However he might’ve inspired Angela’s actions, they were not his fault. 


Declan tried to remind himself that the blame lay with the mysterious ‘teachers’ who’d taught her the spell. He already had an idea who they might be.


Haunted with memories as the town may have been, the party ultimately decided the walls of Deiland’s Grove too convenient a defense to ignore. They’d camp here this night. As Declan went about setting up enchantments around the town and his own shelter, Freddy and Sarah disappeared into one of the houses for some much-needed privacy. 


Robin simply sat upon the dead green, gazing forward at nothing.


When his work was complete, Declan moved to join her. 


“Are you okay?” He sat at the girl’s side.


“I don’t know, Declan. I just—I don’t know.”


“You did the right thing. Angela was a threat to us all, and I don’t think there was any talking her out of it.”


“But she wasn’t a monster.”


Declan sighed. “No. She wasn’t.”


“And neither am I. And neither are you.”


Declan nodded.


“Then what’s the difference? Why did she deserve to die and not us?”


“Because we’re in control. Or at least we try to be.”


“She thought she was in control too. And if I’m entirely honest,” she paused, her hands shaking as she took a breath, “we aren’t.”


“Robin, I—”


“Declan, you sleep in a box because you’re too dangerous to allow near us. Meanwhile I…”


“You what?”


She ran a hand across her race, rubbing her eyes. It came away wet. “Never mind.”


Declan shifted closer in a bid to comfort the girl, but she pulled away.


“When Thestria first taught me death magic, she said the same thing Angela did. That I could be more like you if I weren’t afraid to use all the tools at my disposal. And I fell for it. If your magic isn’t evil, obviously mine isn’t either. But now…”


“Now you don’t know.”


She nodded. Gentle tears dripped down her face as she spoke, “I don’t—I can’t keep justifying it. I just…” she sighed. “I’ve gone so far down the hole of justifying traveling with you that I picked up fucking death magic. I can’t do this anymore, Declan. I just… I can’t.”


Declan sat in silence as the words sank in. Seconds passed between the two mages as they both stared out into the distance. Finally, he spoke. “Where will you go?”


“North, I suppose. Maybe Captain Astellia can give me a ride to Nelst and I can join the monster hunters there.” Again she shifted away, building yet more distance between Declan and herself. 


He didn’t follow. “Okay. I—um—I’m sorry. I hope things work out for you.”


“I’m sorry too. I would’ve liked to see this through to the end. I just..” She swallowed.


“I understand. Is it okay if I sit with you for a bit?”


At her nod Declan settled in, leaning back to gaze up at the stars. He knew as well as she these were likely to be their last moments together, and intense as the day had been, Declan enjoyed the quiet peace of the starry night.


He’d miss her, that much was certain, but he understood her need to leave. She’d been scared of him since Vestriam, and brave as she might’ve grown, he’d only done more to warrant such fear. 


In time Robin drifted off to sleep, and Declan forced himself to return to his enchanted shelter. A horrific burn would make for a terrible parting gift. 


By some mercy of fortune, no attacks came that night, but by the time a weary Declan finally emerged from his box, Robin was gone.



* * *


Amidst the death she’d left behind,

Her own, in price, she’d pay.

For all his might, the nothing mage,

Two friends, he lost that day.




—The Saga of the Nothing Mage










CHAPTER NINETEEN










“SO WHAT NOW?” Freddy’s voice pierced the cloud of silence under which they’d been breaking camp. They didn’t speak about Robin, evidence to Declan that she’d given Sarah and Freddy their goodbyes while he yet slept. It was better that way. At least he didn’t have to explain her absence. 


“We go north.”


“North?!” Sarah interrupted. “Are you kidding? Declan we fucking talked about this. We’re not going to Red’s Crossing.”


Declan shook his head. “I don’t think we have a choice any more. Angela came to Gindor from the north, and she’s been here for months. Between the wild wights running around and her own private army of controlled undead…”


“You think she took Red’s Crossing.”


“It’s only a few days north of here; we could be back in less than a week.”


“Declan…”


“I have to know. If Angela destroyed it, if my mother is still there, I have to know, Sarah.”


She nodded. “Okay. Okay, we can go. I’ll untether the horses and we can hit the road north.”


Declan winced, “There—ah—there isn’t a road north, just dense underbrush. On foot it took me almost a week to push through. Sure, Angela’s killed most of it, but getting the horses past won’t be easy.”


“You have a better idea?”


“Yeah… does anyone know how to pilot a boat?”



* * *


The boat, as it turned out, was more of a barge for transporting lumber. Situated on the Dern River as it was, Deiland’s Grove didn’t even have a dock so much as a loading station at the local sawmill. Declan didn’t much care. It was all the same to him. 


Though not a one of the three travelers had any experience with boats, barges, or indeed any sort of river vessel, the skill proved fairly simple. Having a water mage in their midst certainly didn’t hurt.


They left the horses to roam the empty town, finally shutting the wooden gate to both keep them in and any wandering wights out. With any luck, after their quick jaunt down the river to check Angela’s wreckage, the mages could continue their journey south on horseback. 


Freddy took his position quite seriously at first, constantly casting quick spells to adjust the flat barge’s course ever so slightly within the wide river. In time his actions slowed, then eventually ceased as the flowing current carried the mages gently along. The man was surely glad for it, though the mages agreed he’d have a much tougher time when their excursion ended and he had to guide the barge back south against the current. 


For his part, Declan enjoyed it while he could. Not since his last voyage across the Asharrian had he traveled without physical effort on his part, and even then, the constant pitch of the ship had taken its toll. 


This river journey reminded him more of his time with Guthrie’s caravan, reclining atop the wagon’s roof as they ambled ever forward through the Icandian Plains. The motion was just as relaxing, the pace just as calm, and the sun just as warm. 


It was nice, remembering a time when he wasn’t a fugitive. How simple things had been, when he was just a student on his way to the Tower rather than the reviled nothing mage. Declan spent much of their first day upon the Dern reveling in such memories. 


From time to time he would scan the riverbank, thinking he might spot the plants he’d accidentally killed while testing his magic during his escape from Red’s Crossing. Of course, even if his mark still stained the woods themselves, Angela’s trail of death had long since concealed it. 


How easy it was for little evils to disappear amidst a sea of one greater. He sighed. Just because Angela had destroyed Gindor where he had merely wounded it didn’t make his damage any less meaningful. Otherwise, who was he to condemn a murderer when so many lay dead by his hand?


Declan shoved the thought aside, opting for happier musings. 


Unbidden, his last night at Krispins came to mind. The food, the music, the joy, as he’d twirled around the dance floor with each of his friends. He winced at the realization that of his Krispins cohort, Sarah was the only one who yet lived. 


Sarah, who’d feigned weakness to spend more time with him; Sarah who’d so twisted his arm to join the festivities in the first place; Sarah his first love to progress farther than an unspoken boyhood crush. 


Yet now she sat but a dozen feet away in the arms of another. 


Less than a day had passed and already Declan resented Robin’s absence. The petite steel mage had served as his only line of defense against the couple for months, and now without her, the loneliness began to take hold. 


It certainly didn’t help that their night of privacy in the old inn seemed to rekindle whatever romance the months of travel had dampened. Declan could only watch from across the barge as they joked, teased, kissed, and otherwise flaunted their relationship to the open air. He tried not to think of what they’d get up to while he slept locked away in his mana-proof box.


He did wonder how Robin was doing. For all he understood her need to get away from him in the wake of Angela’s actions, he worried for her. Traveling alone in a forest full of wights would be a dangerous proposition at the best of times. Would she even be willing to defend herself with death magic should she need to?


As he eyed the shoreline, he wondered where she was. He knew she too headed north, though despite her head start they may have already passed her. She’d be slower on horseback. 


Though he never once spotted the lonesome steel mage, another, far more unsettling sight greeted him. Several times over their first day upon the barge he’d catch a rustling of branches, a crackling of dead leaves, or a blur of motion. On rarer instances, he’d even see the wights themselves shambling through the woods or staring him down with malice in their vacant eyes. 


Not once did the creatures challenge the river to attack them outright. Declan had to wonder if there was some intelligence left in the crazed wights or if it was purely instinct that instilled such an aversion to running water. Either way he was grateful. 


Since leaving the Red Hills months ago, the monster attacks had been all too regular. He was glad for a reprieve while they floated north, even if it was to be short-lived. 


When the summer sun began to set, its vermillion glow casting long shadows upon the dead trees, Sarah called for a halt. Under her instructions, Declan redistributed some stone from the riverbank to create a makeshift barrier, anchoring the barge in place at the river’s center.


“Why don’t we just let it float?” Freddy asked.


Sarah gave him a knowing look. “Because, then we’d have to set a watch. If this thing runs aground while we’re all sleeping, there’ll be nothing keeping the wights away. Or we could just keep floating way past the end of Angela’s dead zone and into a bloody garrison. Besides,” she grinned at the blue mage, “I think we could all use a full night’s sleep.”


Declan rolled his eyes.


Catching her meaning, Freddy too adopted a smile. “Alright. And you’re sure you’d rather sleep on the barge than ashore with a few alarms? What about Declan?”


“I’d rather no monsters than a sure attack, with or without warning.”


Declan nodded along, “I can figure something out. I don’t want to dismantle the ship to build a shelter, but I’m sure this thing can handle a few slabs of extra stone. It’s meant for huge loads of lumber after all.”


Sarah stepped up to Freddy, planting a quick kiss on his lips. “See? Easy.” She brushed an errant strand of uncut hair behind his ear before whispering something to the blue mage. 


For a moment Declan wished he could’ve heard what she said, but the slight yet noticeable blush that overcame Freddy’s face put an end to that thinking. Declan sighed. Let them have their fun, he resolved. I have work to do anyway. 


Constructing a mana-diffusing shelter aboard the barge posed two new challenges. The first was the simple headache of keeping absolutely certain not to pile up too much stone on one side of the boat. Without keeping an eye for balance, it would be far too easy to flood or even sink the lumber carrier. 


The second issue was one of heat. Floating atop the river, Declan didn’t have easy access to dump his excess heat into the earth. He supposed he could try enchanting the ship itself to diffuse energy into the water below, but that would require adding inscriptions to the vessel’s underside. He’d rather avoid a swim if he could help it. 


His first thought was to construct the shelter at the barge’s center to avoid a weight imbalance and create some form of pipeline to deliver mana into the ground ashore. The struggle there came in the form of the ship’s gentle movement breaking the connection, as well as a great deal of mana leakage over the length of the stone. 


Declan considered just constructing a pipe into the water itself, but that still left a great deal of heat to sink into the ship itself. The mages could ill-afford to set fire to their only means of transport. 


Instead, Declan solved the issue of balance in the simplest way he could think of. For each slab of stone he raised to build on one side of the vessel, he brought aboard another to simply sit on the other side. The method certainly weighed the barge down, but as long as it stayed afloat, the extra weight was no concern. 


Building on the side allowed Declan to simply extend one wall past the boat’s edge and into the Dern itself. A few tests not only proved the concept, but demonstrated that dumping heat into the flowing water was actually more efficient than into the expansive earth. The river was polite enough to carry away the excess heat and provide a constant stream of cool water to absorb yet more. 


It didn’t escape the mage how easily he made the necessary adjustments, especially when nary a month before he’d taken longer to build an oven with no air holes. He was improving.


Though the sun had vanished beneath the tree-line by the time he finished, it still painted the sky in its daily symphony of crimsons, pinks, and ambers. A little away, Freddy and Sarah sat side by side, leaning against the extra stone Declan had summoned. He could only see the backs of their heads from where he stood, but Declan knew well enough the quiet smiles they each held as they watched the sunset. 


He didn’t move to join them. Instead he sat opposite them, against the outer wall of his shelter. By Declan’s reckoning, the couple had earned every moment of personal time they could find in their chaotic lives. These two, who had stood at his side through war and intrigue and more death than he could wrap his head around, warranted a bit of joy.


If any couple to ever live deserved a happy ending, it was these two. 


With a gentle breath, Declan withdrew his lute and, for their sake more than his, he began to play. He owed the world some joy, after all, and this was as good a place to start as any. 


The chords he strummed carried a softness to them, gently resonating warmth and love through the air. When it came time to sing, a certain bittersweet melancholy colored Declan’s tenor, adding, for those who listened especially closely, a sense of desperation to the words. 




“They say that all men walk alone,


This path we’re bound to tread,


And though I’m ever one to roam,


I followed where it led.




Through all the hurt and all the pain,


However dark it grew,


I swear I’d walk it all again,


If it meant finding you.




It’s only when I’ve got you close,


Of worries, I am free.


Through all my fear,


I’m only here,


Because you rescued me.




Oh-oh, everybody’s fighting,


A war you cannot see,


And I know I, 


Was losing mine,


Until you rescued me. 




Remember how we used to live,


As strangers, you and me,


But now, my love, 


I freely give,


Because you rescued me.




But now, my love,


I freely give,


Because you rescued me.”




The colorful sunset gave way to the brightest of the night stars as Declan strummed the final chords of the love song. He couldn’t tell if his performance had helped complete the couple’s romantic evening, but the way Freddy held her close while Sarah rested her head on his shoulder gave him hope. 


Declan lingered there for a time, looking on as the pair found comfort in each other’s company. As night continued to fall, the ship grew ever darker, and though the evening chill pierced Declan to his very bones, he knew it could never touch Freddy and Sarah where they sat together. 


He sighed. 


With a tremendous effort of will, Declan forced himself to his feet. He gave his companions one last look before sealing himself away in the mana-proof box, leaving the couple to their peaceful night beneath the stars.


As the pure darkness of his shelter worked in tandem with the murmur of the river below to deliver Declan gently to sleep, he resolved to allow his friends what happiness he could in the time they had. They deserved that much at least.


After all, Red’s Crossing was only a few days away.










CHAPTER TWENTY










AS THE DAYS crept on, so too did the barge, pushing its way ever northward. Declan spent his time practicing his lute or absent-mindedly playing with assorted frequencies. He grew somewhat fascinated with sub-visible mana, even going so far as to deplete his entire mana pool to see how far he could teleport a small rock.


He managed eight feet.


Declan knew, of course, that expending the entirety of his reserves while in a dead forest full of vicious wights was perhaps not the best idea, but he did so anyway. The river had protected them thus far, and by all observation it would continue to do so. 


Truth be told, he needed the distraction. Deep within his belly sat a pit, which grew darker and heavier with each passing hour. At every turn, every bend in the river he’d peer forward, hoping beyond hope that he’d spot an end to Angela’s destruction. 


He never did. 


And so the days came and went, and so the fear at the back of Declan’s mind developed first into an anxiety, and then a dreadful certainty. 


He was almost relieved when the dock first came into view. Not a one of the mages had expected it when they passed the final river bend, and indeed when they first caught sight of Red’s Crossing, they did so standing tall on the barge’s deck. 


No one cried out, no one hailed the approaching riverboat, and no one called the people of Red’s Crossing to arms against the dreaded nothing mage. The town was silent. 


Angela’s death extended beyond the trees, the remains of her presence showing themselves in the grass, the flowers, and the shrubs which lay scattered about the land around the place, just as dead as the forest behind. 


Using the unfair advantage of water magic, Freddy expertly guided them to the nearest dock to tie down. “She’s definitely been here.”


Sarah asked, “You think the villagers got away?”


He shrugged. “Either they got away or they’re dead. Don’t think there’s anything we can do about it.”


Declan, paying the exchange little heed, stepped off the boat. “I can’t believe they finally fixed it.”


Sarah cocked an eyebrow. “Fixed what?”


“This dock was a worn down piece of shit for years. Was nearing collapse back when I… when I left. I can’t believe the townspeople finally got around to fixing it.”


Freddy gave him a gentle look. “I’m not sure this is the time for—”


“I’m gonna have a look around.”


Sarah rolled her eyes. “Declan, it’s not safe. We can’t reliably kill wights without Robin, and for all we know there’s a bloody town’s worth in there.”


“We can handle ourselves,” he said. “What if there are survivors? We could help them.”


“Just long enough for them to stab us as soon as we turn our backs? We’re fugitives, remember? Finding people in there could be more dangerous than undead. We came here to see if Angela visited. She did. Now let’s go.”


Declan took a step down the dock. “Not before I look around. I grew up here, Sarah. I have to know if…”


The lightning mage opened her mouth to speak, but Freddy put a silencing hand on her shoulder. The two shared a look. 


“Okay.” Sarah nodded. “Let’s go.”


Declan led the way up the dirt path, past the old stone bridge which gave the town its name. Red’s Crossing itself had no walls; the earthen road just abruptly changed to uneven cobblestone as the mages stepped beyond the first of the houses into the village proper. All was still. 


The group proceeded with caution, taking the time to peer around bends and peek into what windows they could. The results were unsettling. Each house into which Declan glanced sat in some state of disarray. Drawers were flung open, pantries ransacked, and a great deal of valuable food, tools, and supplies gathered dust where they’d been left behind.


If any townsfolk had managed to leave, they did so in a hurry. 


The scene was as from a nightmare to Declan, and yet he found a strange comfort in the fact it wasn’t one of his nightmares. Here he stood in the streets of his home town, his former friends and neighbors killed or driven away by evil magic, but not by him. There were no reddened corpses, no cries of pain or anguish which so marked his nightly terrors. 


As the mages first stepped into the square at the town’s center, Declan realized he’d almost expected to find bodies marked by his mana. It felt wrong that after everything that’d happened, after every dream he’d dreamt, that Red’s Crossing would die by another’s hand. 


A part of him wondered just how much his existence had driven Angela down this path. If her comment about wanting to be like him was any measure, he’d had some influence. Declan supposed that in the end, he had found a way to destroy Red’s Crossing, directly or otherwise. 


With a breath, he buried that thought where it belonged, trapped deep beneath the orchid’s roots. 


The party pressed onward, carefully making their way across the square towards the fountain at its center. An image flashed into Declan’s mind of Charlie showing off his fire magic to an enraptured gathering of youths at the fountain’s base. He shoved it aside. 


Water still ran over the structure. Even necromantic apocalypse couldn’t stop the Dern from flowing, nor directing water into the pipes which ran the basic fountain. 


For a moment he stood at the fountain’s edge, its continued motion and the gentle sound it gave off the only aspect of normalcy to the deserted square. Declan took it all in. Memories raced through the mage’s head. Playing tag in the city streets, accidentally breaking the tanner’s window in a game of catch, the town boys going on strike against the tyranny of girls to attend the winter feast as a cohort. He smiled.


The crackling of electricity pulled him from his reverie. 


Freddy called out in warning, “Wights!”


Sure enough, Declan jerked his head around to find no fewer than eight desiccated corpses convulsing on the ground as Sarah’s lightning coursed through them. He slipped on his battle face. 


Sarah shouted, “I can’t hold them long!” 


Declan knew she was right. Powerful as the lightning mage was, no amount of electricity could kill a wight. His mind raced.


Freddy raised a hand to cast a spell of his own, ready to initialize a less draining restraint for the living corpses, but a shriek rang out behind them. He swung his arm around, releasing the torrent of shifted mana at the new arrivals. Five more wights suddenly fell to the ground, their feet encased in a layer of ice. 


Declan wracked his brain for ideas. With a liberal use of earth mana he could bury the vicious dead, but the wights would work their way free eventually. They had patience if nothing else. He silently cursed Robin for refusing to share the formula for Drain Life. As far as he knew, black magic was the only thing that could dislodge the tiny sliver of soul left within the rotting corpses. 


“I’m running low!”


Sarah’s voice forced haste to Declan’s thoughts as Freddy busied himself with restraining more and more of the approaching creatures. They came from the woodworks, as if they’d been waiting for the mages to travel deep enough into the town for the wights to surround them. At the back of his mind, Declan wondered just how intelligent these abominations were. 


As his companions depleted their mana halting wight after wight, Declan ran a few calculations. He might not know any of the spell forms, but he knew the frequency for death magic well enough. He picked a target, envisioned the shape of a basic wave, and fired.


A beam of pure jet shot through the air, colliding with one of Freddy’s wights where it desperately clawed at the cobblestones as if it could free itself from its icy prison. It didn’t shriek when the spell hit it. It didn’t cry out in agony or convulse as its half-life was wrenched away. 


It simply stilled. 


Declan didn’t stop to analyze the results of his spell—if you could even call it that. The creature had stopped its advance, and that was enough for him. He turned towards another target and fired again.


One by one he eliminated the restrained wights, diverting most of his focus to those under Sarah’s influence. Unlike Freddy, she needed to spend a constant stream of mana to keep her targets in place, a constant stream which was already beginning to run dry. 


Declan’s own reserves, in contrast, barely fell. The simple beams he fired were but drops in the bucket to his massive mana pool, even if he could only take out a single opponent with each attack. He supposed he could’ve tried something more complex, some way for the attack to bounce from target to target, or perhaps some wider cone which could hit several wights at once, but a battlefield wasn’t the place for experiments. 


Better the weak spell that worked than the strong spell that might get them killed. 


Either way, Declan was loath to shape black mana any further. He’d seen what it did to Angela, and to a lesser extent Robin. Warranted as his use of it was, his stomach still churned beneath the mask of frigid calm he wore. 


The wights kept coming. In groups of five or ten they’d stumble into the plaza and charge, taking what little ground they could before Sarah or Freddy sent them to their knees and Declan ended their pitiful existence. 


A quarter hour in, Sarah tapped out, her stores run dry. Freddy lasted longer, able to halt a group of wights without spending as much mana, but in time he too depleted his pool. Still the monsters came, and still Declan freed them from their torment.


Not quite half an hour had passed when the last of the creatures fell silent. Declan kept his hand raised as he scanned the various streets at the square’s perimeter, ready to continue his barrage should more enemies appear.


None did.


Declan collapsed to the hard cobblestone, leaning back against the fountain’s edge as he forced himself to breath. Nearly two hundred rotting corpses littered the plaza. It was a fraction of the town’s former population, but a sizable one. He clung to his battle face. 


“So I guess we know what happened to the townsfolk,” Sarah commented.


Declan didn’t reply.


She turned to him, “I though Robin didn’t give you any black forms.”


“She didn’t. That was barely even a spell, just raw mana.”


Freddy nodded. “Whatever it was, I’m glad it worked. And it’s probably better you don’t know how to Drain Life anyway.”


Declan remained silent. His eyes wandered across the mass of dead, picking out what few faces he could recognize in their dried out, rotting state. There was Frieda, the blacksmith’s wife, and there Ronald, her son. He’d only been thirteen when Declan left. 


He spotted Gilbert, the sweetshop owner who used to bake sweet rolls for the spring market, and Anita, the stern but kind herbalist. One face in particular stood out to the mage as he scanned the bodies: that of Wesley, the town magistrate. Charlie’s father. He shuddered.


“How did she get so many?” Freddy wondered aloud. “She’s only one mage…”


“Wights, I imagine,” Declan said. “Without access to death magic, the guards would have had a hard time stopping them. It would’ve been all too easy for her to slip into the chaos and start draining people. Maybe a powerful fire mage could’ve dealt with them, but I only know of one who lives around here.”


Freddy’s eyes widened. “You think your father—”


“He’s not my father,” Declan cut him off. “And I know he’s not here. Hells, he’s probably out hunting us. No, if Lord Croveus was in Red’s Crossing, they”—he gestured to the wights—“would’ve been burnt to a crisp.”


Sarah sighed, “Alright. We’ve seen the town; we’ve cleared out the wights. Let’s get the fuck out of here before the bloody army shows up. Someone’s bound to have told them about Angela by now.”


“Not yet.” Declan forcibly pushed himself to his feet. “We still need to check Croveus Manor. There could still be survivors there.”


Sarah opened her mouth to protest, but Declan continued before she could. “But before we can do that, we need to do something about them.” Again he waved at the mass of desiccated corpses surrounding them.


Declan didn’t wait for his companions’ assent before he stepped away. They had neither the range nor the reserves to help in his task either way. So he worked alone. 


He didn’t bother trying to relocate the near two hundred bodies to the outskirts of town. Sarah was at least right in that their time was not infinite, and Declan could ill afford to waste it preserving the stonework of a dead city. With a few simple forms and a vast expenditure of mana, a chasm opened up in the plaza itself. The hole wasn’t wide, but it ran deep enough to more than accommodate Angela’s victims.


He kept his expression neutral as he delivered so many familiar faces to their final rest. It was hardly the burial any of these people deserved, but who in this world truly deserves their fate? The people of Red’s Crossing certainly didn’t.


When the last of the bodies tumbled into the cold earth, Declan again unleashed a massive spell, and the land knit itself shut. He said no words for the deceased, made no prayers to the nonexistent gods for safe passage into the next life. He simply moved on.


At the end of the day, two hundred innocent civilians lay buried, finally free of Angela’s curse. They had no gravestone, no plaque or memorial. Only a jagged line of broken stone and upturned cobble marked their final resting place as if a scar upon the townscape itself. Declan wondered if he too would one day bear such a scar. Perhaps he already did.


The sun was pushing low on the horizon when he returned to his friends. He didn’t speak, his quiet nod and icy expression communicating all he had to say. Sarah gave a comforting look and a weak smile in response.


His work done and his friends at his back, Declan turned to retrace a trip he had made many a time in his youth. The road ahead stretched up the hill to Croveus Manor, and step by step the mages walked it.


It was high time for Declan to return home.










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










THE CLIMB WAS both easier and more difficult than Declan remembered. After the stairs of Tower Vestriam, the months of constant traveling, and the ascent to the peak of Thestria’s Seat, the hill just didn’t pose the same challenge as when he was a boy.


Though his legs didn’t ache with exhaustion, his lungs still burned and his heart still pounded as Declan led the way to the manor’s gate. Images of old friends and familiar faces desiccated and curled with rage flashed through his head at an alarming rate. He prepared himself to kill the very people who’d raised him. 


He nearly lost his battle face when the tired voice rang out.


“Hail the road!”


Declan didn’t have a moment to think before Freddy instinctively called out the standard military reply. “Hail the keep!”


A number of realizations battled for priority in Declan’s mind, but one in particular won out: Croveus Manor wasn’t a keep. It wasn’t even garrisoned. Sure they’d had a rotating shift of guards, but they were enlisted from the town, not the army. The estate didn’t even have quarters for them.


For a brief second, a pit of fear began to grow in Declan’s stomach. If the military were already here, they wouldn’t let him leave without a fight. He was halfway through preparing an anesthesia spell when the gate came into view. 


A lone mage peered through decorative wrought iron, supporting his weight on a thick walking stick. This was no military man. Or at least, he hadn’t been for decades. The man was so wrinkled Declan might’ve taken him for a wight had he not greeted them. Curious as Declan was to see a mage so old manning the gate, he was more relieved to see him wearing Croveus colors rather than a military uniform.


“It’s good to see some living faces around here.” The guard squinted at them. “You are living, right?”


Old and blind, Declan thought, the pinnacle of security. At least he wouldn’t recognize them for the fugitives they were. “We’re alive. We’ve come to help.”


“Well, thank the divines for that.” The man was all too quick to unlock and swing open the gate. “We need all the help we can get. Come on in then.”


Declan nodded his thanks before realizing their host’s eyes may or may not have been good enough to see it. 


The aging guardsman led the way towards the manor itself, setting a glacial pace down the gravel path. “Now unless you’ve lost your whole platoon, I gather the army didn’t send you.”


“No.” Sarah stepped up. “We’re monster hunters. Spotted signs of necromancy and came south to investigate.”


Declan supposed there was some truth to the words, even if she’d lied about the way they’d come. The party had, after all, killed more than a few monsters in the past months. 


“Well, if it’s payment you’re after, you’ll have to talk to the lady about that. I reckon there’s still some gold in the coffers. Not much to spend it on these days, but that’s none of my business.”


“What—um, what exactly happened here?”


“Well,” the word dragged on in the man’s mouth every time he said it, grating on Declan’s patience, “back when the war started, the lord took most of his guard up north with him. Now that’s when Mrs. Pwilson says to me that I should do my part, being an old army man myself and all, so I marched right up this hill to enlist.”


Declan had no idea who Mrs. Pwilson was, presumably the guard’s wife, but he refused to ask. At this rate they’d arrive at the manor, wash up, and eat supper by the time he finished his story.


The old mage continued, “Now they say I’m too old for the army, but they’ve got openings watching the gate, so I say, hells, I’d rather get paid to stand around than listen to Mrs. Pwilson all day. Don’t tell her I said that.” 


Declan rolled his eyes.


The guard chuckled to himself. “Anyway, they gave me the sunrise shift since I’m awake then anyway, so me and my partner—you’ll meet him later—would stand right back there at that gate, waving people through all official like ’til it was time to head back down for lunch with the missus.”


Declan wasn’t sure if the retiree purposefully slowed his gait to ensure he could tell his story in full or if he was simply that old. 


“So a few weeks back, we’re standing guard just as usual, when the town just starts screaming. Now, I’ll let you in on a secret of mine: these eye’s aren’t what they used to be. There were flashes of mana and whatnot, but I couldn’t say for the life of me what they were. So anyway, I take off to warn the lady something’s going on, but Gerry, he tells me to stay put while he runs in to spread the news. Well, I’m never one to say no to staying in place, so off he goes while I’m still at the gate.”


Sarah too grew tired of the old man’s rambling. She bristled. “Get on with it.”


“I’m getting, I’m getting. So anyway, we get a few stragglers come up the hill crying about a necromancer, then a bit later it all goes quiet. No mana, no nothing. Took a few hours for the wights to make it up; that’s when we knew we were right screwed. The walls kept them out, but they keep us in. Meanwhile Gerry and I were the only guards on the grounds at the time, so now the two of us take turns watching the gate, just in case they get through.”


A pang of sympathy forced its way through Declan’s mounting impatience. “That… sounds exhausting. I’m sorry.”


“Not your fault,” came the reply. “Besides, I learned to tune out horrific screeching years ago since living with Mrs. Pwilson, bless her.” He flashed a toothy grin.


Declan could only imagine how weeks of such proximity to so many wights could affect someone, especially a civilian. Truth be told, it was a miracle Mr. Pwilson wasn’t more insane.


At long last the man swung open the door to the manor itself. “I ought to get back to my post. I’ll have to finish my story another time.” He pointed down a hallway, “The lady’s chambers are that way. Make sure you knock first; wouldn’t do to just barge in. Good luck dealing with those wights.” 


As the man hobbled away, Declan elected not to tell him they already had dealt with the undead. He didn’t want another thirty minutes of conversation. Instead he shared an awkward look with his friends before leading the way down a decidedly different hall than the guard had indicated. 


Mr. Pwilson’s would’ve led them to the kitchens.


The mages peeked through a number of open doors as they made their way through the manor. The sights they found were not encouraging. Dozens of refugees from the town below crowded every chamber, their poor clothes and ragged appearance clashing with the luxurious decor in a way that Declan would never admit made him uncomfortable. 


Each roomful of townsfolk met the passing mages with various expressions ranging from curiosity to relief at the presence of outsiders. Most common, and by far the most telling, were the looks of terror.


The exhaustion in their eyes gave way to fear wherever a refugee recognized Declan. From either his childhood there or his description circulating the kingdom, the people knew who he was and what he’d done.


The nothing mage had come to Red’s Crossing. 


None of the survivors made any sort of move against him, either too worn down by the chaos they’d lived through or otherwise scared off by his reputation. Likely both. He winced at the thought.


A quiet anxiety built up in Declan’s chest as they approached his mother’s suite, reminiscent of that he felt the last time he’d made this walk in the wake of a furious General Croveus. He hadn’t spoken to the woman in years. Hells, the last time he’d seen her was to watch from across the ballroom as she slipped away with King Julien. He shuddered.


The hallway—perhaps rudely—came to an end all too soon, forcing the mage to stare down the entrance to his mother’s chambers. With a breath, he knocked.


Helena’s reply barely pierced the oaken door: “You may enter.”


The room itself was exactly as he remembered it. The bed was made, the curtains drawn, and the vanity clear and well-organized. Lady Croveus herself sat alone, doing needlework as she gazed out the window into the gardens. She craned her head back at the sound of their entrance.


“Preston? Is that you? I thought you were gone.” Her dress was immaculate, her hair elegantly brushed and pinned up. The makeup she wore was flawless, but it covered but a part of her face, disappearing in a line across her nose as if halfway through its application she’d simply given up. The deep bag beneath the unadorned eye gave some hint as to why.


“It’s me, mother. It’s Declan.” 


“Oh.” She turned back towards the window.


Declan took a step forward. “Who’s Preston? Did you find a new valet?”


“Not a valet, no. Not new either. Twenty years, I think it’s been. It feels like more. You look like him, you know. Or at least how I remember him.”


Now that raised Declan’s eyebrows. Practically since birth he’d been told he took after his mother, same dark hair, same pale skin, same wiry frame. He asked again, “Who’s Preston?”


“Just a man,” she sighed. “Just a man.”


Declan swallowed. His mother had always been frail, but never like this. It hurt. “Um… okay. I saw what happened in town and wanted to make sure you were okay. We took care of the wights.”


“Oh,” she breathed. “A pity.” 


“I’m sorry?”


“They sang to me.” She spoke more to herself than to them. “I hated it at first. We all did. They cried and they cried and they clawed at the walls and reached through the gate with such terrible vigor. I couldn’t hear their beauty then.”


Declan struggled to maintain his patience and keep the pity from his voice. “They’re monsters, mother. They wanted to kill you.”


She sighed, “That’s what they keep telling me. It’s because they don’t hear it. They stop up their ears and go to sleep like the world hasn’t already ended.” She scoffed, “Fools, the lot of them.”


Declan completed his walk across the bedchamber to rest a hand on his mother’s shoulder. “When was the last time you slept?”


“A year, I suppose. Perhaps more. Who could sleep with such a symphony outside?”


“Mother, the wights have only been here a few weeks.”


“No, no, it’s been longer than that. This is their world now.”


Declan blinked, squeezing his eyes shut for a moment in an elongated wince. He looked back to Sarah for support. She shrugged.


“Okay, um, let’s talk about King Julien. I saw you two at the palace slinking off to some backroom. How long have you been together?”


“Oh, Jules? He’s an old friend; just wanted my help dealing with some… exotic associates.” She chuckled. “He’s the one who introduced me to Preston, actually. I think through the same associates. Jules was a good man. It’s a pity what happened to him on the day of chimes.”


Declan gulped at the mention of Julien’s death before exhaling in relief that his mother didn’t seem to remember his involvement in the whole affair. He didn’t need to look back to know Freddy grimaced at her casual praise of the dead king. 


“You keep mentioning Preston. Who’s Preston? Why have I never heard of him?”


“You never asked, once the secret was out. I couldn’t go around flaunting his name when Frederick was around, could I?”


Declan shuddered at the mention of Lord Croveus, but another though quickly took over. “Was Preston my father?”


She shrugged. “Frederick certainly seems to think so. I suppose that’s all that matters.”


“But you said he was just some mundane, that you didn’t even remember his name.”


“A little lie to soften the blow; you can hardly blame me. And he is mundane. I don’t know how he met Jules, but his associates were adamant we meet.” She grinned wistfully. “Not that I regret it.”


Declan had all too good an idea who the mysterious ‘associates’ were. He shivered. “Then what? Where did he go? Did he say where he came from?”


“He had a family back in the plains, some farming village. I can’t imagine they were well off without him, but as he would say, ‘opportunity rang.’”


Okay, Declan thought, if the Fae did send Preston to his mother, it sounds like she was at least his first stop. “Where did he end up?”


“If only I knew. Muttered something about being done and just… left.” She turned to look up at Declan. “You look like him, you know.”


“Yes.” He nodded. “You said that.”


“Did I? I seem to have forgotten.” She turned back to peer out the window once more. “It’s a nice day out, isn’t it?”


Declan followed her gaze over the wall to the mass of dead trees in the distance. “Sure,” he said, “nice.”


He withdrew his hand from Helena’s shoulder, walking back across the bedchamber to rejoin his friends. He addressed them under his breath, “We’ve got what we came for. I’m… honestly, I’m surprised she remembers as much as she does.”


Sarah placed a comforting hand on his arm. “I’m sorry, Declan. I know it’s hard to see her like this.”


Declan’s face remained stoic beneath his battle face. He didn’t even know when he’d slipped it on. “I wish there was something we could do.”


Sarah patiently nodded. “There was. We dealt with Angela and we took out the wights. That’s all we could’ve done.” She sighed. “We can’t stay here, Declan. You heard what the guard said, it’s been weeks since the attack. Word will have reached the capital by now, and the army could show up any minute.”


He turned back to gaze at his mother across the room. “I just… I can’t leave her here. Not like this.” Freddy opened his mouth to protest, but Declan waved him down. “I know, I know, we don’t have a choice. On our way out we should talk wi—”


A knock at the door cut him off. 


Probably a servant, Declan figured, come to dust or something. The companions looked at each other, silently asking how they should respond. 


Lady Croveus beat them to it. “Enter.”


The door swung open behind them, and the three mages turned together to see the new arrival. Declan’s jaw slackened. Sarah blinked. Freddy gulped. 


As Teralia’s most hunted fugitives stood dumbfounded, a tall, bespectacled man stepped into the bedchamber carrying a tray and a pot of tea. 


“Well,” Eric said, “this is a surprise.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO










“WHAT IN THE ass-fucking ninth hell are you doing here?”


Sarah wasn’t the only one with questions, but she was certainly the loudest. She and Freddy both raised their hands in threat. From where he stood, Declan could feel moisture disappear from the air as the blue mage readied an attack. 


Eric stared them down. “Relax. I wasn’t going to attack you when I had a dozen soldiers behind me, and I’m not going to attack you now.” He stepped around the trio of mages to place his tray on a nearby breakfast table. “I’ve brought you some tea, Your Ladyship.”


Helena didn’t respond, too lost in her own world to thank the man.


Eric turned back to the confused mages. “Lady Helena is unwell; we can talk outside.”


In what was to Declan’s mind a rather impressive display of either trust or overconfidence, Eric once again turned his back on the fugitives to lead the way out of Helena’s bedchamber. 


As Declan moved to follow, Sarah whispered in his ear, “We should leave. For all we know he’s taking us straight to his men.”


“Then we’ll deal with them. I want to hear what he has to say.”


“Is that a good idea? Just cause we got away last time doesn’t mean we will this time. They’ll be better prepared.”


“If the army’s here we would’ve known by now. I don’t think delivering tea is army protocol.”


Eric led them back out the manor’s front door into the estate gardens, taking the three down a gravel path through hedges and flowers Declan had once so failed to tend. “Alright,” he finally said, “ask away.”


“Okay,” Sarah replied, “what in the ass-fucking ninth hell are you doing here?”


“Looking for you. Or, rather,” he nodded at Declan, “for him. After I saw you heading west into the kingdom, I figured Red’s Crossing was my best bet. I was never gonna find you in Icandia, not without a violet mage.” He glowered at Freddy. “So instead I rode here. Visiting Red’s Crossing was the best reason I could come up with for you to sneak into southern Teralia.”


“So you came to lay a trap.”


Eric shrugged. “I suppose? I just wanted to talk, figure out some peaceful way to resolve this. You’re the ones who attacked.”


Declan exhaled, carefully tending the orchid where their last conversation had left its mark. “We’re sorry. Miranda was… let’s just say you brought the worst possible person as your scryer.”


Sarah jumped in, “What do you want, Eric?”


“To talk. To understand. You worked so hard to avoid hurting people, and when I saw what happened in Reondar… I had to know what happened.”


“So you decided to help the army hunt us down?”


“It wasn’t exactly my decision. Queen Elaine’s letter didn’t leave me much choice, and with Kendra busy and Leskelian missing, it made sense.”


Declan perked up. “You mentioned that last time too. About Leskelian. What happened? Where is he?”


“Nobody knows. Apparently, he left Tower Vestriam one day and just… vanished. It was after I left. I was hoping he was with you.”


It was Freddy’s turn to interrupt, “Are we to just believe you rode all the way here alone? How did you get past the wights?”


“Well, after you… demonstrated the flaws in my amulet design, the men buried Journeyman Miranda and we rode back to camp, two-a-horse to make up for the ones you stole. We picked up new mounts and some reinforcements before heading for Red’s Crossing.”


Declan paled. “And then you saw the forest.”


Eric nodded. “I thought it was you at first. Certainly looked a lot like Leskelian’s orchids. Until a dead fox tried to kill me.” He shook his head. “The military mages… they’re not monster hunters. Most can barely cast a few fireballs before they run dry. I did what I could, but earth magic is slow, and there were so many. Eventually we got so far in that finding safety in Red’s Crossing was the best option.”


Declan swallowed. “But there wasn’t any.”


“When I saw the state of the town, I sent the men back. Hopefully they escaped and got the message out. Made it here on my own in search of survivors, and, well you know the rest. I did what I could to reinforce the walls and take out as many wights as I could, but they learned to stay out of sight when I was out there.” He shivered. “They’re smarter than they behave sometimes.”


“Well the good news is we took care of the wights.”


Relief flooded Eric’s face. “Oh, thank the divines. How’d you manage it?”


“Death magic. I used your shift method to send bursts of pure black mana at them.” 


Eric blanched.


Declan raised a calming hand. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to go drain-happy. I don’t even know the form, not that I’d want to after seeing what it did to Angela.”


“I take it Angela was the necromancer?”


Sarah nodded. “We took care of her too.”


“Good. Good. She did a lot of damage. Maybe now the forest can start to recover.”


The back of Declan’s mind wondered how long it would take the world to recover from his own damage. He shoved the thought aside. “What do you want, Eric?”


“I want to save lives. The queen won’t rest until you’re captured or killed, which means either you’re all going to be executed or hundreds of soldiers are going to die trying. I’d hoped to save as many as I could with the amulets, but you’ve already proven they aren’t enough.”


“I never wanted to kill anyone.”


“I know. Or I thought I did. The queen’s letter put it all into question for a bit, but then in the grasslands you let me live. Not just me but the soldiers hunting you. Then I came here and saw what real evil looks like and… what happened, Declan? How did the sweet, innocent boy I knew turn into the nothing mage?”


Declan exhaled. He turned his head back to the others. “Could we have a bit of privacy? I’d rather do this on my own.” 


Sarah looked like she was going to protest before Freddy dragged more than led her away from the two men. Once they’d built up sufficient distance, Declan spoke.


“The Fae happened. At least, it started with them. Lady Elsia dragged me to her court acting like I was some destined hero who would save the world, and I was naive enough to believe her. I followed General Croveus into war because of her, and I don’t think I ever really left.” 


Declan held fast to his battle face as he continued, “Freddy still blames Miranda for betraying us, but she wasn’t the one who walked into that Liaran camp. I did that on my own. It doesn’t matter what she told the general, or even how Lord Croveus got us into that situation in the first place. I could’ve said no. I could’ve run away. I could’ve done anything other than the one gods-damned thing I did, and none of this would’ve happened.”


A tear streamed down Declan’s face. “The worst part is I was in control that night. We spent months in Vestriam building up walls to protect people from my magic, but in the end I tore them down myself. There are still holes in the masonry where I tried to patch them up.”


He paused, forcing himself to take a moment to breathe and regain some semblance of composure. “Then we got back to the Pinnacles and the nobility kept on as if nothing was wrong. From my spot in the Tower I could ignore the people starving in the streets, but I couldn’t ignore Julien. I hated him for what he did: killing his brother, launching Teralia into war, all of it. But the Fae had him too.”


They reached a marble bench, and Eric silently directed him to sit. He did.


“If listening to the Fae and starting a war was Julien’s fault, then all the shit I’ve done because the Fae told me to has to be mine. For all their machinations, we choose our own fates. Whatever lies I told myself to justify it, I killed those soldiers. And Julien wanted me to do it again. Worse, he wanted me to attack an entire city. He had Freddy in chains as a hostage to force my hand. I guess it worked.”


Declan forced himself to stare into Eric’s eyes. They anchored him.


“I don’t think he really knew what he was asking. They were just numbers to him, but I was there. I couldn’t even see the court nobles that day, just the marsh and the mud and the faces of the Liarans Julien had sentenced to die, and he was right there, sneering over it all.” 


Declan’s battle face crumbled.


“King Julien deserved what he got, but the truth of it is, so do I.”


The tears flowed freely now. Eric opened his arms, and Declan all too readily fell into them. One by one the terrible thoughts came bubbling up from where he’d buried them beneath the orchid’s shadow, spilling down his face and onto Eric’s shoulder. He’d take whatever warmth he could get. 


At times it felt like nothing had gone right since he’d left Eric behind at the foot of Tower Vestriam. A part of him longed to return to those times, to allow Eric’s embrace to be the same comfort it had once been. 


But he couldn’t.


Innocence, once lost, could never be reclaimed, and however much of a comfort the return to Eric’s arms was, neither of them were the same men that had parted ways so long ago. So Declan cried.


He cried for those he’d killed and those he’d failed to save. He cried for boy he was and for the man he had become. Most of all he cried for the world, and how terrible it was that it had to be saved by people like him. 


Eric never let go. As the yellows and reds of sunset gave way to the blues of twilight and the shadows of dusk he sat there, taking all the confession Declan had to give and handing out comfort in turn. Through it all he held his tongue, for there was nothing words could’ve done that his embrace didn’t already do. 


It wasn’t until the last of the tears ran dry and Declan pulled away that the mage finally spoke.


“Come back with me. You said it yourself, you need to face the consequences. I’m sure I could talk the queen into letting you live, or maybe the hierarchy would protect you. There’s still a lot we don’t know about your magic; enough the mage council would be tripping over themselves to cut some kind of deal.”


“Eric, I…”


He put a hand on Declan’s shoulder. “We could help people. Given enough time, I’m sure the hierarchy researchers could treat the people you’ve hurt. Maybe even cure them. It has to be worth it to try, right?”


“You know I can’t do that. The hierarchy would just as soon have me killed. Or find a way to replicate my mana so they can have a weapon of their own.”


Eric met his gaze with pity in his eyes. “Is that the world you live in? Where everyone just wants you dead or to kill more people for them? There are good people out there too, Declan.”


Declan exhaled. “After the things I’ve done, the good people won’t come near me.” He shook his head, “Even if the hierarchy wouldn’t kill me or use me, I can’t go to them. The syzygy is coming, and I need to be there to stop it. The Fae said—”


“Again with the faeries. Declan, faeries—” He stopped himself and unleashed a long sigh. “Look, if the Fae are responsible for all these terrible things, why are you still on their goose chase?”


“Because I don’t have a choice.” He swallowed. “Even if they lied and manipulated my way to Poulsia, they’re right about one thing: something out there is trying to kill me, and whatever it is is getting stronger. I need to stop it.”


“Declan—”


“You can think whatever you want. Divines know I’d think I was crazy, but Sarah and Freddy have seen them too. As have others.” He looked up at his former friend, mentor, and perhaps more. “We’re leaving. Again. You won’t have to worry about me killing anyone else.”


“Declan that’s—”


He pulled away from Eric’s touch. “That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it? To protect the soldiers from me?”


“That’s not fair. I’m just trying to help.”


“I’m sorry, Eric. You can’t.” 


Declan knew the words weren’t true before he even spoke them. The mage already that day had been a far greater help than he could ever conceive. A part of Declan yet longed to return to that tender moment of embrace, but he spoke the terrible words anyway. 


“Okay.” Eric blinked. “Alright.” He pushed himself off the stone bench, taking a step away before looking back towards Declan. “I hope you’ll reconsider. The world isn’t all bad, and some people do deserve to be saved.”


With a final nod, Eric turned and disappeared down the darkening garden path.


And Declan was alone.










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE










NIGHT HAD JUST begun to take hold by the time Declan gathered himself and left the marble bench. His body echoed the course of his mind, wandering the gardens as so too did his thoughts. 


Why had he broken down like that? He’d learned well from Lord Croveus the value of maintaining a strong front. The times his battle face had failed were few and far between. Divines, not even Sarah had seen him cry.


Eric had twice. 


The magus just had that effect on him. Something about his gentle smile, his open arms, and his unshakable willingness to listen brought out comfort in Declan. It brought out truth. Lord Croveus would’ve called it weakness, but it was no more that than the general’s own outburst at Helena’s infidelity. 


Even the most stoic of men will fall at the feet of those they love.


As he roamed the gravel path, Declan’s thoughts shifted backward towards his time at the manor. He smiled fondly as he passed an azalea bush Master Thern had so earnestly tried to teach Declan how to trim. He missed the old groundskeeper. 


For all the growing darkness limited his vision, every flower, shrub, and hedge reignited a new memory in the mage of his stint as a gardener’s apprentice. Of course, he’d hated it at the time. He’d known only wealth and luxury for all his life before being thrust into Thern’s care; by contrast, his tiny cot and the hours of manual labor had seemed torturous. 


Declan sighed. He’d give anything for life to be that simple again.


He was still lost in his memories when he came upon the farm. For a time he simply stared at the neat rows of vegetables, wondering at their purpose. There had been no such garden when he’d left. 


A flash of emerald light answered his question as the illuminated carrot leaves began to grow. 


Declan spoke, “I didn’t know the estate had a life mage in their employ.”


The viridian glow winked out of existence as its source lost his focus. The man leapt to his feet, his form a silhouette in the silver moonlight. Declan hoped his face was similarly obscured. 


“I’m new,” the man replied. “Lady Helena was kind enough to give me a job after I came home from the war. There’s—um—not much else I can do.” He raised his right arm, or at least, what was left of it. It ended at a stump just above where his elbow should’ve been.


“I’m sorry,” Declan said.


“It’s alright.” The figure shrugged. “At least I made it back home.”


Declan nodded. “Sometimes it feels like I didn’t.”


The green mage chuckled, “I know what you mean. Sometimes I dream I’m still charging through the swamp at that damned hill.”


Declan’s eyebrows raised. “You were at Meyer’s Hill?”


“I was. Stuck on the vanguard too. Hells, if the nothing mage hadn’t done his thing I would’ve lost more than my arm. Lad’s a hero. It’s a shame he went insane.”


“Yeah. A shame.”


“Still,” the former soldier continued, “the man probably saved more Teralian lives than he took. Certainly saved mine. I’d give him a handshake if I could.” The man once again waved his missing right arm. “Or an armshake.” He cackled. 


A grin wormed its way onto Declan’s face. “I’m sure he’d appreciate that, wherever he is.” He exhaled. “Say, do you happen to know where I could find Thaddeus Thern? He would’ve been your predecessor here.”


“Aye, I’ve met him, the poor thing. He passed a couple months back. So it goes.”


“Oh. That’s a shame.”


The two stood in silence for a moment as Declan processed the news. Thern had been old. Old enough, at least, that nobody would’ve questioned his death. He should’ve expected it, to be honest. Still, a part of him had hoped to see the groundskeeper again, and yet a second part whispered terrible truths about his early attempts at spellcasting. He shoved them aside.


“Anyway,” the life mage said, “I’d best be off. Been stuck with the night shift at the gate for since it all went down. Honestly, I prefer the wights to listening to that old coot’s prattling.”


Oh, Declan realized, this must be the ‘partner’ Mr. Pwilson mentioned. “Oh, of course. I—um—thanks.”


“G’night then.” The man once again waved his stump at Declan. “Sorry about your friend. I hope you find whatever it is you’re looking for.”


“Me too,” Declan muttered.


As the green mage disappeared around the corner, Declan returned to his wandering. It was good, he supposed, that the estate had someone who could grow food.


As his roaming brought him past the vegetable garden, Declan found himself standing before an all-too-familiar little building: Master Thern’s shack. Though he’d never thought of it at the time, the hut had been his home for the better part of two years, back when the old gardener was the only one who’d give him a second glance. 


He stepped inside. As he cast a gentle Light, Declan half expected to find his former master snoring in bed. He didn’t. The bed, like the cottage itself, was empty. He sighed. 


Declan circled the tight space, scrawling enchantment into the walls as he went. It was better not to disrupt the garden with his construction if he could avoid it. When he reached the cot in the corner, he carefully stashed his belongings beneath it as he always had before finishing his inscription. 


Task complete, he stepped past Thern’s empty bed to curl up in the old cot. There was comfort in the familiar. As Declan extinguished his mana-light and the cottage descended into darkness, his final thoughts were of that soldier, who through war and wounds and wights, still managed to laugh at himself. The world needed that.


Declan lay there for some time, his mind running through the day’s events, until sleep finally took him. That night, for the first time since his last run-in with Eric, he didn’t dream.



* * *


Declan awoke to the sound of shouting. A combination of curiosity and alarm drove him from his cot out into the garden to investigate. The yelling continued. Given how muffled the words were, Declan deduced the noise was coming from the manor. As he strode down the path towards the massive building, he strained his ears to listen.


He couldn’t so much glean the object of her anger, but the obscenities he did pick out let him know one important fact. Sarah was angry.


The tirade died down as Declan rounded the final bend before the manor’s front door, just in time for him to watch it swing open. 


Eric stepped through, his cheeks flushed red. By the look of embarrassment on the man’s face, Declan figured he’d found the target of Sarah’s ire. 


“Declan!” His eyes shot open in surprise. “I—um—I’ve been looking for you.” He stepped forward. “I suppose I owe you an apology.”


Declan swallowed. “You don’t owe me anything, Eric.”


“Alright, um, still. I’m sorry. I should’ve believed you.”


Declan met his gaze, the seconds dragging on as his mind raced to come up with a response. He eventually settled on a hesitant, “So… do you want some breakfast?”


The grin on Eric’s face told Declan everything he needed to know. With a quiet smile of his own, he led the way back into the manor house and down the familiar halls to the kitchen. 


The chef didn’t even look up from where she did her best to combine the remains of the grain stores with the garden vegetables into a palatable breakfast. Declan was all too happy to avoid her gaze. The two mages each gathered up a bowl of food before stepping away to find a quiet corner in which to eat.


Declan took the first bite. “Interesting. Tomatoes wouldn’t have been my first choice for porridge.”


Eric laughed, “She does what she can. Given how many people she has to feed and the limited ingredients she has, I’m downright impressed.”


Declan nodded, remembering the afternoons he’d spent helping out in the manor’s kitchen when Thern had no work for him. 


Eric broke his reverie, “I—uh—I’m sorry about Helena. It must be hard, seeing her like that.”


“Do you know what happened?”


Eric shrugged. “I can guess. She doesn’t sleep, and truth be told I don’t blame her. The wights… they didn’t make it easy.”


“I can imagine. We—um—well we weren’t exactly close. I’ve barely spoken to her since the general kicked me out. If I’m honest, I really only came here to ask about my real father.”


Eric looked up from his porridge. “And?”


“She lied about not knowing his name, but that’s about it. He’s a mundane, and it sounds like the Fae set them up together. I have no idea where he is, or if they sent him to other women too.”


Eric’s eyes widened. “You think there might be more like you?”


“Maybe? I don’t know. The syzygy is getting closer, so if the Fae did make backups they would’ve appeared by now.”


“I still can’t quite wrap my head around it. You’re part of a secret plot by actual faeries.”


Declan swallowed another spoonful of porridge. “Let’s not talk about the Fae, alright? I’ve spent way too much time and energy worrying about their plans.”


Eric nodded, adjusting his glasses in that way he did. “Okay, um, what would you like to talk about?”


“How about you? Did you ever start that noble house you were dreaming of, sir magus? I’m sure your mother was proud.”


“Um, no. I’m still just ‘Eric.’ Turns out the Teralian representative at Lethis did some favor for the king, and he got promoted right around the time I hit magus. I… kind of left Vestriam in a hurry so I could secure the position.”


“So you made it there after all. How are the others? Is Edward still…”


“He is. He was actually there when I got Queen Elaine’s letter. He insisted that he and Daniel sail back to Teralia with me.”


Declan’s own eyes widened. “Daniel’s here?”


“I left them in Reondar. They’re probably both being researched at the Pinnacles right now.”


“Oh. I’m sure Daniel isn’t too happy about that.”


Eric shrugged. “A Tower’s a Tower. He was still studying history when I left. I’m confident he’ll be able to make magus in a few years if he pushes himself. Edward’s still his rambling self, but last I saw him he’d picked up a few friends.”


Declan tried not to imagine what those ‘friends’ were like. Indeed, he tried to forget what he’d done to poor Edward whenever he could. “That’s good,” he eventually said. The conversation faded for a time as Declan finished off the last of his breakfast. Eric did the same.


When at last he set the empty bowl back down, Declan said what he’d been thinking all this while, “I missed you.”


As Eric opened his mouth to speak the reply Declan so longed to hear, another voice intervened.


“There you are!” Freddy burst into the room. “We need to leave. The army’s here.”


“Shit.” Declan leapt to his feet. “Where are they?”


“The guard on duty spotted them entering the town. They’ll get here any minute now.”


Declan slipped on his battle face. “So the river’s out then. Okay, um, meet met at the tree by the southern wall. I’ll be right there.” Without waiting for Freddy’s nod, Declan raced into the hallway, a singular target in mind. As he stepped out into the gardens, he could hear the ancient guardsman celebrating the arrival of their saviors. He gulped.


He made it back to the gardener’s cottage in record time, leaping over Thern’s old bed to retrieve his pack and lute from where he’d stashed them. He did a quick scan of the small shack before ultimately deciding the denizens of Red’s Crossing needed the gardening tools more than he did.


Freddy and Sarah were already at the tree when he arrived. “I used to climb it to sneak out all the time,” he explained. 


“Declan, we’re mages. Just blow a hole in the bloody wall.”


He shook his head, “They’ll know we were here. Or at least which way we left. This is faster than rebuilding the wall. Just go!” 


Rolling his eyes, Freddy mounted the old oak. As he climbed, Sarah turned to give Declan a sharp look, but didn’t comment further. She too began her ascent. 


The lightning mage was halfway up when Eric arrived bearing a pack of his own.


“What are you doing?” Declan called.


“Coming with you.”


“Like hells you are!” Sarah yelled from atop the wall.


“I can help! Wherever you’re going, more mages has got to be better.”


Declan turned to him. “She’s right, Eric.”


He placed a hand on Declan’s arm, its soft warmth sending a chill down the mage’s spine. “Let me help you.”


Declan shook his head. “I can’t. You can’t. Divines I want to but—”


His answer cut short as Eric’s lips met his own. A thousand emotions he’d thought long buried bubbled up, igniting into a fire in his chest as they collided with a thousand more. It all melted away in the heat of Eric’s kiss. Time stretched on into infinity as he lingered there, reveling in the warmth of it all. 


And for a moment, for but a tiny blip in the endless passages of eternity, everything was okay.


Until it wasn’t. 


Declan pulled away and the world returned, somewhat brighter, but with all its terribleness intact. He shook his head. “It’s too late for them, but you still have a choice. Get away before they lump you in with me.”


“Declan, I—”


“You don’t want to get caught up in my mess. They’ll kill you too. You said you wanted to save lives; save yours. Go home to your family. Start that noble house you always wanted. Live, Eric. Please.”


Declan forced himself to meet the man’s gaze. How he yearned to bring him along, to keep that warmth and comfort by his side for the rest of his days.


But he couldn’t. Declan’s traveling companions had a tendency to end up dead. He wouldn’t let that happen to Eric. Not now.


However sound his logic, however well-reasoned his argument, Eric’s silent nod still sent a pang of sadness through Declan’s stomach. He swallowed. 


The urgency of their escape pressing him onward, Declan turned to scale the estate’s walls one final time. He paused at the top, turning back to the man who’d done so much, meant so much. This man who’d sailed halfway to Poulsia for him, who’d always trusted in Declan’s innocence, who’d dared to love the nothing mage himself.


“Goodbye, Eric.”


His chest still ablaze, Declan leapt down to the other side of the wall, taking the lead as once again he made his escape from Red’s Crossing.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR










DECLAN KEPT A tight grip on his battle face as the mages raced through dead forest. He could process the day’s events later; now was the time to run.


Sarah readily took the lead, directing the party westward. They could worry about making their way south to the mountain pass once they’d built up enough distance between them and the army. It wouldn’t be long before somebody at the manor reported Declan’s presence. 


Either way, it was better to be seen traveling west than towards their true destination.


The lightning mage set a brutal pace, leaving Declan ragged and panting by the time they emerged from the trees into the grassland beyond. Though they were far from escaped, and exhaustion somewhat tempered the experience, a wave of relief trickled through him.


The meadow was alive. 


Wildflowers painted a beautiful medley of reds, yellows, and violets upon the emerald backdrop of the soft grass. Squirrels and hares darted about, and even a stag stood healthy and hale upon the hillside opposite them. Declan smiled. 


As Sarah took the first hurried step into the valley, Declan wondered why Angela’s rampage had ended there of all places. There was plenty of life she could’ve stolen for herself in the meadow, yet for some reason her destruction only reached the tree line. Maybe even in her corrupted state, she’d recognized the beauty of the field. 


The thought was some comfort to Declan as he ran. If even the drain-crazed necromancer could find something worth saving, then perhaps so could he. 


The stag darted away as the mages took to the hillside, leaving them to their ascent. Declan rather enjoyed the climb. It was neither steep nor long, and the way they charged up the slope reminded him of racing up Tower steps to make it to class on time. Until, that is, he reached the top.


“What the hells happened here?”


For all her volume, Sarah remained aware enough to stop just below the ridge line to stay out of vision from the meadow behind. Freddy and Declan skidded to a halt beside her.


“Looks like a sinkhole.”


Sure enough, nearly dead center in the valley before them, the earth itself opened its gaping maw. It looked almost peaceful. “Whatever happened, it looks like it happened a while ago,” Declan commented. “At least long enough for new grass to grow.” He pointed at the greenery sprouting from the sides of the hole.


Sarah sighed, “Is it safe to cross? We need to keep moving, and I don’t want the gods-damned ground collapsing beneath us.”


Declan stepped forward. “I can secure it. Let’s go.” He continued down the hill at a far more cautious pace, his mind running through formulas to reinforce the soft loam. By the time he reached the base of the hill, he was already casting. 


The grass seemed to twitch as the soil beneath it hardened, but the change was otherwise invisible as Declan channeled brown mana into the sod. It wasn’t until he took his first steps into the valley that the difference became apparent. The ground felt firmer, the damp soil robbed of its natural springiness. 


Declan carefully led the way across the field, charting a course directly towards the twenty-foot hole at its center. When Sarah realized his intended destination, she raised her voice in protest. “Declan, we don’t have time to investigate the weird hole.”


Declan split his focus to maintain his spell as he replied, “I just want to take a look. We’ll move a lot faster if we can figure out why it’s here and stop worrying that the ground will collapse under us.” 


Truth be told, Declan was happy for the distraction. It represented a puzzle to be solved, an enigma to direct his thoughts away from a certain magus back at Red’s Crossing. He hoped it wasn’t a series of underground rivers eroding the soil; there’d be no way of predicting which ground was stable and which wasn’t. With any luck it’d just be a subterranean pool and they could continue on safely. 


What he found was even better. 


“It’s a tunnel!”


Indeed, on both the north and south sides of the sinkhole, a circular tunnel nearly ten feet in diameter stretched on into darkness. 


“Great,” Sarah commented, “so as long as we aren’t directly north or south of the hole, we’re safe.”


“I wonder where it goes,” Freddy said.


“Does it matter? Let’s go.”


“Actually,” said Declan, “I think it does.” He pointed down at the tunnel’s entrance. “We’re going south, aren’t we? What better way to travel unnoticed?”


“You can’t be serious. It’s clearly unstable, and there could be all sorts of monsters down there.”


“There’s all sorts of monsters up here. At least down there, there aren’t any soldiers. Worst case, we go south for a bit then I dig us up with earth magic.”


Sarah maintained her incredulous look until Freddy put a hand on her arm. “It’d hardly be the most insane thing we’ve done. At least this way we can stop bloody running.”


She rolled her eyes. “Alright, fine. Just be careful. If it collapsed here, it could easily collapse on top of us.”


Declan nodded. “I’d rather reinforce a few tunnel walls than risk another run-in with the army.” Running through a few practiced calculations in his head, he released another bout of mana into the earth before them. At his command, it moved. Dirt shuffled and stone shifted, rearranging itself into a perfect stairway down the grassy hole. 


Declan laughed as Sarah called him a show-off under her breath. 


Grass grew upon the heap of fallen earth wherever the sun could shine through, giving the collapsed section an almost surreal sense of life and light amidst the darkness of the tunnel itself. For his part Declan was glad there hadn’t been much rainfall recently. The floor was muddy enough as it was. 


Sarah cast a Light, and together the mages climbed down from the grassy mound into the tunnel proper. Under the golden glow of Sarah’s spell, Declan directed the mages stand back as he prepared another of his own. It wouldn’t do to leave behind a trail.


The formula was simple enough, even if the mana cost would’ve left most mages reeling. In a single motion, the mound of dirt levitated back to its original home. The last beams of sunlight disappeared as Declan sealed up the way they’d come, solidifying the lower layer of dirt to prevent another collapse.


He exhaled. 


Even with the aid of scrying magic, the soldiers wouldn’t find them here. Declan sat back against the tunnel wall, his once-fine travel clothes too far gone to the grime of constant travel to be worth protecting from a bit of loose dirt. The others kept to their feet, but did lean with him. 


“So,” Freddy eventually commented once enough time had passed for the mages to recover from the long run, “who do you think built this?”


“Whoever it was,” Sarah replied, “didn’t intend for it to last.” She gestured along the walls and roof, or at least what could be called the walls and roof in a purely cylindrical chamber. “There’s no reinforcements anywhere. No wonder it collapsed.”


“I don’t think it’s a ‘who,’” Declan said, “but a ‘what.’ There’s no reason to build a tunnel this big without supports, especially if it’s just for Fae or dwarves to walk down.” He pointed at the floor, “Besides, the floor is curved too. It wouldn’t be circular like this if people built it; it’d be flat.”


“So you think an animal dug it?”


“Not just any animal. Do you remember when we were first traveling to Reondar, on the King’s Road?”


“Fucking divines, Declan.” Freddy gaped. “You think the bloody mountain crawler dug this?” The blue mage absent-mindedly rubbed his long-recovered leg where the creature’s acid had burned him. 


“Robin’s crazy monster-hunter friend said she’d followed it all the way from the mountains. It must’ve left a tunnel somewhere, and this one looks about the right shape and size.”


“But what are the odds we happen to just find the leftover trail from a monster that attacked us months ago and miles away?”


Declan stood. “Pretty high, actually. If Lillian really did track the thing all the way from the Gindalts, the tunnel would’ve been a straight line from there to the King’s Road. Traveling west like that, we were bound to pass it eventually.” He turned to Sarah. “You said yourself this thing wasn’t built to last. I’m willing to bet there are dozens of other cave-ins along the tunnel’s length.”


Sarah nodded. “It makes sense. We only needed to find one cave-in to find the tunnel.”


“But that raises the question,” Freddy said, “of other people. If it’s this easy to find, others have found it too.”


“Probably,” Sarah answered. “For all we know somebody’s farm has got a tunnel-sized hole in it. The thing is, I’m pretty sure we’re the only ones insane enough to just fucking wander in.”


Declan smiled. “Hey, you’re the one who kept pushing us to get away from the army. Now we have.”


Sarah laughed, “Away from the army and towards divines know what.”


With a chuckle of his own, Declan pushed himself back to his feet. “Speaking of, we may as well get going. It’s a long way to the mountains, and our detour north certainly didn’t speed things along.”


Sarah once again took the lead, lighting the way with her yellow mana. Declan briefly reminisced for the time at Krispins, cramped up in Sarah’s room as he helped her learn the simple cantrip. 


They walked in silence, the only light that from Sarah’s spell, and the only sound the gentle hum of her mana. For a time Declan allowed himself to grow confident. The earth around them seemed to be holding, and it stood to reason that any segments of tunnels that were going to collapse would’ve done so by now. 


That sense of comfort lasted all of an hour. 


Declan heard more than saw the first chunk of dirt fall to the floor. He felt the second. Specifically, he felt it as the clump of sod collided with his left shoulder. The loose soil didn’t hurt necessarily, but he could already feel where pieces of it fell down his shirt. He froze.


Declan already had the form prepared. He may have become somewhat complacent as they’d walked, but he still had the wherewithal to design the spell before he needed it. Mana flooded through him, drowning Sarah’s light in a hazel glow of his own. 


The rain of loam ceased as the dirt began to knit itself together, combining into a smooth, solid sheet. For good measure, Declan diverted his attention to the ground beneath them, raising up a pillar of stone at the passage’s center to serve as a support. 


As they continued, Declan made a point of monitoring the structural integrity of the massive burrow. Whenever the soil above looked too loose or the walls seemed to sag on either side, he stopped the party’s progress to build more reinforcement. By the sixth time, even his reserves began to dwindle.


“Why don’t we stop for the night? I can only handle another one or two reinforcements, and I don’t want to go fully empty.” The unspoken ‘in case something tries to kill us’ didn’t even warrant saying this far into their journey together. 


“Has night even fallen? It feels like mid-afternoon.”


“Really?” Declan raised his eyebrows. “I could’ve sworn it was at least late evening.”


Freddy shrugged. “Does it matter? We’re not being chased any more; we can afford an early night.”


Sarah didn’t look back at them. “No, it’s definitely still afternoon.”


“…And?”


“And look.” She extinguished her light. 


The tunnel went black. Declan’s eyes darted back and forth, fighting to adjust to the sudden absence of light, but he saw nothing. “Look at what?”


Sarah let out an exasperated sigh before stepping to the side, revealing the path ahead. Sure enough, it glimmered in the distance. “You were right,” she said. “There are other cave-ins.”


Thin beams pierced the darkness to strike the mass of fallen earth where they could, but overwhelmingly the hole lay in shadow. Declan didn’t realize why until they finally reached it. “Looks like Angela didn’t get all of Gindor.” He gazed up at the towering pines above, each more vital and imposing than the last. 


“Thank the divines for that,” Freddy said. “The forest is huge.” 


“Honestly,” Sarah added, “I’d be surprised if she got even a fifth of it.”


Declan nodded as he turned to examine the cave-in itself. Thick roots weaved a wooden net above them, no doubt reinforcing the still-intact portions of the tunnel. Just on the other side of the collapsed earth, a grisly site greeted him.


The skull of a stag hung in the air, its horns tangled in the mesh of roots. The rest of the skeleton lay on the dirt below, where it had likely fallen once the decaying tendons could hold it up no more. There was a macabre beauty to the way the afternoon shadows danced across the hanging skull and the juxtaposition of the still-living roots with such an effigy of death. Declan shivered. 


Freddy approached. “Looks like he got caught in the cave-in.”


Declan nodded. He hoped the creature had died quickly. There was no harm in imagining it had, and he preferred that truth to the alternative. 


Sarah changed the subject, “This seems like as good a place to stop as any. At least here we’ll know if it’s actually morning when we wake up.”


“Good idea,” Declan replied, still somewhat surprised that it was so much earlier in the day than he’d thought. “I can even build some shelters into the side of the tunnel.”


“Just make sure to remember air holes,” Sarah joked. 


Declan didn’t laugh.


With a tired sigh that may or may not have been purposefully exaggerated, he got to work. As it turned out, digging a chamber out of the earth was substantially more difficult than constructing one. There was a lot of dirt to move, and once the space was excavated, he then had to reinforce it with stone anyway to prevent collapse. Despite his efforts to avoid it, Declan found himself nearly drained by the time the rooms were finished. 


At least the underground shelter was easier to enchant. Radiating away excess heat was quite a bit easier when it could go in any direction and still find plenty of earth to absorb it. 


The other advantage of the tunnel-wall shelters was discretion: they were harder to spot. Coupled with the fact that Freddy and Sarah having their own bedroom allowed them that much more privacy, and Declan was happy to expend the extra mana.


The arrangement was downright comfortable. Even better, it was secure. Hidden away as they were, monsters, soldiers, and anything in between would struggle to catch them asleep. Declan liked it that way. 


As he lay back waiting for sleep to come, Declan’s final thoughts—other than to curse himself for not building like this sooner—were of the road ahead. He wondered what strange depths the mountain crawler had emerged from, and what similar monstrosities they were bound to come across on their journey through. 


He wondered if the crawler had been sent north explicitly to provide them this tunnel, or if just once something in his life could be a divines-fucked coincidence. Most of all, he wondered about Eric. 


Whatever terrors Declan had overcome, whatever horrors he’d incurred, he spent his last moments that night before descending back into the familiar nightmares hoping Eric was alright.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE














Barely a day into their underground journey, Declan was already sick of it.  He was sick of the constant spell casting to reinforce the tunnel; he was sick of the musty dampness to the underground air; and he was sick of not knowing how late in the day it was until they came across yet another cave-in.


He missed the sky.  


His only solace came from the collapsed segments they found each day.  Declan took every opportunity he could climb to the surface and claim whatever fresh air he could.  Frequent as such excursions were—averaging two to three a day—the mages rarely spent more than a few minutes above ground before returning to the safety of the tunnel.


Said safety was, of course, relative.  While they remained inaccessible to whatever beasts might’ve roamed the trees of southern Gindor, the mages proved vulnerable to anything able to burrow.  


Fortunately enough, the various molebeasts and rockworms fell easily to Darts, and the ten-foot cave spider that skittered down the dark tunnel gave Declan plenty of time to charge his Javelin.  


It was neither swift nor easy progress, but it was progress.  The days dragged on in alternating hues of yellow and azure as Freddy and Sarah took turns lighting the way.  The absolute low point of their subterranean travel came just four days in, when the last of Declan’s lute strings finally snapped. 


He should’ve brought more spares. He cursed himself for only taking as many as he had, but truth be told, he couldn’t have known his travels would last so long and take such a toll. It wasn’t like he’d had time to buy more in their flight from the capital.


Declan made it less than a day without the instrument before he began fiddling with it. The idea, as he figured, was that if he could determine the magical resonant frequency of a lute string, it would be a simple matter to repair it with spellcraft. Freddy and Sarah gave him a few strange looks when they noticed him bent over his lute throwing loose mana at it, but the method did work. 


The string itself was crafted from dried gut, though Declan knew not from which animal. Come to think of it, he knew precious little of what went into crafting the instrument—a shortcoming he resolved to remedy at some point in the future. Still, gut was gut, and he did know, at least generally, the best tool for flesh: white mana.


He tested a number of frequencies within the white spectrum before settling on the one which seemed to affect the broken string the most. The form itself was easy—if he could knit together flesh, he could attach two broken ends of a string. 


In practice things were more complicated. His first attempt at repairing it left the string too short to properly tune, and even as he reworked his spell and reformed the dried gut, he found the spot of the break always remained slightly misshapen, slightly off. 


For hours as they traveled, Declan made and remade the failed string, ever improving the sound it produced, yet never reaching the pure tone it had once generated. If nothing else, he came away with a newfound respect for the art of instrument crafting. The sheer number of minute details involved in creating a quality string, let alone a lute, staggered him. In the end he settled for a slightly off-key string that actually worked, deciding he could always pitch-correct it with the faerie song magic. 


For their part, Freddy and Sarah spent the time talking quietly amongst themselves. Declan was happy to leave them to their conversations. The couple deserved some semblance of privacy, and to be honest Declan preferred not to bear witness to their sometimes sickening level of affection. He did his best to be happy for them. 


As things were, however, it did not escape Declan’s notice that Sarah seemed to emerge from their chamber each morning looking rather unwell. Heavy bags sat beneath her eyes, her complexion so pale that not even the warm glow of her Light could hide it. She didn’t bother to explain her affliction, and Declan didn’t bother to pry. 


It wasn’t his business what she and Freddy did when they should’ve been sleeping, and truth be told Declan didn’t want to know the details of their evening activities. Neither she nor Freddy seemed concerned, and indeed she always recovered by noontime—or at least what approximated for noon in the sunless tunnel. Declan explained it away as trouble sleeping and left the matter to rest. 


As the days passed and the mages ventured closer and closer to the feet of the Gindalt Mountains, the opportunities to visit the surface began to dry up. They still came upon a number of cave-ins each day, but more and more they found the collapsed earth didn’t leave a hole to the world above. They were too deep for that. 


Declan knew that meant progress. As far as he could tell the tunnel wasn’t sloping downward so much as the land above them sloped up as they pushed beneath the foothills. They were getting close. Still, the dampness and darkness of the burrow stifled him, until his only undistracted thoughts were of finally emerging. 


No longer able to track the passage of time, the mages took to stopping whenever they tired, spending an hour or two in conversation or enjoying Declan’s music before retiring to their separate shelters. It was on one such night that Sarah raised a question the party had thus far made a point of avoiding.


“Have you thought at all about what you’re going to do once this is all over?”


Declan remained silent, fiddling with his lute. Freddy averted his eyes, unwilling to meet Sarah’s gaze. Declan got the impression this was a topic they’d discussed before.


Unperturbed by the lack of response, Sarah spoke again. “Alright, I’ll start. I’ve had my fucking fill of magic. I want to retire to some manor somewhere so I can drink and get fat and just fucking relax.”


“That sounds nice,” Declan said, “but not exactly feasible. The crown wants your head almost as much as mine, and I don’t see them stopping any time soon.”


“Then I’ll go to Reth. Or Poulsia. I’m sure they won’t be interested in helping Teralia catch us any time soon.”


“And how will you pay for it? Monster-hunting bounties aren’t that high. You could join the mage hierarchy in Poulsia, but that’s not exactly being ‘done’ with magic.”


Sarah shrugged. “Fuck if I know. Hells, there’s gotta be a shortage of powerful mages up there. Just gotta find some noble house that’s almost wiped out and convince them to let me in.”


Declan laughed, “It’s a bit more complicated than that.”


“All this training has to be for something, right? Krispins and the military and the Pinnacles and the divines-fucked dragon have gotta be good for more than just fighting.” She sighed, “I’m tired of fighting.”


Declan nodded, grinning weakly. “Me too.”


“If I were a steel mage I could work the forges. Or run a farm with life magic. Hells, I’d even work construction if I could.” She scoffed. “I used to be so excited about being a lightning mage.”


Freddy finally spoke up from where he’d been silently avoiding the conversation. “That’s how the world works. You’re born into your lot, and fuck you if you don’t like it. Only way out is to fight for it.”


“I think,” Sarah raised her voice, “if we survive this whole ‘saving the world’ thing, we deserve a chance to fucking breathe.”


“I’m not saying it’s right; I’m saying that’s how it is. We fought tooth and nail to get where we are, and we’ll have to fight even more if we wanna get out.” 


“Maybe I’ll start a tavern,” Sarah changed the subject. “We could all go. Up in Nelst serving drinks to the sailors and the monster hunters. I’m sure that crowd would have plenty of stories to tell.” She turned to Declan. “Maybe you could turn them into songs.”


“Yeah,” Declan muttered, “that sounds nice...”


Sarah exhaled, “But?”


“I don’t know. It almost seems too easy. After everything that’s happened, everything I’ve done... I just don’t know.” Declan wouldn’t—he couldn’t—voice the persistent thought that lay claim to the dark corners of his mind, the unshakable idea that had stuck with him ever since they’d left the Seat of the Tempest. Instead he floundered. He paused and stuttered as he struggled to express discomfort with Sarah’s happy ending without uttering the terrible truth that his was a one-way journey.


It was an idea he’d confronted, if indirectly, when he sent Eric away. This was Declan’s hole that he himself had dug, and sometimes climbing out of it felt like life’s greatest futility. Pulling somebody else in was unthinkable. 


Freddy rescued him from his thoughts. “Oh come on, Declan. You aren’t some legendary tragic hero destined to die just as he saves the world. If happily ever after surrounded by friends sounds too easy, that’s because it is, but so is death.”


Declan opened his mouth, but Freddy cut him off. “And don’t give me any of that shit about not deserving it. Nightmares aside, you haven’t lost control in a long time, and if you manage to save the fucking world, I think you can handle surviving a while after.”


“Yeah,” Sarah added, “you of all people deserve a chance to relax.”


“Or,” Freddy said, “you could help people.”


“Is that what you plan to do?” Declan asked. “After we...”


“Absolutely. That has to be the end goal, doesn’t it? Mages run the world, and powerful mages run more of it. You saw how bad things were in Fontanya. Something needs to change.”


“Not this again.”


“Yes, this again. Look, I know you’re tired of fighting, but this is the perfect opportunity to bring about real reform.”


“Freddy, this is the exact kind of shit that got you captured sneaking into Tower Stretika.”


“And how do you think I got in? The people want magic, Declan, and not just the crumbs they feed us in the army. The ones in power keep themselves so distant from everyone else they’re blind to how bad it is. Meanwhile everyone else is so scared shitless of magical bloodlines or whatever lies they tell to explain the inequality that they just live with it.”


“And you think you can change that.”


“Of course! I’m the son of a grain-seller. Sarah’s the daughter of a dock worker. We’re living proof the nobles are no better at magic than the common-folk. I just need to get the message out, build up support. That’s why I was at Stretika, and I’d sneak in again if I had the chance.”


“People died, Freddy.”


“People always die,” he snapped back. “That’s how revolution works. Nothing changes unless you’re willing to fight for it.”


Sarah stepped in, her voice surprisingly gentle for all the quiet desperation it held. “But it doesn’t have to be you. I know things were rough in Fontanya, and I know things need to change, but maybe the people of Teralia aren’t the ones who need you the most.”


Declan remained silent. This was their argument to have, and he got the impression this wasn’t the first time they’d had it. It wasn’t his place to weigh in.


Freddy bristled, but said nothing. For a few tense minutes, the conversation lay dead, each lost in their own thoughts, their own dreams of how the world might look should they overcome their current trial. 


Sarah broke the silence in her typical fashion. “I need to take a piss,” she grunted, pushing herself to her feet before disappearing down the tunnel to claim what privacy she could in its darkness.


Freddy turned back to Declan. “You could help, you know. You’ve already turned Teralia on its head; think of how much good you can do a revolution at your back.”


Declan shook his head. “You know I can’t do that, Freddy. The moment I show up, everything escalates. The nobles or the hierarchy mages see me fighting for your rebels and they’ll turn every ounce of firepower they have to stop me.” He sighed, clinging to the orchid as he forced the words out. “If I step onto that battlefield, there are no winners any more, only people lucky enough to die quickly.”


“You could end it before it even begins. Hells, if you just say you’re on our side, people will flock to our cause. The hierarchy will be forced to negotiate.”


“I said no, Freddy. When we’re finished with this syzygy bullshit, it would be better for everyone if the nothing mage disappeared. No more legends, no more wars.”


Freddy nodded, “I understand, but that doesn’t mean I agree. You could do a lot of good.”


“Not like that,” Declan muttered, “not like that.”


Freddy didn’t press any further. A few moments passed in mutual silence before he replied. “I get it. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”


A muffled yelp from the tunnel behind them cut him off. Sarah! 


The two mages shared a panicked look as they both jumped to their feet. Declan already had a Dart half ready by the time the alien voice rang out.


“Do not you be thinking of trying anything.”


Declan froze.


“Especially you.” There was a guttural crispness to the voice, as the speaker seemed to chew on each and every syllable. “I have heard the stories they tell about the nothing mage.” 


The dialect fell strangely upon Declan’s ears; the way he said it, it sounded more like ‘nutting mage.’ As he turned around in as unthreatening a manner as he could muster, Declan discovered why.


Five humanoid creatures surrounded Sarah, each holding a spear or ensorcelled steel spike at the girl’s throat. None were taller than Declan’s belly, though they were easily twice as wide. To a man the attackers wore nought but leather loin cloths, the bulk of their pale skin covered not in garments, but tattoos. The women were no different, only distinguishable by their lack of navel-length beards. 


“Let down your spell,” the leader commanded, “and keep your poison to yourself.” He raised a thick hand, holding up its contents for Declan to see. Sarah’s amulet hung from his fist. “Or the girl dies.”


Shit, Declan swore to himself. He lowered his hand, wracking his mind for ideas that didn’t involve killing Sarah. He came up empty. For all his vast array of powerful spells, he couldn’t act faster than a spear to the throat. He gulped. 


It would seem for now, and hopefully only for now, that the dwarves had him at their mercy.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX














At Declan’s silent admission of defeat, the war band reshuffled, an iron spike flying to poise itself at Freddy’s neck while a dwarven woman leveled her spear at Declan’s. He gulped. The cold, sharp steel pressed against his throat just strongly enough for him to feel it without it drawing blood.


“Now,” the original dwarf said, “you will be coming this way.”


Declan hesitated, unwilling to step forward into the sharp edge of his captor’s spear-tip. Tensing, he took a careful stride. The woman tracked his movement flawlessly, her weapon never once pulling away from his neck nor plunging into it. She watched him intently as he moved, stepping as he did to maintain her position of power. 


Declan was suitably impressed. The sheer mastery to control her weapon with such precision was staggering. 


A dwarf barked orders in an alien tongue, and the war band fell into motion. Declan couldn’t begin to comprehend the series of clicks and syllables, but they certainly seemed authoritative. As they started their careful walk down the dark tunnel, Declan began to wonder if the dwarf which had addressed them was the leader or simply the only one who spoke the human language. 


The translator, as Declan designated him, raised his hand in a closed fist in a non-standard casting gesture before bathing the tunnel in a soft, silver glow. Interesting, Declan figured, the Light comes straight from his fist instead of a circle of mana in an open palm. He somewhat admired the technique; it made for a light source that wasn’t quite as blinding to look directly at. On the other hand, it was probably less efficient as light was absorbed by the dwarf’s hand.


Struggling not to turn his head, Freddy exchanged a nervous look with Sarah. She winced apologetically but otherwise didn’t reply. Declan’s face remained calm. The dwarves hadn’t killed them yet, and with every passing minute he grew more confident that they had no intention to. 


Instead of worrying or plotting their violent escape, Declan wracked his mind for everything he could remember about the dwarven tribes of the Gindalts. There wasn’t much. He knew of a few human merchants who ventured into the mountains to trade for ores, but such business always failed whenever the pass fell under the control of a less amicable tribe. Such shifts in power were common. 


Declan could only hope their captors were from a friendlier faction. He thought to analyze the black tattoos that covered their pale bodies, but the swirling shapes and sharp edges meant nothing to him. 


From his history lessons with the Deep Fae, Declan knew that dwarves walked the surface thousands of years before humans ever existed, only disappearing beneath the earth when the sun grew too hot for them. That too was of little use. He prayed this group didn’t hold the same grudge against humanity that many Fae seemed to. 


As time dragged on, Declan ran out of thoughts and theories to further analyze, to the point where a combination of curiosity and more than a little boredom overpowered the trepidation that had thus far kept him silent. “May I ask by whose hand we’ve been captured?”


“This be Mahinga’s war band of the Peknulk.”


Ok, Declan thought, I guess that means Mahinga is the one barking orders and Peknulk is the tribe. He had no idea if that was a good or bad thing. “And you are?”


“This one be Stinde.”


“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Stinde. I’m Declan, that’s Sarah, and that’s Freddy.” He didn’t point as he introduced his friends for fear of alerting the spear-carrier, but he figured which was Freddy and which Sarah would be apparent. Then again, without already knowing, he would never have guessed ‘Stinde’ was a male name. Perhaps the dwarves knew as little about human names. 


“This one knows who you be. I have heard the stories they tell.”


“Who is they?”


The dwarf’s lack of answer gave Declan pause. He could think of two ways the dwarves could’ve heard his tale, and neither was good. With a breath, he switched tactics. “How did you come to speak our language?”


“Every war band of the Peknulk is keeping a man-talker. Should ever we be needing to trade or threaten away trespassers.”


Declan swallowed. “I apologize if we have trespassed on your territory. We merely seek to travel south to the lands beyond the mountains.”


“And yet,” the sharpness with which he enunciated his words added a threatening air to the words, “you be walking not through the pass but into our caves.”


“We... right. Well, the surface isn’t exactly safe for us right now, so—”


“Neither is the dark,” the dwarf interrupted. “Do not you be explaining to this one. The grandmother will hear your fate.”


Declan nodded in understanding. He wasn’t sure what ‘hearing their fate’ meant, but it sounded like this grandmother was some sort of tribal elder. He supposed it was some comfort to know the Peknulk did trade with humans, and even allowed them before their leaders, but then again, if this was a tribe to kill humans on sight, they would’ve known by now.


The group returned to silence as they continued their journey. An hour in, Declan began to notice stone supports built into the tunnel walls where the dwarves had reinforced the excavated space. Not long after, the burrow began to change. 


Declan knew they’d entered the land beneath the mountains proper as the dirt around them slowly gave way to stone and then bedrock. They hadn’t traveled any lower, the land above them had simply gotten higher. He noted porous holes developed along the walls and floor, where the mountain crawler had used its acid to carve the way. He shivered as he remembered the massive beast, which had apparently bored through solid stone to hunt him.


With each passing hour Declan grew more impressed with the dwarf who still held her spear to his neck. The task had to require a lot of focus, and even more strength to hold the weapon aloft for so long. He wondered if the masses of bulging muscle along her arms were standard among dwarves or hard earned through years of training. Probably both, he decided. He couldn’t fathom any human reaching that level of musculature.


Declan didn’t notice when, but at some point the mages among their captors had ended their threatening spells, switching to spears of their own to hold at Sarah and Freddy’s throats. Apparently their stamina had outlasted their mana. 


Four hours since their capture, and well past when the mages would’ve normally gone to bed, a light appeared in the distance. At first Declan had to squint to make out the orange glow through the silver brilliance of Stinde’s Light, but as they grew closer, its source became clear. 


The top third of the mountain crawler’s tunnel intersected with a natural cave. Warm firelight poured in through the gap, illuminating a stone staircase that led up into the cavern. So this is how the dwarves got here, Declan reasoned. The monster tunneled right through their territory. For a moment he felt sorry for the destruction of their cave before realizing the crawler had actually expanded the tribe’s holding by digging the tunnel at all.


Stinde led the way up the steps, and Declan didn’t hesitate to follow. Truth be told he was more curious about the dwarves than afraid of them, and the sight that greeted him in the well-lit cave fed that curiosity. 


The flickering amber glow came not from torches or candles or the enchanted mana lights so common in the human world, but from a captured flame kept alive in a glass prison. Declan couldn’t fathom how a device with such a short wick could burn for any length of time, but he imagined it had something to do with the yellowish liquid pooled beneath it. Declan stared at the lamps, curious how a race of creatures adorned in loin cloths could shape glass so precisely before coming to the obvious answer: magic.


None of the dwarves so far had exhibited a frequency higher than a few hundred Bouls. No doubt their skill with stone and metal far outclassed any talent they had with leather or textiles, if there even were textiles available underground. 


The dwarves crafted few clothes because they had little need. The earth above protected them from the sun, and their broad muscles acted as armor aplenty. Instead of fine silks or house colors, tattoos expressed their status and their allegiance. Declan examined his captors, trying to determine what meaning their markings might hold. He gleaned nothing. Indeed for all he knew, all dwarves looked like this, and his speculation was wildly off mark.


The first of the cave paintings demonstrated the fault in his reasoning. If the dwarves were so simple as to only focus on the crafts of their magic, Declan would’ve expected to see carvings. Instead, the walls exploded with color. 


The pigment still glistened with moisture as the party passed the first image, depicting a vacant battlefield still littered with dwarven corpses. The crimson of their blood seemed to drip down the painted wall, as if the fallen warriors still bled. A party of survivors stood tall across the cavern, theirs spears stained red as they sneered at the defeated. Behind them, a glimmer of sunlight peeked into cave, falling just short of touching the victorious dwarves.


“The Reindi,” Stinde said, as if that explained everything. “After their betrayal, those rats stole our access to the surface world.”


A rival tribe, then. “Is that why you’re exploring the tunnel? Looking for another way up?”


“They forced the Peknulk deeper, so the Peknulk be taking new land where we be finding it.”


“I’m sorry.”


Stinde shrugged, “It is the way. In time, they will be growing fat with their victory, and another will be taking their place.”


Declan nodded. It made sense, to an extent. Proximity to the surface meant access to more hunting grounds and trade with the humans. “Why not just dig another way out?”


“Every way out be another way in. It only be taking one greedy tribe before the outside world comes looking. It is forbidden.”


Declan frowned. Humans weren’t so warlike as to invade the dwarven lands just because an opening appeared. Then again, he imagined men like King Julien would’ve been even more hungry for conquest if it didn’t involve killing other humans. He shuddered. Either way, if access to the surface was valuable enough to die for, he doubted some rule against it would stop the tribes from digging their own ways. 


They continued on past depictions of tribal battles, great hunters in combat with all manner of subterranean beasts, and craftsmen displaying their inventions to enraptured crowds. The paintings didn’t grow more simplistic as the party traveled, but they did slowly lose their luster, the vibrance if their color more and more diminished by the passage of time.


So enraptured was he in the display of culture before him, Declan all but forgot about the spear against his throat. “Why do you paint them? Surely a carving would last longer, and with your magic it’d be quite a bit easier.”


“Why should it be easy? Can you be pouring your love and loss and victory into a spell? We are proud to be remembering our history, and ready to be working to keep it alive. Besides, what wind and rain and sun need we be fearing wash it away?”


Declan wondered just how old some of these paintings were, how long the Peknulk tribe had held these caves. He wouldn’t get his answer quite yet. 


The path came to a sudden fork, and though Declan turned his head as much as he dared to peer down the other side, his captors forced him onward. The mages had to stoop down to fit through the first doorway of their journey, but the dwarven spears more than accommodated the motion. 


The cavern beyond staggered Declan.


The walls stretched easily a hundred feet to the cave’s ceiling, every inch of them lined with twisting pathways. A vast collection of structures were carved into the stone, most only accessible by a long series of narrow ramps up the cavern wall. Declan recognized homes, shops, taverns, and workshops spread about along both sides of the cave, a city built not across expanses of land, but up the walls of massive chamber. 


It was beautiful.


Dwarves came and went, traveling up and down the thin walkways on their daily business. Some stopped to stare at the new arrivals, but just as many didn’t notice or chose to pay them no mind at all. For all the incredible sight raised new questions to the forefront of Declan’s mind, it answered one about the tattoos. 


Though every man and woman he saw in that cavern stood covered in the markings, their designs were noticeably different than those of his captors. Where the warriors had thick lines and sharp curves, these civilians were needled in a much finer pen, their intricate patterns far more a show of artistry than of strength. 


Okay, Declan reasoned. Different tattoos for different positions. It was the best explanation he could come up with. 


In contrast to the heavily inked adults, what children he could see ran around completely uncovered. The youths were downright pallid, a testament perhaps to their life without sunlight, or their vulnerability to its rays. If Declan looked closely at the dwarves who escorted him, he could see the same extreme paleness in the spaces between their markings, as if the tattoos were a method of hiding their alabaster complexion. 


From her position at the back of the war band, Mahinga ordered the party onward. Stinde relayed the message to the humans with a sharp gesture. They traveled along the center of the underground city, following the main thoroughfare until the walls began to curve inward, finally ending in a simple stone door. Stinde pulled it open.


They stepped into a narrow passage, clearly carved into the stone. Four-fingered handprints lined both walls and the arched ceiling, each outlined in a pigment all its own. There were easily hundreds of thousands of them, coming together to form a magnificent panoply of color in all directions. Declan gaped.


“What is this place?”


“Are you humans so forgetful that you would not be remembering your predecessors?”


Declan shook his head.


“Every dwarf of the Peknulk tribe leaves their mark here, so even if their line be ending, we can still be remembering them. Few leave their mark on history, but history isn’t the only thing worth keeping.”


Declan started at the vast collection of handprints. Some of these must’ve been centuries old. Millennia, even. And here he was, an outsider brought face to face with not just a history, but a people. Who was he to analyze and judge and intrude on something so dear to so many? 


In that hall of handprints, Declan felt two things. First, surrounded by the last remnants of a hundred generations of a society older than humanity itself, he felt small, insignificant in the unfathomably vastness of eternity. 


Second, with the tip of a spear still expertly pressed to his exposed throat, Declan felt perhaps a greater—if not more profound—truth: that he was unwelcome.


“Now come, mister nothing mage. The grandmother be waiting.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN










DECLAN KNEW IMMEDIATELY upon entering the audience chamber why they called her ‘grandmother.’ The dwarf was old. Her skin wrinkled and sagged, deforming her once crisp tattoos into a muddled mess of jagged edges and mismatched junctions. If the hall outside was a monument to legacy and remembrance, the woman before him was one of the ravages of time and life’s fleeting nature.


She held a grotesque beauty. Beyond the old adages of the wisdom of age, and the counterarguments of lost ability, her faded tattoos juxtaposed next to the fresh ones of his escort served an important reminder to Declan. Though individuals may fade and die, their ideas—their cultures—live on. 


However many dwarves had lost their lives in the battle for the caves, the Peknulk had not fallen. However many had died in the Pluctin Marsh, Liara had not fallen. However more had succumbed in Reondar, Teralia had not fallen. 


Years would pass and so too would he, and the world would recover. 


By the time he reached the room’s center, Declan had all but forgotten the spear at his neck. A dwarf he could only assume was Mahinga stepped past him to the party’s front, lowering her head respectfully before launching into the series of clicks and sharp syllables characteristic of the dwarven language. When her explanation was complete, Mahinga stepped back.


The grandmother didn’t move from the pile of furs on which she sat. She hardly shifted at all. Indeed for the seconds that dragged on in silence, Declan might’ve thought she was dead but for the gentle rise and fall of her chest. 


As she opened her eyes, Declan’s own widened. Orbs of milky white stared off into the distance, their color, and no doubt their use, long since stolen by the greatest thief of all. The grandmother was blind. 


“So,” she said, “the nothing mage has come to Peknulk.” The now familiar dwarven accent blended with the vocal strain of old age to add a sense of sharpness to the words. Declan was unsure if she intended such. 


“I apologize,” he began, defaulting to his courtly training. “We did not mean to intrude on your lands.”


“And yet, here you be.”


“Right, of course. I’m sorry. We are hunted by powerful creatures and our own people alike, and looked to take refuge in the crawler’s tunnel. We had no way of knowing it intersected with your great domain. Please, forgive our foolishness.”


“Foolishness indeed. Do not you know the caves belong to the dwarves?”


Declan lowered his head. “Of course, Your Majesty. We simply believed the tunnel would be empty since the crawler excavated it only this year. Had we known your glorious tribe laid claim to it, we would’ve returned to the surface far before trespassing into your territory.”


“Pah. I be no Majesty. I be old.” There was a certain strength to the grandmother’s frailty. It mandated calculation behind every little movement and careful measure of every spoken word. The ancient woman had little energy to spare on useless speech and careless gestures. Declan respected that.


“So, why you be here? Mistaken intrusion or otherwise, the human lands lie to the north.”


“As I’ve said,” Declan explained, “man and beast both seek my head. We journey south in search of refuge in the lands beyond the mountains.” It was better, he reasoned, not to mention the syzygy, just in case. 


“You not will be finding safety in those lands. Though man there be few, the creatures of the taiga be fierce.”


“I would rather carve my way through a horde of monsters than with the blood of my people.”


The grandmother gave a very slight, very deliberate nod. “Very well. If it be refuge you seek, perhaps we can be making an arrangement.”


Declan smiled, relief pouring into him just long enough to let out a breath before the dwarf spoke again.


“But first I be hearing your fate. Even the mighty nothing mage cannot be entering our lands unheard.”


Declan swallowed as the old dwarf raised two steady hands, facing her palms up towards the surface. He was suddenly very aware of the spear-tip at his throat.


The room glowed violet.


Strands of purple mana raced down the grandmother’s arms, tracing the lines of her tattoos in an intricate display of magic. The delicate shapes held no spellcasting significance as far as Declan could tell, but they were certainly impressive. The mana twisted and danced about her form, finally coalescing about her wrinkled ears. 


From there it leapt across the chamber, casting its brilliant illumination upon the shapeless color that painted the walls. It swelled and swelled until the cave was filled with violet tendrils, jumping and spinning in a profound occult performance. 


Declan turned his head to admire the display as much as he could, taking note of a few strands which slipped under the cavern’s door. He wondered where they went. Perhaps she retraced the mages’ steps to determine the truth of their words. The explanation seemed as likely as any other, but it failed to satisfy Declan’s curiosity. 


Said curiosity, however, found itself redirected when at once the spell collapsed in on itself, every Pel of expended mana flashing back into the old matriarch in an instant. Declan listened with bated breath.


“You be leaving a dangerous world. I do not envy it.” She exhaled. “The hour be late. I invite you be joining us for the evening’s rhenga. We can be discussing the terms of our arrangement tomorrow. The Peknulk welcome you, nothing mage.”


Declan didn’t even have a chance to ask what a ‘rhenga’ was before the grandmother began issuing instructions in her native language. He hoped it meant a hot meal. Whatever she said prompted his captor to remove her spear from its position at his neck, so Declan decided the orders were likely a good thing. 


As one, Mahinga’s war band turned and departed the audience chamber, leaving only the mages and the translator Stinde behind with the grandmother and her assorted attendants. The dwarf bowed his head, uttered something in the unfamiliar tongue, and turned back to the three travelers.


“You be coming this way,” he said, leading them back out into the hall of handprints. “The grandmother must be readying herself for the rhenga.”


Emboldened by the lack of both formality and the blade at his neck, Freddy spoke up. “What’s a rhenga?”


“It be…” Stinde trailed off. “You be lacking a word for it in your tongue. We feast on the farmer’s bounty and dance before the endless blaze and sing to the ancestors. The grandmother has decided you be honored guests of the Peknulk.”


Declan liked the sound of ‘honored guests’ much better than ‘unwilling captives.’ 


Sarah hung back somewhat behind Stinde’s lead, whispering to the others in her attempt to avoid the dwarf’s notice. “Is this a good idea? We don’t know shit about these dwarves, and that scrying spell looked fucking strange.”


“If they wanted us dead, we’d be dead,” Declan answered. 


“And when you reject their arrangement? You know they just want you to fight the rival tribes for them.”


He shrugged. “If hearing them out means a hot meal and whatever else they do to convince me I’d like it here, I’ll gods-damned listen. Besides, if we have to fight our way out anyway, we’ll have an easier time doing it well rested. It’s gotta be past midnight by now.”


Sarah rolled her eyes.


“For what it’s worth,” Freddy said, “I’m with Declan. Let’s take whatever comforts they have to offer before pissing them off. Maybe they’ll be nice about it.”


The conversation died as Stinde swung open an unfamiliar door and ushered the mages out into the cavern beyond. Declan gaped at the sight. The doorway led onto a five foot wide square platform surrounded only by darkness. He crept forward. 


Peering over the side he spotted hundreds of flickering oil lamps lighting the cavern floor like so many stars in the night sky. They felt nearly as distant. Divines, it was a long way down. If he squinted, he could just make out the dozens of dwarves hustling and bustling along the distant ground, appearing from and disappearing into various gaps and doorways carved into the stone below. 


Unlike the city behind them, no homes or shops towered up the steep walls, and from such height, Declan couldn’t fathom what distinguished this cavern from the prior one. He was just wondering why Stinde had brought them to this strange balcony when the platform began to move. 


In a smooth and gentle motion, far from the chaotic plunge of falling, the mass of square stone lowered itself along the cavern wall. There was no hum or glow of mana, or indeed any trace of spellcasting that Declan could find. Only a muffled noise of metal grinding against metal gave clues about the mechanism. He exchanged a wondrous look with Freddy.


Once they’d descended a few yards, Declan noticed a track had been carved into the stone and lined with iron, answering his questions about how the platform kept close to the wall, if not how it moved. He marveled at the craftsmanship, both that such a device could work without magic and that it seemed to work well. 


Perhaps, he thought, the Towers could do with such an invention. Then again, with mana so readily available in the Towers, nonmagical means of travel were of little use. 


He turned to ask Stinde about the moving platform, but the dwarf remained silent. An invitation to the rhenga was not an offer of Peknulk secrets. 


As they finally reached the lower level, Declan realized the need for such a platform in place of stairs: this cavern housed the tribe’s elderly. None, of course, touched the grandmother’s decrepit frailness, but from the gray of their beards and the canes with which they walked, Declan knew this group could never make the climb of their own power. 


Stinde spoke as he led them down the narrow cavern. “The elders live closest to the eternal flame, so not they be walking so far each rhenga.”


“I’m curious,” Declan changed the subject, “about your native frequency. Everyone I’ve seen so far is aligned with earth or steel, but the grandmother is violet. Do you have other mages hidden away somewhere?”


Stinde shook his head. “We do not. All dwarves be born in the gray spectrum. Most live and fight and die before they change, but these,” he gestured to the elders before them, “they be past it. The grandmother be one of few who relearned her magic to work with the violet, but many not be bothering.”


“So that’s why the elevator doesn’t use magic? Because the elders here can’t use earth anymore?”


Stinde nodded. 


“That must be hard,” Freddy said, “to lose everything you learned like that.”


“It be the way. One day you too will be growing feeble.”


The mages fell silent. As they weaved their way through the slow-moving crowd, Declan noted the flow of younger dwarves from a myriad of tunnels in all directions. The elevator was not the only way down. 


At the end of the elder’s cave, the path opened up into a circular cavern lined with stone tables. Stinde directed the mages sit at one. Only the exterior side of each table had chairs, forcing the mages to sit facing the room’s center and the spectacle it held. 


An inferno blazed, fire spurting forth from the earth in a five-foot pillar as if an underground spring had somehow caught aflame. Perhaps it had. He imagined it took a massive reserve of natural oil to keep such combustion going for so long. 


Even with the vent in the ceiling, enough smoke filled the air that a visible haze sat throughout the room. Freddy coughed. 


Declan turned to ask Stinde about the ‘eternal flame’ as he’d called it, but the dwarf wasn’t there. He must’ve taken his leave while the mages gaped at the inferno. When the mage returned his gaze to the table in front of him, he found a collection of drinks had materialized. 


Freddy was already sniffing his. “Whatever it is,” he said, “it’s distilled.” He took a sip, nearly coughing it back up. “Yep, definitely distilled. Strong too.” He took another sip, “Also pretty good.” 


Declan let out a tired chuckle before tasting it himself. As the burn of alcohol faded, it left a rather pleasant earthy flavor reminiscent of mushrooms. Perhaps they were the base. Regardless, he drank more. “It’s better than Manny’s scragberry wine.”


“Yeah,” Sarah laughed, “that’s cause everything tastes better than Manny’s scragberry wine.”


The mages looked on as more and more dwarves filtered into the chamber, some congregating at the tables while others sat directly on the stone floor. Trays full of food made their way around the room, leaving Declan with a cooked fish upon a bed of what looked like roasted moss. 


It was delicious. Or at least, after months on the road and now several sips of the dwarven liquor, Declan found it delicious. 


Mere seconds after the mages finished their meal, the chanting began. It started soft as individuals stepped forward to toss carved effigies into the stand-in bonfire and grew as their companions joined them. 


A number of objects joined the blaze. Dwarves threw in powders to summon great bursts of sparks, minerals to momentarily change the color of the flames, and most importantly, bundles of dried lichen which added a certain sweetness to the smoke in the air. The fumes they left behind clung to Declan’s body, pulling him back to recline in his chair. He relaxed. 


Declan sat back, the haze in the air echoed within his mind through the combined efforts of the booze and the heavy smoke. The figures before the fire blended together into a series of dancing silhouettes. Somewhere beyond his vision, drums joined the cacophony, pounding out a chaotic rhythm which simultaneously made no sense to Declan’s ears and fit perfectly with the dwarven dancing. 


His heart pounded with them. 


Time passed in a blur as the mages enjoyed the rhenga. On a number of occasions throughout the evening, Declan found himself staring at the bare chest or the exposed legs of a passing dwarf before he politely averted his gaze. Some time later in the evening, the dwarves began looking back. 


Eventually, they began to drift closer and closer to Declan’s area at the table. Men or women, bearded or shaven, muscular or slim, as many types as the tribe could produce traipsed their way past the mage. Though he gaped aplenty, not once did he move. 


Declan couldn’t say why exactly he rejected the advances, especially in his cloudy state of mind, but through it all he remained acutely aware of Sarah sitting two chairs over. 


In time the rather blatant display came to an end, the dancing died down, and the rhenga dwindled. As the gathered dwarves slowly filtered out of the celebration hall, Declan looked up to find the grandmother standing before him. 


She had an entourage. Between the aide at each arm helping her stand and the half-dozen armed guards. the matriarch’s escort outnumbered the three mages. 


“So,” she said, “now you have been seeing what the Peknulk have to offer, I be proposing a deal. You be searching for refuge; here it be. Stay with the Peknulk. We be keeping you safe from the humans above, and you be keeping us safe from the dwarves below. Do we be having a deal?”


Declan knew these next words would prove to be of the utmost import to their continued survival, and that now, under the influence of the dwarven booze and intoxicating smoke, was the worst possible time to decide them. His better judgement, however, had abandoned him hours ago. 


“I can’t,” he slurred. “I’ve gotta stop the syzz… the siss… the planet thing.” 


The old dwarf’s face darkened. “A pity.” She raised a wrinkled hand.


Well before any of the inebriated mages could think to react, three spears lashed across the table, each cutting a shallow scratch into an unprotected cheek. 


“What the—” Declan’s response trailed off as his face went numb. The sensation spread, traveling up his brow as the toxin made its way to his brain.


The last things he remembered before world went black were a tendril of violet mana stretching off into the distance and grandmother’s message to whoever waited on its other side.


“I’ve failed.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT










DECLAN’S HEAD HURT. His everything hurt, really. His cheek stung, his stomach churned with nausea, and his back ached from the hard stone beneath it. Shit, the thought forced its way through the lingering haze, what happened?


He raised a groggy hand to rub the sleep and crust from his eyes. Without opening them, he conjured a weak stream of water to appease his parched throat. 


“Good morning.” Freddy words carried more than a little grogginess of their own.


Declan blinked open his dry eyes, pleasantly surprised for once to find himself in a dimly lit cave. “G’morning,” he grumbled.


Freddy stood against the cave’s back wall, gazing not at Declan, but past him. He didn’t change his focus once as he spoke with the recovering mage. “You wouldn’t happen to know Brian’s hangover cure, would you?”


Declan sat up. “I do, but it only kind of works. You need to be hydrated.”


Freddy pointed down to a crack in the floor, where water gurgled up into a small pool. “Way ahead of you.”


Declan crawled over to the artificial spring, splashing the cool liquid across his face before looking back up to Freddy. He healed the blue mage first, shaping the mana with care to gently hasten the spread of water through his system. Repeating the process on himself, Declan’s head immediately cleared up, though his stomach remained actively angry at the events of the prior night.


“Feeling better?” 


Declan’s eyes shot open at the unfamiliar voice. As his head whipped around to track its origin, he realized why Freddy had been so unwilling to look away. 


There, sitting alone in a dark corner opposite the two conscious mages and Sarah’s sleeping form, a faerie gazed back at them. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”


Declan snapped, “Why don’t you fuck off to wherever you came from?”


The creature sighed, gently shaking his head, “I would if I could, but alas…” He trailed off as he raised a delicate hand to gesture at row of vertical steel bars confining them to their small portion of the cave. 


“Great,” Declan grumbled, “so not only are we trapped, but we get to be trapped with a divines-fucked Fae.”


“Well, now you’re awake,” Freddy said, “we can start figuring out how to get out of here. Earth and steel are some of your specialties, aren’t they?”


“I’m afraid it won’t be that easy,” the faerie chimed in. “My Court is especially skilled in enchanting. You’ll find no magic can pierce their barriers.”


Declan winced. “I don’t have the mental energy to deal with Fae bullshit right now. Let’s wake up Sarah, and we can get to work.”


Freddy nodded, crossing the cell to rouse his slumbering partner. As he went through the process of waking and hydrating the lightning mage, the strange Fae continued his prattling.


“The bars are protected,” he said, “and you’ll find they extend entirely around us. You wouldn’t be the first to try and dig yourselves out.”


Declan rolled his eyes. “So we’re supposed to just accept our fate?”


The creature glared. “You’re supposed to be more creative. This place was built to hold the Folk; anything one of my kind could do won’t get you out.”


Declan diverted his attention from the faerie to cast the hangover cure on Sarah as Freddy got her up to speed. That done, instead of returning to his conversation, the mage surveyed the room.


It very much fit his definition of a prison cell, if a somewhat strange one. The cave itself was split in two by the vertical bars, separating the captive mages from another small chamber. Just outside the cage, Declan spotted their belongings set out in neat rows, as well as the entrance to a dim tunnel he could only assume was the exit. 


The thing which most captured his attention, however, was the iron key that hung on a small peg carved from the wall. Whoever held them must’ve been incredibly confident in their enchantments to leave it so readily visible. Confident or stupid, Declan thought. 


His first idea was a simple gray spell to lift the key and deliver it to his waiting hand. By the time he stood and walked the few steps to the bars, Declan already had the form in his mind. Unsurprisingly, it failed. As soon as the mana tried to pass through the iron gate to affect the key, the spell broke apart, dispersing its energy into the air. 


“I told you it wouldn’t work.”


“I’ve met enough of your ilk to know how little your words mean,” Declan retorted. He tuned out both the faerie and Sarah’s muttered string of expletives at their situation as he took up a new tactic. 


He stuck his arm through the gap between bars. Ostensibly, nothing happened. No invisible barrier tried to stop the motion, and no enchantment made itself clear. Somewhat surprised by the lack of resistance, Declan once again tried to cast the spell. Again it failed. 


Instead of pouring out his hand as he’d expected, the mana seemed to pool around his bicep, just before edge of the cage. Now that’s interesting, Declan thought. It even stops mana that’s still in my body. He supposed an anti-magic barrier that could be defeated by sticking an arm through it wouldn’t serve much of a purpose. With a sigh, he pulled back.


“So, where are we?” Freddy questioned their nonhuman cellmate. “Unless the dwarves suddenly decided to switch to mana lights, this isn’t their prison.”


Declan’s eyes widened. He hadn’t noticed until now, but the cave was lit by the cool blue glow of mana-lights rather than the dwarven oil lamps. 


Beyond that, instead of the cave paintings he’d come to expect from what he’d seen with the Peknulk tribe, moss decorated the walls. The moist plant clung to the cave-side in intricate spirals, different strains of the stuff blending together to create a sense of color to the mural, if only in shades of green. 


It would’ve taken a good deal of skill at green magic to achieve such crisp control of the plants, skill he knew the dwarves didn’t have. He listened for the faerie’s response.


“As if the dwarves could manage enchantments like these,” he laughed. “The very thought is comical. No. You, my dear new acquaintances, have the honor of being held prisoner by the Dark Court itself.”


Sarah swore. Declan echoed the sentiment. 


“If this is a faerie prison,” Freddy asked, “what are you doing here?”


“The same as you, I suppose: hoping for a way out.”


Sarah glared. “You know what he fucking meant. Who are you and why are you here?”


“I am Lord Percival, rightful king of the Dark Fae.”


Declan looked the faerie over, taking in the pale brown skin and clawed fingertips typical of the Dark Fae he’d seen. More interesting, however, were the silks draped across his slim form. Instead of the pristine alien beauty they normally were, Percival’s clothes were ragged, torn and stained with dirt. “You don’t look like a king.”


“And you don’t look like a great hero.”


Declan nodded. “Fair point.”


“So,” Freddy continued in his efforts to keep the conversation civil, “how does a faerie king wind up in a prison cell?”


“How does any king? Enough court nobles decided they disagreed with my decisions, and now I’m here.”


“Why not just kill you?”


“We’re not savages!” The former king scoffed. “Once the traitors have secured their positions, I’m sure they’ll allow me to return as a minor lord.” He shook his head. “There aren’t enough of our kind left to just haphazardly kill those we disagree with.”


Declan raised an eyebrow. “And you just happened to be in the same cell as us?”


“The Dark Fae have little use for prisons. This is the only one.”


Declan didn’t trust the faerie. He couldn’t trust him. Still, for curiosity’s sake, he asked, “This disagreement, then, what was it about?”


The fallen king smiled. “You, of course. Or, more importantly, those you seek to stop. There are many among my Court who would let them come. ‘Rid the world of the human stain,’ as they would say. I disagreed.”


“Why?”


“The four Courts have not survived this long by taking unnecessary risks. The invaders are just as likely to devour us as they are you.” He shook his head. “I’m afraid my brethren are too blinded by their anger at yours.”


“Your brethren,” Declan snarled, “have killed thousands of mine.”


“After you laid claim to our world.”


“The Folk can’t live on the surface any more, not since the sun changed. I remember that much from Elsia’s Court.”


Percival lowered his head. “That doesn’t stop their anger. You have what we cannot, and that breeds resentment. Enough resentment, apparently, to justify risking ourselves to wipe you out.”


Freddy stepped in, “But you don’t think that.”


“No,” the faerie acknowledged. “I wanted to work with the others to stop it.”


“Which others?” Freddy pressed. “Stop it how?”


Percival turned towards Declan. “You, of course. The Winter Fae did most of the work, finding the right thread to follow and putting the first steps into motion. Finding a man with the right mutation, and a woman with the complimentary one was no mean feat, but the Winter’s diviners are some of the best. Just as the invaders seeded their agent, so too did we.” 


Declan paled. “So my father…”


“He was compensated well for his assistance. I hear he’s made quite a fortune with the aid of our diviners.”


Sarah stepped in, “What’s this the invaders seeding an agent?”


The deposed king shook his head, “I don’t know much about it. The threads that surround him are shielded from us. That’s why we created you. Yours is one of the few paths we can see with some clarity.” 


Declan shivered at the thought. Something about the lord’s phrasing put him off. He didn’t like the idea of the Fae creating him. “Okay, so you and the Winter Fae joined forces to bring my parents together, and then what? Step back and let fate run its course?”


The faerie nodded. “The Deep Court had other ideas. Elsia wanted another path, one that would make the humans suffer before you could save us. It wasn’t until after she intervened that I learned of the traitors in my own court working with her.”


“So you take no responsibility for starting the war in Poulsia?”


Percival met Declan’s gaze. “I take responsibility insofar that I failed to notice my own Court meddling behind my back.”


“And why should I trust you?”


“Trust what you will; it matters not to me. I did what I could to ensure the survival of us all, surely you can believe in that.”


“So when the Deep Fae sent me off to fight in the swamp, why didn’t you stop me?”


“It was too late by then. Your path was set. I did what I could to help you. My court even saved your life once.”


Declan leveled a look at the faerie. “Did you now?”


“In the trees by your capital—I believe you were out with your princess? My agents held off a particularly aggressive pack of rynewolves so you could enjoy your picnic.”


Declan’s eyes widened. Surely the wolves wouldn’t have been much of a threat to him, but that day would’ve certainly gone differently had they attacked. He tried to remember what he and Elaine had discussed that day, recalling the strange yelps they’d heard from the trees. He couldn’t deny there had been some form of beast out there. 


“I’ve known your kind were meddling in the background for some time now. Claiming intentions one way or the other is a poor excuse.”


Percival shrugged. “As I said, trust what you will. It wasn’t long after that the traitors took over. You know how it works. The most radical voices shout the loudest, until the goal stopped being to hurt the humans, but to make them suffer before letting the invaders wipe them out.”


“They’ve fucking suffered now,” Sarah snapped, “haven’t they?”


Declan stepped in, “So, why am I here? If the Dark Fae want to let the syzygy happen, why risk keeping me prisoner? Surely they could’ve killed us while we were unconscious.”


“Who’s to say? I don’t know their minds any more than you. Perhaps they want you to watch as your people die. Maybe they have some other use for your talents in the days to come, or simply wish to study them. You’re a useful man, Declan Croveus.”


Declan cringed at the use of his last name. Correct as it may have been since his official adoption after the war, he wanted nothing to do with House Croveus. Not anymore. “Or,” he said, “you’re lying about everything, and this isn’t even a Fae prison. Or you’re just some faerie criminal instead of a deposed king. Or the gods-damned Court put you here just to fuck with me.” 


His heart raced as he stared down the battered Fae. Declan reached for his battle face, but he found it wouldn’t come. Amidst the torrent of regret and rage tied together neatly with the still-fading hangover, he had little composure left to muster. “Not a single divines-fucked good thing has come of listening to faerie bullshit. I’m not about to fall for it again.”


Declan wrenched his gaze away from the ragged Fae, furiously diverting his seething attention to the bars enclosing them. Ideas to circumvent the enchantments shared space in his mind with curses for the evils of the Folk and half-hearted attempts to calm himself down. He needed out of this divines-fucked cell, and he needed to get away from the bloody constant manipulation.


Sarah spoke up. “Maybe we should listen to him. If nothing else he knows more about the enchantments than we do.”


“Yeah,” Freddy added, “it sounds like he was only trying to help.”


“Only if you can believe a word he says.”


“I’m not saying trust him, just… I don’t know, listen. We can decide what to think later.”


Percival spoke up, “If I might chime in, there’s something else. Before you run off and leave me to my fate, you may want to see this.” He reached into the folds of his worn silks, producing a leather-bound notebook. “An old friend of yours, I believe—I was already locked up when they tossed him in here. Knew too much, I suppose.” 


Sarah claimed the item from the faerie’s grasp, giving it a quick scan before letting out a sharp expletive. “Shit. Declan, he’s right. You really ought to see this.” She stepped up to the irate mage, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder. He needed it.


Declan took the proffered notebook, his stomach sinking as he read the text imprinted on its front.


Property of Grand Magus Antony Leskelian and the Vestriam Research Institute


Beyond the sorry state of the rough leather and the terrifyingly familiar name it showed, one thing above all sent ice through Declan’s veins. 


It was covered in blood.










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE










IN WINTER, STORM, in Deep, and Dark,

The many threads they’d see,

But in their rage they overstepped,

And then the Courts were three.




-The Saga of the Nothing Mage



* * *


Declan rounded on the ragged Fae with steel in his eyes. “What did you do to him?”


“I did nothing.” Percival held up his hands. “I was already here when they took him.”


“Took him from where?”


“I don’t know,” the Fae insisted. “He was half dead when I saw him, bleeding from whatever they’d done to him.” The fallen king paused, extending a finger to point at the floor beneath Declan’s feet. “He died right there, perhaps a few days after his arrival. If I hadn’t managed to reclaim his notebook, no doubt it’d lie buried with him.”


“So I should thank you for stealing from him instead of helping?”


“I did what I could. I am but another prisoner here, bereft of tools or enchantments or the backing of my Court. If the traitors wanted him alive, he would’ve lived. They did not.”


“Then why toss him in here? Why even take him for divines’ sake? Leskelian had nothing to do with your gods-damned fate. He was innocent!”


“None who live to know the world are innocent, especially none with as much power as he.”


“So fucking what?!” Declan’s face reddened. His vision blurred in both rage and the cloudy moisture of tears. “He was a good man who used his position to help people.” The unspoken ‘people like me’ hung in the air. Declan breathed. 


“You’ll find more answers in that notebook than you will yelling at me. I advise you read it. Whatever he knew, my betrayers found too valuable to be allowed out.”


“And how would they know?” Declan snapped back. “Were they spying on him too? They must’ve been close, even Fae magic can’t see through Tower walls.”


“He was in traveling clothes when he arrived here. I imagine he was on his way to interfere in matters he didn’t understand when the traitors took him.”


“You mean he was on his way to try and help.”


The faerie nodded. “Imagine it how you will if it helps you cope. I’m sorry for your loss, but this is hardly the time or place for grief. Turn your mind towards escape, and perhaps you can find vengeance against those few in my Court who wronged you.”


“Oh, I’ll find vengeance,” Declan spoke under his breath as he turned away from the former king. As blatantly controlling as the Fae’s words were, they worked to an extent. Declan did force himself to slow his breathing and calm his racing heart, but he refused to allow the anger to slip away. He held to it tightly, wrapped around the bundle of fear and rage and remorse he kept bottled away. The stopper wouldn’t last long, but he didn’t want it to.


The flood was coming.


Emotions compartmentalized, at least for now, Declan turned his attention back to the enchanted bars imprisoning them. He first thought to overpower them. Given the limited mana pools of the Folk, it stood to reason that defenses meant for them wouldn’t fare well against his comparatively massive reserves. 


He shook his head. He knew well from his experiences designing his shelter what flooding enchantments with raw mana could do. Sure he might melt the iron, but he also might cook his companions alive in the process. Declan filed the idea away as a possible last resort. 


He was just considering tampering with the bars themselves when Sarah placed a hand on his shoulder. “Do you want to talk about it? I know I never met him, but it sounds like Leskelian was important to you. Escape can bloody well wait.”


“I’m okay.” He shrugged her off. “I know what I need to do.”


Her protests fell on deaf ears as Declan diverted his focus not to the bars themselves, but the key which still hung in plain view on the cave’s opposite wall. It was too obvious. Either the Dark Fae were so confident in their enchantments they didn’t care to keep the key secure, or it was unguarded for a reason. 


Whichever it was, Declan’s mind raced with ideas to force mana through the barrier. He almost laughed when he realized the solution. “Of fucking course,” he muttered. “Why go through it at all?”


He had the form ready in seconds. Truth be told, he’d always wanted to find a practical use for what he’d thought of as a mana-intensive parlor trick, and he could think of no better situation. If this truly were a cell designed for Fae prisoners, it would be ill-equipped to deal with the spell. 


Faeries, after all, didn’t have large enough reserves to practice spatial magic. 


As it was, Declan barely had enough mana for the spell. He cast it anyway. Energy gushed out of him, congregating in an invisible mass just within the confines of the cell. Moments later, it vanished, and the key took its place.


His teleportation took along with it a chunk of the stone wall which fell to the floor, forcing Declan to jerk his feet away to keep them from its path. The last thing he needed right now was an injury. With a smug grin, he stooped down to collect his prize. 


Delicate applause greeted him. “Excellent,” Percival lauded, “and so quickly too. I’m impressed.” The fae moved to stand. “Now, shall we?”


“Sit down,” Declan barked. “We aren’t leaving yet.”


Freddy gave him a look. “We aren’t?”


“Not yet.” He took his own seat, leaning back against the cool stone. “That’s what they want.” Declan couldn’t be certain the Dark Fae intended them to leave immediately, but the idea made too much sense. While he still held out hope the key had simply been so unprotected to taunt prisoners with the hope of freedom just outside their reach, he knew the Folk better than that. 


It was too easy. Of course spatial magic was the answer to an impassable magical barrier, and with its high price, they must’ve known such an escape would drain him of everything he had. No, he’d bide his time and allow his store to recover, and the nothing mage would leave the cell on his terms. 


In the hours that passed, Declan didn’t allow himself to pull open Leskelian’s notebook just as he shot down Freddy and Sarah’s attempts at comfort or conversation with his silent scowl. There could be no distractions from his dark thoughts and the emotions which bubbled up beneath them. 


He thought of Leskelian, lying beaten and bloody on this very stone. Leskelian, who valued a hot meal above all else, who’d rescued him from Pieter’s carelessness and Kendra’s fear. Leskelian who’d given him the orchid, who’d given him magic. Who’d given him Eric. 


Declan remembered that night at the Climber’s Reprieve, when the old man had descended and re-climbed thousands of floors to celebrate his birthday with him. Whatever the divines-fucked faerie said, Antony Leskelian didn’t deserve to die.


The Dark Court had crossed a line in Declan’s mind. From Julien’s war to Angela’s rampage to his own actions in Poulsia and Reondar, never once had the Fae enacted their own wickedness. They twisted and schemed and manipulated to bring forth the terror in those capable of wreaking it, but the evil itself always began in the hearts of men. 


Leskelian’s death flew in the face of it all. The capture and murder of an old man guilty only of standing in their way was a crime all their own. They had no excuse. 


As Declan mused on the sins of the Fae, Freddy and Sarah spoke in hushed tones amongst themselves. Freddy especially bore a nervous look as he clutched at the amulet at his chest, but Sarah waved him down. Several times during the dreadful wait, one of the two would turn to gaze at Declan with concern on their face, but he paid them little mind. 


For his part, Lord Percival looked on with a blank expression, but he too said nothing. 


In all, Declan spent the better part of five hours in seething contemplation, allowing his emotions to smolder and smoke beneath the surface. The pressure built. 


He couldn’t guess what the Dark Fae wanted from him, but he knew one thing they didn’t want. He steeled himself to deliver it.


When at last Declan’s mana had recovered enough to face the trial to come, and his rage reached far enough in its slow crescendo to finally ignite, he quietly stood. His companions watched in silence as he crossed the cramped cell to gaze directly down at Percival. Moments passed as he analyzed the fallen king. The air stilled. The fae swallowed. In a simple, deliberate motion, Declan raised his hand and sent a Dart through the creature’s skull.


The faerie collapsed.


“What the hells, Declan?!” Sarah leapt to her feet. “He’s a divines-fucked prisoner!”


“He’s one of them.” He spat the word. “Only in here so we’d believe his lies.”


“He was trying to help us! You can’t just fucking kill people because they might be lying.”


“He’s a Fae, Sarah. Of course he was lying.”


“You don’t know that.”


“Neither do you.” The frigid sharpness in Declan’s voice cut through the damp cave air. He turned away from the Fae king’s corpse, reaching his hand through the bars to unlock their cage. “Gather up the supplies,” he ordered, stepping out into the larger chamber, “I’ll be back.”


Sarah surged forward, but Freddy held her back, his eyes wide with fear.


“Declan, wait,” she pleaded, “we should talk about this. I know you’re angry, but you can’t just—”


“I can,” he cut her off, not looking back from his purposeful forward stride, “and I will.”


By the time he rounded the corner into the hallway beyond, Sarah was gone from his mind. Others took her place. Leskelian stood at the forefront, leaving a trail of bloody footprints as he stepped alongside the grieving mage. Declan wouldn’t walk this path alone.


He didn’t need to travel far to find his first pair of victims. But a few strides past that first corner, an open doorway led to bedchamber where two servants gently slept. Two Darts later, they snored no more. 


His blood boiled with the simplicity of it. How these elusive creatures, with their lies and games and cryptic schemes, who had proven themselves the puppeteers of Declan’s existence since before his very birth, died so easily. They deserved worse.


He came upon another servant meticulously minding the mossy murals with delicate green magic. She died as easily as the others. 


The nothing mage prowled the halls of the Dark Court, every death fanning the flames of vengeance yet more within him. He had a year’s worth of fuel to burn, and burn he did. 


He burned for Robin, cursed to fight black temptation for the rest of her days; for Queen Elaine, absent a father and thrust into leadership of the mess he’d left behind. He burned for Lady Helena, driven mad by the horrors she’d seen, and for Eric, forever tainted by his love for the terrible nothing mage. 


The inferno blazed as he cut down more and more of the pale-brown creatures, their eons-earned mastery a paltry defense in the face of such overwhelming power. However hot the fire raged within him, however close it came to licking at the orchid’s roots, it never reached the sacred flower. It couldn’t. 


Declan had long reinforced his most precious defense against such damage. Tonight he kept it sealed away, isolated and safe from the encroaching blaze. There was no place for its kindness here.


He hardly noticed when the bell began to toll. It mattered little to him. The Folk who walked these halls had earned their fate, and Freddy and Sarah behind him were protected by the amulets around their necks. 


He let it ring.


Declan knew he poisoned the living murals of spun moss, but the destruction felt right. Beautiful as they were, they bore the mark of the Dark Court, and they would die with it. 


He cut down nobles and servants and singers alike, each meeting their end quickly with a Dart between the eyes. This was no task of stealth where he needed to hide his involvement, nor a flashback to that night in the mud robbing him of his control. The nothing mage chose this path, and he walked it with purpose.


Where once Leskelian had trudged alongside him, Angela took his place. She smiled as she walked, listening intently as Brian told her one of his stories, their hands intertwined. In time they too faded away, replaced by Andrew and Jess giddily returning from their first hunt in the depths of Tower Krispins. 


Miranda and Kat and Charlie—dear gods, Charlie—each took their turn following Declan as he rent through the Dark Fae, claiming what wasn’t just his revenge, but theirs too. The uncountable masses who’d fallen at the Folk’s whispers deserved vengeance too, and Declan was all too ready to deliver it.


He met his final victims accompanied by a familiar face for which he had no name. It was fitting, so Declan thought, that the Liaran soldier would join him for the final stretch. The last of the Fae died screaming, already succumbing to Declan’s leaking poison by the time their Darts reached them. Their once pale-brown skin mirrored the sunburnt red of the Liaran visage. 


All at once the cavern fell silent, the final echoes of Eric’s knell fading just as did the cries of the Fae and the fire in Declan’s blood. Only emptiness remained. He stopped to claim one last look at the fallen soldier who walked beside him, taking in the specter in full. A hopeful melancholy filled his eyes as he returned Declan’s gaze. He prayed this would be the last time they saw each other. 


Before the Liaran too disappeared into the annals of memory, a single truth struck Declan in the gut, spreading the toxin of remorse just as it stoked the embers of hope. Though the soldier tracked mud on the cave floor with every step, Declan’s own boots were clean. He hated that as much as he loved it.


With his task complete, his vengeance claimed, Declan stood in a cavern of stillness. No wind blew, no voices sang, no whispers reached his ear. 


He didn’t cry. He didn’t collapse to the hard ground or desperately fight to regain control over his untamed power. That was another time, another nothing mage, even if it was the same Declan. He breathed. 


There had to come an end to the lies and the schemes and the manipulation, and justified or otherwise, he had wrought it. The Dark Court was dead, and Declan stood alone in its decaying corpse, surrounded by the very creatures which had so ruled his life thus far. 


He’d payed its terrible price, but at long last, Declan was free.










CHAPTER THIRTY










BENJAMIN PERTH, KNOWN to those he didn’t owe money as ‘Ben,’ was never one to let life get him down. Or, perhaps, it would be better to say the lads down at the Leaning Donkey never let life get him down. 


When the roof of his small apartment had sprung a leak in the midst of a winter storm, Wally Strong had braved the snow to help him fix it. When he’d injured his wrist trying to load a crate that was far heavier than he’d expected, Riley Vrinet had been there to help out. 


And when Emilia Perth died giving birth to their daughter, they’d all been there to pick up the pieces. 


Though little Sarah grew up with only a father, she had a dozen papas. Papa Lee taught her how to read, though his particularly atrocious handwriting somewhat complicated the task. Papa Marley taught the equally important skill of how to look busy so the dock-master didn’t assign extra work. Papa Riley taught her how to play dice, and Papa Darrow taught her how to fight dirty in the semi-regular tavern brawls to which she bore witness. 


Teaching her to swear was a group effort. Above all, the Vestriam dock workers were honest about who they were, and their language of expletives was a part of that. They made no attempt to hide their profanity from the young girl, and she in turn absorbed it as children are like to do. 


Though not her first, one of her earlier sentences was the all too common ‘see you down at the Ass,’ that her papas often called to each other at the end of a day’s work. Not once did anyone question the appropriateness of the Leaning Donkey’s nickname, nor did Sarah ever consider that they might have. There was nothing wrong with the language to them, so there was nothing wrong with it to her. 


From day one the girl was in charge. Be it as a six-year-old sitting atop a wooden crate barking orders or a ten-year-old staunchly refusing to let anyone help her load this or that piece of cargo, the dock workers always smiled and played along, ready to step in should her confidence prove misplaced. Though it often was, Sarah’s assertiveness never wavered. 


When she turned thirteen, the dock-master finally caved and added her to the payroll, albeit at a third the wage of the real workers. No amount of conviction could make up for the difference in strength between a full grown man and a young teenage girl. Still she helped, lifting what she could and taking command of what laborers would listen, the authority in her voice far and away the only kind she held. 


Ben, for his part, was thrilled about the additional income. River trade through Lake Porfin had been steadily decreasing for years as taxes in Fontanya shifted business towards over-land caravans, but the worst was yet to come. He could always find work in the caravans if things got too bad, but the slow fall in shipping traffic wasn’t his concern. 


Though most of their money went towards paying rent or keeping father and daughter clothed and fed, Sarah kept a tidy sum for herself to spend on sweets or other small luxuries where she could get them. Unbeknownst to her, Ben secreted away a small portion of her meager daily coppers for a future use. 


The two had more than their fair share of fights over the years, often devolving into shouting matches colored by the same expletives so core to their way of speaking. Sarah was never an easy person to argue with. She made her opinions known, and what some might call confidence, others could just as easily label stubbornness. Her father was little different. 


Still, he loved her, and she him, and however she may huff and scream and storm away, Sarah always found her way back home at the end of the day. He was there to advise caution when at fifteen she met her first love, and again to provide comfort when at sixteen came her first heartbreak. 


Her papas, on the other hand, took the stance that all men are generally terrible, a position many of their wives echoed. Sarah rebelled against the notion, even finding a few short-lived relationships she rather enjoyed, but whether ended by her word or his, she always found herself back at the Leaning Donkey. 


It would take the girl years later to realize how valuable those nights were. No matter how terrible a day, week, or month she had, she’d always find a mug of (watered down) ale, a game of dice, and a bombardment of bad jokes down at the Ass with her papas. 


As things were, it came as no surprise when her father asked that she join them on one particular night a few months after her eighteenth birthday. As usual, they walked together down the short road to the familiar tavern, and as usual they squeezed in with the dozen other dock workers around their regular table. 


It wasn’t until Ben stood and the other men fell silent that Sarah knew something was going on. 


“As many of you already know,” he began, “I’ve been savin’ up for a while now.” He grinned, matching a weak chorus of laughs from the workers, “A long fucking while.” He turned to his daughter. “Now that you’re grown and I’ve built up enough copper, it’s about time you knew ‘bout all this.”


Sarah furrowed her brow as she looked up at the man, but she kept quiet.


Ben continued, “The docks aren’t no place for a girl like you. Sure, in a few decades you’ll be running this divines-fucked place, but you can do better than that.” He gestured to the other workers. “I know it, they know it, and you better fucking know it by now too. You weren’t born to be a dock worker any more than I was born to be a gods-damned king.”


Sarah opened her mouth to protest, but the man pressed on, “So a while back I started savin’ up, with a bit of help from the lads here of course, to book you passage south. You’re gonna be a mage.”


“Do I look like a fucking mage to you?”


Ben shrugged. “You look like whatever the fuck you wanna be. There’s nowhere to go here. You can work the docks or the taverns or the streets, or you can ride to Krispins and join the Tower. I even found a guy who says he’ll awaken you.”


“Da, I can’t… what about you?”


“Of course you can. I’ll be fine, you worry about yourself. You’re fuckin’ amazing, my girl, and once you have magic you can do whatever you bloody well want. You deserve it.”


Any further arguments came to a halt when Papa Wally slammed a hearty hand onto her back. “Congrats, girlie. Make us proud out there.”


The table erupted into a long round of well wishes and congratulations, decisively putting an end to any resistance Sarah might’ve considered. A tear had begun to well up in her eye by the time she stood to wrap her father in a tight embrace. “Thank you,” she whispered.


“You’re gods-damned welcome. I love you, Sarah, and I can’t bloody wait for you to show those magic fuckers what you’re made of.”


“I love you too, Da.”


Their quiet moment soon dissolved as the gathered laborers pulled them back into the evening’s revelry. They drank and joked and laughed and sang, and though her looming departure sowed a seed of melancholy beneath the joyous atmosphere, it found itself stifled by the overwhelming support of her papas and the mounting excitement for the days to come.


Sarah Perth was going to be a divines-fucked mage.



* * *


Declan found Freddy and Sarah just where he’d left them, gathering supplies just outside the prison cell. He wondered for a moment if they’d taken shelter behind the iron bars as he’d leaked his magic, but he supposed between the tunnels themselves and his distance from them, their amulets probably hadn’t even gotten too hot. 


Either way, the thought swiftly left his mind as another took its place: the expressions on his companions’ faces. Freddy greeted him with wide eyes and tension in his jaw, a look Declan placed as somewhere between wariness and fear. Sarah outright glared.


The lightning mage didn’t speak as she thrust Declan’s pack and lute into his hands before storming off down the narrow tunnel. Freddy followed. 


Declan, more than a little drained from the events of the past hours, allowed the couple to build up a lead before he too stepped into the hallway. It would be better, he reasoned, if they all had a chance to calm down before discussing what he’d done. If nothing else, he wanted to reach the surface. Divines knew he was tired of these bloody caves.


When he first felt the cool breeze brush against his skin, Declan almost wept. Almost. When the chill turned biting, his resolve somewhat faltered, but the mages ahead of him walked on, so he did as well. Freddy was the first to step from the mouth of the cavern into the frigid night air, Sarah coming up just behind him. Though he shivered, Declan was all too happy to follow. 


It was a cloudy night on the taiga. Neither moon nor starlight could pierce the thick blanket, leaving the evergreens too shrouded in darkness for Declan to truly appreciate their beauty. He had other things on his mind anyway. 


Up ahead, Freddy and Sarah had already stopped to set up camp, forgoing the relative warmth of the cavern for the simple joy of escaping its stifling closeness. Their decision left Declan little choice but to confront the reason for their ire.


He addressed them as he approached, “Is—um—is everything okay?” 


Freddy swallowed. “Uh—yeah, everythi—”


“No,” Sarah barked, “everything is not bloody okay.”


Declan blinked. 


“How many were there?” She rounded on him. “A hundred? A thousand? Divines, you don’t even look guilty.”


The words struck a nerve as the realization hit him. He didn’t look guilty because for the first time in years, he didn’t feel guilty. “They’re Fae,” he snapped back. “They earned what they got.”


“Did they? Did they fucking really? Did every single one of a gods-damned species deserve to bloody die?”


Declan’s heart raced. His blood boiled. How could she defend them? She’d seen what the Fae had done. “They had to be stopped.” His voice rose. “If I didn’t do something, they would’ve continued their lying and their scheming and more people would’ve ended up dead.”


“And it didn’t occur to you to just fucking talk to them? For all you know it was just a few nobles seizing power. Percival even said—”


“Percival lied! He’s a divines-fucked faerie just like the rest of them, he would’ve said whatever he could to get on my side. Talking to the Fae only ends in death.”


“And this didn’t?” Sarah matched his volume. “For hells’ sake, Declan, this is the exact kind of shit you can’t be doing. How are you supposed to prove you’re better than them if you just fucking murder an entire gods-damned people?!”


Her words battered against the orchid, crashing against the walls with which he’d fortified it like so many tidal waves against a rocky shore. A part of him knew she was right, that he had just massacred hundreds without batting an eye. He buried that too.


“Because they started it!” The words felt juvenile even as he said them, but his coursing emotions spurred Declan onward. “Every divines-fucked thing that’s gone wrong is their gods-damned fault. Red’s Crossing, Deiland’s Grove, the Liaran army, fucking Reondar. They killed Brian. They killed Angela. For fuck’s sake, they even killed the twins! How can you not be bloody furious at them?”


“Oh, I’m furious all right, and you’re no fucking better. It’s your gods-damned fault too, Declan, just like it’s Julien’s and Angela’s and fucking Miranda’s.” Spittle flew from her mouth as she yelled at the mage. “And now because you couldn’t handle your own fucking responsibility for what happened, you’ve proven yourself the exact monster they wanted you to be.”


One by one, Declan’s walls crumbled. Sarah’s truths pressed against the orchid’s stem, applying their horrible assault to his most precious line of defense.


“Sarah,” Freddy tried to step in, his hand shaking as he endeavored to calm the raging girl, “is this a good—”


She ignored him. “If you’re really not the terrible nothing mage everyone keeps calling you, maybe you should start fucking acting like it. You’re the same as the gods-damned Fae. Actually no, even they didn’t wipe out fucking everybody. You’re worse.”


The orchid broke free, the strength of Sarah’s words ripping the plant from the illusory earth in which it grew. Where strong roots should’ve held it fast, Declan found only rot. Too many times he’d buried his darkest thoughts beneath its leaves, allowing them the perfect vector to spread their poison. No longer contained, they bubbled up.


“Maybe I am.” His voice came out coarse from all the yelling. 


The bell rang.


Declan continued, “And maybe Robin was fucking right. My magic corrupted me just like Angela’s corrupted her.”


The bell rang.


Declan let it, too consumed in his anger to care if he burned the others. He could always heal them later. “The Fae didn’t turn me into the nothing mage; they made me. I was their monster from the day I was born.”


The bell rang.


“I killed two people before they ever told me a divines-fucked thing. It only took a few words for me to end thousands more. You’re right, Sarah. They’re all fucking right! I am the nothing mage. I’ve always been the nothing mage.”


The bell rang.


Declan panted. His heart pounded. The bell rang once more as he blinked the tears from his eyes, ready to face Sarah’s ire. 


What he saw was a thousand hells worse.


Any ounce of rage had drained away from her expression, her face instead frozen in an open-mouthed look of paralyzing terror. Her breath was ragged, her fists clenched, and every inch of her skin shone sunburnt red.


Sarah fell to the ground, and Declan’s world collapsed with her. He gasped for air. Though he’d just escaped the confines of the caves, the trees closed in on him. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t think. He couldn’t be. 


No, his thoughts raced. No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no. An image flashed through his mind, of a dwarven warrior holding Sarah’s amulet aloft as they kept her hostage. 


The bell rang.


Freddy fell to his knees, his own amulet glowing red as it fought to disperse the poison mana. However much it burned, he paid it little mind. He clutched Sarah’s hand. “Why didn’t you take it?” Desperation filled his voice. “You could’ve… you both could’ve…” Tears fell freely down his face. “It should’ve been me.”


Sarah buckled, spitting up vomit onto the ground beside her. “Fuck, this hurts,” she coughed out. “Remember what we talked about…”


The bell rang.


Freddy swallowed, grasping desperately to Sarah’s crimson hand with both of his own. “I don’t want to—”


“Please,” she groaned. “Freddy…”


He nodded. “I love you, Sarah.”


“I love you too.” She grit her teeth as she struggled through the words, “I’m sorry.”


Freddy squeezed his eyes shut as he sent the ice spike through her heart. He collapsed forward, his face landing on the girl’s chest as she breathed her last. 


The bell rang.


Declan looked on, standing petrified but a few feet away. 


Freddy cried, his whole body shaking with every soul-piercing sob as blood and tears soaked Sarah’s shirt. He clung to her. Every ounce of his being, every modicum of strength left within him dedicated itself to the simple truth that he would not let her go. His tears fell. His heart ached with the pain he’d spared her. 


And the bell rang.






* * *


Beware, oh love, the nothing mage,

A vengeful man is he,

So if you dare to draw his wrath,

Then nothing ye shall be.




-The Saga of the Nothing Mage










CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE










DECLAN WALKED ALONE through the dark taiga, unwilling to stop for the night. He needed to get away. He had to get away. The man knew he poisoned the trees around him as the bell echoed its funeral knell through the frigid air, but he didn’t care. What were a few evergreens compared to the calamity behind him? These lands were uninhabited anyway.


So on he walked. He distracted himself with what thoughts he could. The heating cantrip he channeled to fend off the autumn chill occupied him briefly, in time replaced by memories of Eric. He wondered how the kind mage fared in the weeks since their separation, and he thanked the divines he hadn’t allowed the man to join them. 


Much as he could’ve used Eric’s comfort, Declan couldn’t even consider putting the man in harm’s way. He shuddered to imagine how Eric would’ve reacted to the night’s events. Sarah wasn’t an advancing army, or a murderous king, or a conniving fae. She was just…


The distractions ran dry rather quickly, Declan’s mind seemingly determined to think and rethink his great mistake. A part of him longed to find some fault in Sarah’s actions. If she hadn’t provoked him, if she’d waited for him to calm down before expressing her anger, if she’d just bloody told him about the missing amulet, she might’ve still lived. Declan recognized the excuses for what they were. 


Sarah had every right to be angry at what he did, and it wasn’t like he’d been open to such comment, so wrapped up in his own private rage as he’d been. In all likelihood, the bell would’ve still rang even if he’d known she’d lacked protection. At least this way she’d died quickly. 


It was his fault. It was all his fault. He could’ve chosen not to enter that Liaran camp. He could’ve never entangled himself in Julien’s politics. He could’ve left the Dark Fae to their machinations, or found a way to root out those who wished ill upon the humans. He could’ve acknowledged who he was and what he’d done long before Sarah had shoved the fact in his face.


When wreaking death came so easily, more and more it felt the appropriate answer to life’s problems. 


However many things had gone terribly wrong, however many outside influences had tugged him one way or the other, he’d made his own way into the dark, and he’d have to find his own way out. For now he walked, progressing ever further down the shallow slope away from the mountains, away from the dwarves, away from the Folk, and away from her. What else could he do?


As the hours dragged on, Declan’s focus turned forward. The syzygy neared, and he embraced it. The back of his mind reached for the sense of purpose it bestowed, for some desperate justification of all the violence and death he’d found thus far. He needed it. If only the Faerie prophecies were true, if it all ended in Declan being the one to prevent apocalypse, maybe everything could be okay.


He thought back to the one-armed soldier he’d met at Croveus Manor, one of many who only lived because the nothing mage had been there. To that man, he was a hero. The line of thinking didn’t much help. However many lives he’d saved, those Liarans still lay dead. The hundreds of nobles and innocent passersby still knew him as a monster. So too did he.


These were not the actions of a hero but nor was saving the world that of a villain. How dearly he hoped it needed saving. It had to all be for something. If he were indeed the killer the Fae had created him to be, all he could do was find a way to live with that. Stopping the syzygy seemed like a good start.


Declan didn’t even notice when the trees gave way to an open field, too wrapped up in his own thoughts to survey his surroundings through the dark night. Instead he turned his eyes upward, watching the murky clouds shift about in the sky. His frantic journey didn’t end until those very clouds finally broke and the stars beyond peeked through. 


Declan collapsed. He set his pack and lute down beside him as he lay back upon the soft greenery, gazing up at the newly formed window to the stars. Five in particular caught his attention, both for their distinct brightness and the way they clustered together. The planets. 


He could just imagine them moving ever closer, coalescing into a single dot as they formed their perfect line. As Declan fell asleep that night, his final thoughts were of the approaching syzygy, his eyelids slowly falling as he watched it come. 



* * *


Declan awoke in a sea of green and white. He squinted at the imposing brightness of the late-morning sun as he pushed himself upright and took in his surroundings. What he saw was a revelation.


Thousands of orchids scattered about in all directions, their alabaster petals gently swaying in the icy wind. They glimmered with dew in the autumn sun, each and every bloom immaculate in its beauty. Already they calmed him. 


His immediate thought was of fear. As much as he worshiped the orchid that lived, Declan remembered just as thoroughly those many he’d killed in Leskelian’s experiments. He’d hate to find he’d destroyed this magnificent piece of nature with only his presence. 


The terrible idea faded away, however, as he opened his ears and found only the soft rustling of leaves in the morning breeze. 


Declan didn’t know when or why Eric’s bell had fallen still, or even what he’d done to silence it. He didn’t question it. Here, surrounded by the very symbol of life he’d clung to for years, Declan would take every win he could. A part of him whispered ‘miracle’ at the discovery, the meadow just the reminder he’d needed at his darkest hour. Another part disagreed.


He should’ve expected to find the flower here. Southern orchids were common enough to waste running experiments on, after all, and where else would he find such flora but in the south? Still he reveled in it. 


Here was he, the arbiter of suffering and death, stopping to appreciate the luster of life. How wondrous it was. Declan fought back his impulse to envision his own orchid. However much it felt appropriate here surrounded by its kin, he rejected its influence. 


Too many times the orchid had failed him, and though it brought the promise of comfort beneath the shelter of its leaves, it too fed him whispered lies. While the Fae told him tales of a destined hero, and the humans stories of a terrible monster, Declan uttered a far more nefarious fiction. 


He wasn’t innocent. He wasn’t a normal mage wielding a tool just as capable of evil as any other. No longer was he the naive student who’d first curled up against the orchid’s stem. He’d leaned upon that crutch far beyond its ability to hold his weight, and the world had trembled every time he fell. 


The nothing mage could hide no more.


Declan leaned further upright, rearranging himself to sit crosslegged on the damp ground. He breathed. His thoughts traveled back to his time with Christof, rebelling against the archmage’s lessons just as he gleaned what he could from them. 


You aren’t special, the Tower-master had said. Another lie. The simple fact of the matter was that Declan was special, unlike any other mage to have ever lived. How foolish he’d been, to construct his most vital defense on such a falsehood. 


Declan released his heating charm, allowing the cold southern climate to wash against his skin. He shivered, shaking in such a way that mirrored the sway of the wild orchids around him. He exhaled slowly, his breath forming a white cloud in the air before him. 


He’d had enough comfort. He’d had enough deception. He’d had enough of the little lies he told himself to make it all okay. 


The nothing mage meditated alone in the frigid meadow, his eyes shut against the beauty of the orchids, his mind rejecting the solace he so dearly craved. With a forceful thought, he trod the very ground from which Sarah’s words had uprooted his precious orchid, and against his every instinct, he started digging.


The most recent wound broke open first. He muttered it aloud.


“I killed Sarah.” It wasn’t the dwarves who’d taken her amulet; it wasn’t the Fae who’d set them down this path; it was him.


The bell chimed.


“I murdered innocent faeries.” Servants and advisors and singers had all died in his search for vengeance against those who’d wronged him.


The bell chimed. 


“I allowed for Angela’s escape, and inspired her rampage.” Images of Griffith Shaw’s reanimated corpse, of the decaying bodies in Red’s Crossing, of his own mother driven mad by their cries flashed through Declan’s head. He might not have killed them, but they’d still live if not for him.


The bell chimed. 


“I killed hundreds of helpless civilians in and around the Red Palace.” The king’s cruelty was no excuse. Freddy’s ragged visage in chains was no excuse. He’d lost control and people died.


The bell chimed.


With every confession its ring grew softer, less harsh in its judgment. There could be no justifications, no forgiveness for his errors. The stakes were too high for that. Every mistake was a condemnation of his very being. He could never be absolved of his sins, but he could learn to accept them.


“I poisoned the Liaran army.”


The bell chimed softer.


“I brought scouts in to be tortured.”


The bell chimed yet softer.


“I cut down a starving deserter so I could keep my gold.”


The bell chimed softer still.


“I cursed countless people to a lifetime of pain.”


The bell’s chime barely overpowered the dim whistle of the wind.


“I killed Charlie.”


The chiming ceased. Quiet tears streaked down Declan’s face as the truths washed over him. The chill of the wind paled in comparison to the iciness of the waves that crashed against him, that ravaged the depths of his very soul with their brutal reality.


He didn’t come away clean. He couldn’t. Still he stood to face himself, to accept the facts of who he was and what he’d done. Though the deluge washed away the worst of guilt’s black ichor and denial’s pallid filth, their stains ran deep. 


Declan wasn’t an innocent man grappling with magic like anyone else. He never had been. He’d been the nothing mage from the day he was born, and ever since he’d discovered the lethal nature of his mana, keeping it contained was his responsibility. He wouldn’t fail it again.


He cast his mind back to the gardens at Croveus Manor, to Eric’s warm embrace. The magus had known the innocent student and the terrible monster, and he’d been there to comfort them both. Declan missed him. It wasn’t his comfort that the nothing mage required, indeed he yet rebelled against the desperate part of him that longed for it. 


He needed that simple confidence, that everlasting knowledge that his failures didn’t define him, that while he was the terrible nothing mage, destroyer of armies and killer of kings, he could also be Declan. There could be no pretending to be one while keeping the other locked away. 


He had to be both.


Morning had long given way to the hesitant warmth of afternoon by the time Declan finally stood. His eyes shone red from crying, his throat dry from hours in the cold air. Taking one last look across the meadow of snow white orchids, the nothing mage gathered up his pack and lute, and continued his journey south. 


He knew as he walked across the rolling hills into the tundra beyond that a few whispered words and tears shed wouldn’t fix him. The wickedness of his actions still marked him. Perhaps they always would. At least now he wore it openly. Accepting his power and the evils that came with it wouldn’t wipe away their stain, but neither would keeping them buried. 


It would be a long and hard road, one that had taken a great deal of pain for him to even step foot on, but at long last he’d found it, and whatever the price in remorse or sorrow, he was determined to walk it. He had no other choice.


An unflinching resolve filled the mage as he trekked onward. His mind wandered back to old ideas of what he’d do when all this was over, how he’d repay to the world the happiness he’d stolen. The lute on his back stood at the center of such ideas. 


Wouldn’t it be poetic, he mused, if after all the damage he’d done at their behest, he used faerie song magic to do some actual good? The thought drove him forward. 


Declan allowed himself to remember the moments of joy. He reminisced about dancing with his friends at the Krispins midsummer festival. He held tightly to bright memories of ale and music at The Climber’s Reprieve, or sitting around a campfire playing lute for the Teralian soldiers. These moments of life defined him no less than those of death. He embraced them too.


He wasn’t quite smiling, but by the time the sunset cast its pinks and golds across the barren sky, Declan found himself humming a gentle tune from his days in Reondar. Though he may have failed to find joy in the music, it brought about its own brand of catharsis and delicate hope which made a decent approximation. 


That is, until a familiar pair of voices reached his ear from beyond a nearby hill.


“Gods damnit, Edward! For once, can’t you just shut up and let me sleep?”










CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO










HE COMES, HE comes, to curse or free,

The Next Ones from their cage,

How well we’d live in days to come,

But for the nothing mage.




-The Saga of the Nothing Mage



* * *


Declan had seen more than his fair share of chance encounters, but this stretched even his belief in coincidence. Of course it’s him, the man thought as he crested the final hill, it makes too much divines-fucked sense. Just as a part of him grew sick to think about the implications of the man’s presence here, another rejoiced at the idea of seeing his friend once more.


By the time Daniel came into view, the nothing mage had a smile on his face. 


His fiery red hair, grown wild from weeks of travel, stood out like a beacon among the vivid greens and pale browns of the tundra. He brushed a strand of it from his face as he continued to vent frustration at his traveling companion.


Declan was somehow less surprised to see Edward there, hunched over and muttering as he always was. He’d always figured the lunatic’s cryptic poems were somehow connected to the syzygy or whichever invaders were intent to use it, so it almost felt right to find him here. 


He cringed as he imagined how long it had been since Edward had seen a healer. The man had barely made it to Belstead. His position reclined back in the bed of a handcart told Declan a fair bit about how he’d managed this far. He wondered if the violet mage could even walk. 


Declan made it halfway down the gentle slope before Daniel noticed him. 


“What in the… Declan?! Is that you? The hells are you doing here?”


“Good question,” he answered. “Truth be told I’m not entirely sure. The syzygy is almost here and apparently I’m supposed to do something about it.”


Daniel rolled his eyes. “Believe me, I know.” He jerked a finger back at where Edward still muttered his nonsense. “He hasn’t shut up about it in weeks.”


Declan’s eyes darkened. “How is he doing? He—ah—doesn’t look well.” It was an understatement if there ever was one. 


The last of Edward’s hair had fallen out, leaving the burn-like scars across his scalp exposed to the cold air. Several dark tumors checkered the man’s face, no doubt already spreading their poison throughout the rest of him. The man recoiled from Declan’s glance.


“You know as well as I do,” Daniel said. “I’m no healer. It’s at the point I go to bed each night expecting him to be dead by the time I wake up, but he’s always still there muttering away.”


“Why did you even bring him?” Declan asked, stopping short of inquiring why Daniel had come. He wasn’t quite ready for that conversation.


“You’ve got it backwards,” the redhead answered. “He brought me. Went all trance-like and insisted I pack up and head south. I said no, at first, but you try ignoring this lunatic prattling away at all hours. Lasted two weeks before I caved, and I regret it every second.”


You and me both, Declan thought. “So you’re here because he told you to be?”


“Basically. He’s said a few things about ‘reaching the focal point,’ so I guess that’s where we’re going. You wouldn’t happen to know what it is, would you?”


“Actually,” Declan said with a grin, “I do.” He opened into his pack, reaching past Leskelian’s notebook to withdraw Thomas Hastrand’s. “I found this at the Tower Hastrand library. Talks about a spot south of the Gindalts that happens to line up perfectly with the planets during the syzygy.”


Daniel waved away the proffered text. “I’ll take your word for it. Makes as much sense as anything else. Any idea why it’s important? Or the syzygy itself for that matter?”


Edward interrupted, his rambling suddenly spiking in volume.


“The fallen moon, the endless night,


In time they shall be freed


The Next Ones come, we see the end,


Now bleed, now bleed, now bleed.”


Declan cocked an eyebrow. “I’ve heard that one before.”


“Yeah, he gets repetitive sometimes. There are a few new ones, but he tends to just repeat the same thing over and over again.”


“The fallen moon, the endless night…”


Daniel rolled his eyes once more. “Yes, we get it, Edward. Thank you.”


“In time they shall be freed.”


The redhead sighed. “I hate when he does this. Pretty much impossible to get him to shut up once he gets going.”


“The Next Ones come, we see the end…”


Declan smirked. “I have an idea.” The spell left his hand before Daniel could even open his mouth to protest, illuminating the air in a pearly glow. Edward slumped over, falling silent.


“Bloody divines, Declan! What did you do to him?”


“Just a bit of white magic. He’ll sleep for a while, but he’ll be fine in a few hours. It’ll probably be the most rest he’s had in a while, given how much pain I’d wager he’s in.” There was something refreshing about using his magic to help Edward. 


Daniel smiled. “That almost sounds nice. Do think I could get one of those later tonight? Been having a terrible time trying to sleep out here, though I suppose it’s my fault for forgetting to pack bedrolls.”


Declan shook his head. “That’s… probably not the best idea. There are almost certainly side effects to it, and even if there aren’t, it doesn’t seem worth risking it. Besides, if I knock you out, I won’t be able to wake you back up if we get attacked.”


“Attacked? Who’s going to attack us all the way out here?”


Declan cocked an eyebrow. “Monsters? They’re supposed to be way more dangerous south of the mountains.”


The man’s eyes widened. “Seriously? I’ve never heard that. Hells, the last time I even saw a beast outside a Tower was aboard the Waving Bone with you.”


Declan couldn’t help but feel a spark of envy that Daniel’s journey had been so much easier than his. Then again, he doubted the redhead could survive a tenth of the encounters he’d had. “They target me, remember?”


“Right, right, didn’t the sea faeries say something along those lines?”


“Just about. I can handle anything that comes at us, but I need you to be awake enough to run clear.”


Daniel gulped. “Okay. No sleeping magic then.” With a breath, the mage sat down, leaning back against the side of the handcart. “So—um—what have you been up to? I saw what happened in Reondar. Was that part of this syzygy-fate thing too?”


Declan sighed, sitting down across from the man. “No,” he admitted, “that was my fault. Julien’s court did some terrible things, and I lost control.” He allowed the fact to wash over him, facing his failure head on. The nothing mage couldn’t afford to be riled up; he could only accept the truth for what it was and acknowledge the mistakes he’d made. The bell did not ring.


He continued his explanation, “From what I can tell, the Fae are a bit divided. Some want the syzygy to happen and wipe out humanity, some want to stop it, some don’t care, and some just want people to suffer. I’m not the only one they’ve been manipulating.”


“You’ve spoken with them again?”


“Different courts, but yes. They seem to think there’s some otherworldly threat out there that wants to devour humanity. I’m willing to bet Edward’s ‘Next Ones’ are the same thing. All anyone knows is they can influence fate and the minds of beasts, and they’re getting stronger the closer we get to the syzygy.” 


“And they want you dead.”


He nodded. “And they want me dead.”


“Do you think they’ll stop once it’s over? The monsters, that is.”


Declan’s eyes widened. “I… hadn’t thought of that. I hope so. If they need the syzygy to get to us, I can’t imagine they would care much about me once it’s over. It’s not like I’ll live long enough to stop the next one.” He shuddered. 


What if these ‘Next Ones’ wanted revenge after the fact? Would he have to live out his life in isolation just to keep all the beasts from wandering into a settlement? If nothing else, he supposed the invaders’ influence would fade as the syzygy grew further away. 


Daniel flashed a grin. “No use worrying, I suppose. Can’t do anything about it either way. They’ll stop or they won’t. At least you’ll get a bunch of free mana from all the dead monsters.”


Declan wasn’t so certain that was an up side, but he refrained from commenting. Instead, he opted to change the subject. “You mentioned Edward had a few new verses; you wouldn’t have happened to have written them down, would you?”


“No such luck, I’m afraid. A notebook is another on the long list of ‘stuff I forgot to pack.’ I honestly tune them out at this point. Don’t worry, he’s sure to repeat them all in the next few days.”


“I’ll have to record them then. Do you remember what they are about?”


Daniel shrugged. “Same cryptic poems. He mentioned the syzygy a few times, the Next Ones a bunch, as well as you, of course. Like I said, you’ll hear them all soon enough.”


“Right, of course.” Declan wasn’t terribly put out by the news. He’d found no success analyzing the verses he’d heard thus far, and didn’t particularly look forward to the idea of investigating yet more. “So how have you been? Eric mentioned you traveled with him to Reondar, and I guess Edward took you south from there.” He pointed to the bulky sacks that lined the handcart. “If you forgot to pack so many things, what did you bring?”


A sheepish grin crossed the mage’s face. “Food, mostly. I’m no life mage, and hunting is pretty beyond me. I’ve got enough dried meat in there to last a season.”


Declan laughed, “You really are Leskelian’s pupil. Let’s hope you don’t need all that. I’d hate to be stuck down here through the winter. With any luck it won’t start snowing until after the syzygy.”


“I hadn’t even thought of that.”


“You can go back now if you want. I can take care of the madman for the rest of the way.”


“No.” Daniel shook his head. “I should stay. In for a copper and all that.”


Declan had to wonder at the mage’s justification. Whatever Edward had said to him must’ve been compelling; he could imagine any number of ways to stop his pestering that didn’t involve traveling halfway across the world with a raving madman. 


Daniel’s own unique mana was too much a coincidence for his liking. He considered pressing the matter, but ultimately decided against it. They still had a couple of weeks before the syzygy truly began, and if nothing else, he wanted to avoid conflict on the very first night after reuniting with his old friend.


For similar reasons, he left Leskelian’s notebook where it sat hidden within his pack. It could wait until morning.


“Anyway, after Edward insisted I go with Eric and him to Reondar, we both ended up at Tower Yrond so he could be near the healers. The researchers there were nice enough, I suppose, but Leskelian never published his paper about me, so they were mostly starting over from scratch. Eric helped them as much as he could, but he was mostly busy with… well, you know.”


Declan did know. A familiar pang of guilt ran through him as he remembered how readily Daniel’s mana had fallen by the wayside when Eric and Leskelian had discovered him. “Did you make any progress?”


“Some. I can do a few more complex things now, but it’s not any more predictable than it was before. Nobody knows why it jumps around or just randomly doesn’t work sometimes.”


“They’ll figure it out eventually.”


Daniel shrugged. “Honestly, I’m pretty past it. If the hierarchy wants to keep banging their head against it, they’re welcome to. Archmage Ulskier promised he’d fast-track me to magus if I let them research me, so that’s what I did. Hells, once all this is over, I’ll probably go back. I just wanted to study history, not live it.”


A soft chuckle escaped Declan’s throat. “I know how you feel. I wanted to sing the songs, not be in them.”


“Oh yeah, I heard that one. I imagine most of Teralia has by now. That bard really did you dirty. What was her name… Freya something?”


“I think in the end, her version actually ended up pretty accurate. But hey, I still have her lute.” He affectionately patted the instrument. “I count it as a win. I don’t think I could’ve made it so far without this thing.”


Daniel chortled. “Honestly I’m more impressed it made it this far. Your last one barely survived a month.”


“Yeah, well, once you lose one lute to a dangerous battle, you take better care of it in the next dozen.”


The pair fell into a brief bout of laughter at that, each more thankful for the moment of mirth than the other could ever know. As the chuckling died down, the two mages sat in silence for some seconds before Daniel spoke again. “You really do lead an exciting life.”


Declan snorted. “You’re one to talk, dragging a madman through the wilderness on a bloody hand-cart.”


“Fair point.” The redhead grinned. “I guess we were bound to. Just two magical freaks cursed to be interesting.”


“I’ve had enough of interesting. Let’s be boring.”


“Cheers to that.”


Declan’s eyebrows shot up. “You didn’t… there’s no way you brought bloody ale with you.”


Daniel’s eyes glimmered. “How else was I gonna put up with him. He stretched an arm up behind him, feeling around until he managed to withdraw a wineskin from the cart against which he leaned. “It’s wine, actually, and I’ll warn you now, it isn’t very good. Mostly I’ve been using it to help clean the water, but a sip here and there won’t hurt.”


Declan took a sip. “It’s not terrible. Believe me, compared to some of the shit I drank in the last few months, it’s downright fantastic.” He shivered at the thought of Manny’s scragberry wine.


“Now that sounds like a story worth telling.”


And Declan did. He began with his escape from Reondar, continuing on to while away the evening with tales of monster attacks and eccentric hermits and the Seat of the Tempest. Daniel gaped when Thestria came up, suitably impressed that his friend had learned magic form an actual dragon, but otherwise listened intently. 


Declan made a point of glossing over the heavier details, and indeed he called the storytelling to a halt before it reached Miranda’s death. “Let’s stop there for now.” He explained, “There’ll be plenty of time for more tomorrow.”


The other mage reluctantly nodded, his eyelids already drooping from the late hour and his growing sleep debt. “Alright, alright. You sure about that sleeping spell?”


Declan nodded, already pushing to his feet. “I’m sure.”


“Well, thanks anyway. At least Ed’ll be quiet for the night.” Daniel lay back onto the cold ground, resting the back of his head in his hands. “Oh, and Declan? I’m glad we ran into each other. It’s good to see you again.”


The nothing mage turned from where he’d begun carving a shelter into the hillside, his gaze lingering on the sleepy redhead. “Yeah,” he muttered, “it’s good to see you too.”










CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE










INTO THE WILDS, ’tis time to flee,

We follow where he flies.

The nothing mage such danger brings,

To hear their sorry cries.




-The Saga of the Nothing Mage



* * *


Two men stood together in a dark taiga, watching on as a third sobbed over a reddened corpse. Though the frigid wind should’ve set them both shivering, the cold could touch neither of the onlookers. An eerie silence hung in the air, as if the scene were missing a sound which so desperately belonged.


“You killed her,” Charlie said.


“I know,” the nothing mage replied. He didn’t look away. Though his heart screamed he turn and run and hide away from the visage before him, the man looked on. Tears streaked down his face.


“You killed me too.”


“I did.” He welcomed this pain. He’d wrought it, after all. How foolish he’d been to ever try and escape it. “I’m sorry.”


“I forgive you. That wasn’t so hard, was it?”


Oh, but it was. Years had passed since that fateful day in the streets of Red’s Crossing, and never once had Declan uttered those words. Not to him. 


“I’m sorry too,” Charlie continued. “I was stupid and childish and cruel, and I never should’ve threatened you like that. Not with magic.”


Declan swallowed. “It’s okay. You didn’t deserve to…”


“Neither did she.”


Declan nodded. “Neither did she.”


The two watchers fell silent as the weeping man finally stood, his eyes red with tears, as were his hands with blood. Her blood. In a flurry of spell-casting, the mourner conjured a spade of ice reinforced by wood and stone. With a breath, he got to work on the soft ground.


Declan longed to help the man. Twice before they’d buried friends together, and though time and circumstances had forced them apart, the throbbing ache in his chest wouldn’t deny the simple fact that he’d loved her too. But he couldn’t. The nothing mage was unwelcome here; both men would have to grieve on their own. 


It was slow going. In spite of the frigid air, beads of sweat joined the tears dripping down the digging man’s cheeks. 


Declan watched him toil in silence, his own face just as wet as he witnessed the true devastation he’d caused. Such was the price. He couldn’t say precisely when the snow began to fall. It was far too early in the season for such weather, but something about the drifting specks and the sudden spots of frigid moisture wherever they struck his skin felt right. The sky wept with him. 


His breathing calmed when Charlie wrapped an arm around him, the chill of his icy touch overcome by the warmth of the gesture. For hours they stood like that, watching the mourner dig as Declan took whatever comfort he could from Charlie’s closeness. It wasn’t until the grave was finished and the corpse found its final resting place that the boy pulled away.


The nothing mage twisted to look at his childhood friend. An orchid, its petals white as the falling snow, sat clutched within his grip. Charlie held it out. 


With a nod, Declan claimed the proffered flower. He swallowed. The nothing mage turned back towards the open grave. He approached, his passage leaving a trail of footprints in the thin blanket of new snow. He looked her in the face once he arrived. She’d been beautiful, once. 


As his vision blurred from the moisture in his eyes, the nothing mage reached out, extending his fist over the hole. “I’m sorry.” He opened his hand, and the orchid fell. It seemed to drift down, much as the snow did around him, before finally coming to rest atop the girl’s remains. 


Declan breathed. “What now?”


Charlie met his gaze, sympathy in his eyes. “Now? Now it’s time to wake up.”



* * *


The sun had already risen when Declan left his shelter the following morning. He’d lingered in the dark box for some time in hopes of allowing his eyes to recover from the night’s tears. It was better if he didn’t give Daniel a reason to ask questions.


“Good morning!” the redhead greeted from the other side of a roaring campfire. 


Declan squinted at the brightness of the day. “Morning.” He gestured at the small stack of burning twigs, “Is that a good idea? What if someone spots the smoke?”


Daniel shrugged. “What if someone spots the smoke? Maybe they’ll have a bedroll I could trade for. Not like there’s any people out here anyway.”


Declan cocked an eyebrow. Right, he thought, Daniel hasn’t been running from the army all this time. He looked around at the grassy tundra surrounding them. “Where did you even get the wood?” 


“Back in the woods.” He pointed up at Edward, “If I’m gonna be lugging him around anyway, I may as well throw a few days’ firewood on with him whenever I find it.”


The nothing mage opened his mouth to ask why the redhead didn’t simply cast a heating cantrip before remembering how inconsistent Daniel’s mana was. Channeling a spell long term probably wasn’t wise.


“Anyway,” Daniel continued, reaching into a pack behind him, “do you want some jerky?”


Declan accepted with more than a little enthusiasm. Chewy and tough as the dried meat was, it was still meat. Neither the dry breads from the Storm Court nor the assorted vegetables from Croveus Manor could sate that particular craving. He was happy to avoid carving up the beasts which hunted him, if only because he had no idea how to go about doing so. Daniel’s jerky was a welcome change.


He made it halfway through his breakfast before a familiar muttering began once more.


“I see Edward made it through the night.”


“He always does,” Daniel replied. “I’m pretty sure at this point he’s just refusing to die. Whatever messed up shit he sees when his eyes go all purple won’t let him.”


Declan thought back to Freddy ending Sarah’s suffering with a swift spell, as well as the fact it was something they’d apparently discussed beforehand. He shuddered. “Have you ever thought about…? I can’t imagine how much pain he’s in.”


“Every day. Especially when he’s keeping me awake at night. Trouble is, he’s the only reason I’m here. If I put him out of his misery, I’ll wind up arriving at this ‘focal point’ of his with no idea what I’m supposed to be doing there.”


“Isn’t that a bit callous?”


Daniel shrugged. “It’s the truth. Besides, he clearly wants me to take him there. Far be it from me to kill him before we arrive.”


Declan nodded, tuning out the muttering as he wondered if the Fae pulled Edward’s strings or their mysterious adversary. Daniel had another idea.


“Oh, he’s on one of his newer ones if you wanted to listen.”


Curiosity piqued, Declan waited as madman finished up the latter lines of the verse before looping back to the beginning. 


“The stars align, the planets shift,


Their walls are split in twain.


Behold, behold, the syzygy,


Now we shall feast again.”


“Well that’s not particularly useful,” Declan commented, taking the moment to write the verse down anyway. “We already knew the syzygy meant something bad.”


Daniel turned up his palms. “Have any of his verses been useful?”


“Good point.”


The redhead pushed to his feet. “On that note, we may as well be off. No point sitting around all day.”


Declan followed his lead, gathering up his supplies and burying the campfire with a simple earth spell. As they began their first day of traveling together, Declan’s mind turned over Edward’s verse. Though it contained nothing new about the syzygy itself, the final line told him something about the poems themselves, specifically the word ‘we.’ 


It seemed to imply Edward’s ramblings were from the perspective of these mysterious invaders. Declan wondered what that meant. Were they manipulating him directly? If so, it might explain why he was so eager to bring Daniel to the focal point. 


Then again, it was entirely possible the strange mutterings were not random visions, but carefully chosen words designed to illicit a particular reaction from Declan. Divines knew he might not have listened to Lady Elsia and the Deep Fae if he hadn’t already been listening to vaguely prophetic ramblings from Edward. 


In a way it made sense for the poems to be from the Fae. The Folk were, after all, natural violet mages. Perhaps this all was just another way for them to manipulate him. Declan didn’t rule it out. Still, it remained equally plausible that the invaders had invaded the Edward’s mind just as they had the minds of beasts. 


He recalled the healer in Belstead, and his mention of an abnormally mana-charged tumor on the violet mage’s brain. He shuddered to think he’d made the manipulation possible, whatever its true source. 


Declan resolved in the end to analyze the verses as he could but not to act upon them for the time being. Not that there was much he could do, but he figured the information they contained was the opposite of trustworthy. He’d been manipulated too many times to believe the words that easily.


Two hours into their day’s trek, Declan took over Daniel’s position pulling the handcart. He lasted all of twenty minutes before his arms ached and his hands began to blister. The hills especially, shallow as they were, challenged him. Forty minutes into his turn driving Edward and their supplies, Declan turned to magic. 


With his expansive reserves, he could balance and drive the wooden cart for hours without running dry, but he was loath to do so. He’d heard enough tales of monsters in the south to allow himself to fully deplete. Instead he handed the cart back to Daniel whenever his mana pool reached half capacity, allowing the redhead to take up the slack while he recharged.


By the time the sun had arced past its midpoint in the sky, Declan had a newfound respect for his fellow anomaly. The fact Daniel had managed to pull the cart through the bloody Gindalts truly astounded him. When he said as much, Daniel merely shrugged.


“You get used to it, I guess. Maybe I’m just stronger than you.” The sly grin on his face and the confidence of the comment left Declan little choice but to admit defeat. 


“If you weren’t before, you are now.” He gestured to the slope of the hill they currently climbed. “I could hardly make it up this slope.”


Daniel laughed, “There’s the upside of all this then. I’ll come out of this ordeal able to lift a horse.”


Declan replied with a chuckle of his own, “Why would you ever want to?”


“Think of how many tavern bets I could win. Or the women. Ladies love a strong fellow.”


“Tavern bets? I thought you wanted to be a respected magus researching history.”


“What’s the point of having a respectable career if I can’t spend the money at the tavern?”


Declan shrugged. “Hells if I know.”


“That’s bloody right. I grew up in a tavern; I’ll be damned if earning magus keeps me out of one, respectable or otherwise. Towers are nice and all, but they’re just not the same.”


“You’ve just gotta find one with a tavern in it. The Climber’s Reprieve was a nice enough…” Declan trailed off as he stepped high enough on the gentle hill to see what lay in the valley beyond. “Well shit. What’re the odds?”


Daniel caught up, peering over the hilltop just long enough to break down laughing. “Just when—” he wheezed, “just when I was complaining about the Towers…”


Sure enough, just ahead—and below—them stood the shortest Tower Declan had ever seen. His eyes widened as he too let out a laugh. “It’s gotta be Tower Baspil,” he said. “Any other and we would’ve seen it miles away.” There was something off-putting about seeing a structure he was so used to dominating the skyline not even surpass the height of the hills around it.


“Baspil?”


“Shortest Tower known to man. Five floors total, including the two below ground.”


Daniel shrugged, already taking off down the hill. “Sounds to me like a warm place to spend the night.”


Declan couldn’t help but agree. Even though the sun hadn’t quite begun to near the horizon, there could hardly be a more auspicious place to sleep. If nothing else, the Tower’s magically impenetrable marble meant he wouldn’t have to spend the time constructing and enchanting a shelter of his own.


Besides, Declan appreciated the opportunity to spend the evening alone. 


Daniel set the cart to rest at the building’s base as he tugged open the thick door, eager to investigate the uninhabited Tower. Declan followed, already prepared for disappointment.


As he expected, the first floor held only a door to the monster habitat and the stairs up and down. Indeed, the ground floor of Tower Baspil looked identical to that of Tower Krispins—unadorned and barren. The two mages climbed together to the top floor, finding it as empty as the hundreds of unused floors they’d known at Tower Vestriam. It was, altogether, rather uninteresting.


“Ah well,” Daniel sighed. “It’s still a roof for the night.”


“It—uh,” Declan said, “it would probably be better if we slept in different areas. Just in case I…”


“Right, right. You can sleep up here, Edward and I will take the landings.”


Declan’s eyes widened as he mentally compared the small landings with the massive empty floor. “Are you sure?”


Daniel shrugged. “I’m not about to lug the madman all the way up here if that’s what you’re asking. Just put him to sleep again like you did last night and I’ll be fine.”


“You have a deal.”


The nothing mage spent the following thirty minutes getting the others settled in on the ground floor landing, sharing a nice meal with Daniel, and casting Brian’s anesthesia on Edward. 


When, at an early hour, he retired up to the room he’d commandeered for the night, he made a point of carrying his pack and lute up with him. He knew Daniel wouldn’t expect the sound of lute practice to travel through the Tower door, so it made the perfect excuse for his true activity,


Once he’d secured the oaken door behind him, Declan sat directly on the cold marble, leaning up against the wall as he dug through his pack. A flash of grief echoed through his chest as he pulled out the bloody tome.


He didn’t quite know why he kept the notebook hidden from his traveling companion, but something about their chance encounter so close to the syzygy disquieted him. Declan supposed he’d have to share news of their shared mentor’s death eventually, but he was determined to have all the facts first.


So, with a goal in mind and an evening to spend, Declan pulled open Leskelian’s notes and began to read.










CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR










THE CATTLE BLEEDS, the fires light,

The time is growing nigh,

Prepare, prepare, for coming war,

The breaking of the sky.




—The Saga of the Nothing Mage



* * *


19th of Spring, 925

I’ve just about had it with Kendra. Stripping my position as head researcher I can understand. I would’ve done the same in her position. It was, however, entirely unnecessary to saddle me with a class of seventeen of the most brainless novices in Vestriam. 


Why could she not be content with banishing my test subjects, taking my position, and stealing away my assistant? I swear that woman is a greedy little thief. 


Ranting aside, I have, in a feat of sheer patience and willpower, managed to coerce my new students into actually learning. A miracle, to be sure. Regardless, I am hopeful their slow progress combined with myself getting into the swing of things will leave me some limited spare time to continue my research.


It will, of course, prove somewhat more difficult without actual access to either of my test subjects, but I have all the data I require to extrapolate further. At least in theory. To that end, I am beginning this journal to log my calculations outside the purview of the research institute, seeing as I am no longer authorized to conduct experiments. 


That said, for the immediate future I plan to focus my efforts on the older of my two pupils. As Kendra intends to publish her own findings on Adept Declan with Eric’s assistance, it would seem there are more discoveries to be made on another topic. As such, I shall be analyzing the data I have on Adept Daniel and recording here any conclusions at which I may arrive.


Unfortunately, the writing of this introduction has taken up what little time I had this evening. The dinner bell rings, and I must answer. I shall begin my analysis at the end of class tomorrow.


20th of Spring, 925

Today one of my students spoke up in class to enquire when I would teach her to cast Fireball. She’s an earth mage. I swear to the divines this class will be the death of me. There will be no research tonight as I instead spend the time contemplating the grim future of society with mages like this at its helm.


21st of Spring, 925

No analysis tonight as I instead spent the time trying to explain to a novice that just because I was in my office didn’t mean I was conducting open hours. 


22nd of Spring, 925

Headache tonight, no research completed.


With a sly, if somewhat exasperated, smile on his face, Declan flipped through page after page of Leskelian putting off the actual work of analyzing Daniel’s mana for assorted reasons. His favorite excuse came on the entry for the thirty-fourth of spring, where the grand magus simply wrote the word ‘nope.’ 


A part of him felt guilty for Leskelian’s plight. It had been the research into his deadly mana that had allowed Kendra a way to usurp the man’s position. Still, it had been the old man’s decision to stay at Tower Vestriam, and Declan couldn’t help but acknowledge that Grand Magus Kendra probably would’ve found a way to take over with or without his assistance. 


Leskelian simply wasn’t ruthless enough for such a position. At least, he wasn’t when Declan knew him. Guthrie’s accounts of the man’s prowess in the Wolf Wars did somewhat clash with the nothing mage’s view of him.


According to the journal, it took over three weeks for Leskelian to actually begin his work.


48th of Spring, 925

I begin by tracing out the shape of the boy’s mana as I have it in my records. Our most accurate test contains several Pels worth at a fairly low burst, allowing for quite a long sequence. The following pages have been devoted to this sketch, with marks indicating the points at which the sequence repeats. 


As one can tell from the sharp edges and semi-chaotic motion, this is no normal sine wave. As determined in my efforts to generate spells the poor boy can cast, the regular repetition of the sequence allows for some predictability in an otherwise chaotic waveform. 


Unfortunately, the oft-strange behavior of such spells implies there is something more going on here. The way they teleport points towards some sort of connection to spatial magic. Perhaps that avenue warrants further investigation. 


Declan again flipped past a number of pages, this time occupied with a detailed depiction of Daniel’s waveform. Well read as he was, the chaotic lines meant rather little to him. Still, he took note of how often the sequence repeated, as well as making an effort to memorize the series of bends and corners to the best of his ability. Understanding Leskelian’s notes would be far easier if he didn’t have to keep flipping back to the diagram.


From there, the nothing mage skimmed through yet more excuses for procrastination, accounts of idiotic novices, and a number of complex calculations which had all been scribbled over for some mistake or other. He could almost feel the mounting frustration in Leskelian’s words. The old man made it to summer before finding his first breakthrough.


11th of Summer, 925

By the divines, I’ve done it! It would seem my earlier declaration that the sequence repeats itself often was too hasty. It turns out, though the same series of motions appears roughly every 0.28 seconds, each of those abrupt corners changes ever so slightly. 


For instance, in recalculating my measurements, I found that from the first instance of the sequence to the second, the first corner shifts in angle by nearly 0.002 radians. From the second to the third, it moves by 0.003 in the same direction. 


I cannot begin to extrapolate how such an inconsistency might manifest in spellcasting, but I can say for certain the formulae I developed for Adept Daniel didn’t take it into account. Over a large number of repetitions, it seems likely the exact shape of the waveform could change drastically enough to alter the effects of a spell. 


I have yet to deduce how many cycles of these minute changes it may take to return to the exact original shape, or even if the form ever actually repeats itself. Tomorrow I’ll have to manually comb through the thousands of cycles I have recorded.


12th of Summer, 925

I did, in fact, not comb through the thousands of cycles I have recorded. As it turns out, analyzing pages and pages of wave form for minute changes is dreadfully boring. This is what research assistants are for. If only I still had one.


38th of Summer, 925

After a… string of interruptions, I have finally managed to fully catalogue the changes in Adept Daniel’s mana over time. I am pleased to discover the waveform does indeed repeat, though it only does so after several minutes of continuous casting as opposed to the 0.28 seconds we previously believed. 


This is momentous. 


Though such a long period of repetition poses a number of challenges, it could—in theory—be accounted for. As long as Adept Daniel can keep track of exactly where he is within the minutes-long sequence, he could generate spell forms that match his current output at any given moment. 


Tracking such a thing, especially between spell casts or even recharge periods, may prove a task of significant difficulty. Further research is required.


Declan flipped through more pages of calculations before arriving at a simple chart resembling the same familiar sine-wave but with a number of small bumps at a regular interval.


82nd of Summer, 925

Another breakthrough! In my endeavors to further understand the nature of the long-term repetition, I have graphed the changes in one particular angle over hundreds of repetitions. As one can see, the result greatly matches that of a traditional waveform, albeit at a remarkably low frequency and with a number of inconsistencies. 


I remain unsure if these are a result of personal error or something greater. Either way, it warrants further research. 


14th of Fall, 925

I have come across a rather marvelous paper from the collection in Reondar. As it turns out, one Grand Magus Gina Pontial did some work a number of decades ago on the concept of combining multiple frequencies to generate unique results. 


Her work ended when she came to the conclusion such effects were impractical given the requirement of multiple mages working in tandem on the same spell, but she did manage to generate a few irregular waveforms by combining two dissimilar frequencies. 


One of G.M. Pontial’s forms somewhat bears a resemblance to that of my earlier chart. My current theory is that some combination of extremely low frequencies is acting upon Adept Daniel’s mana, causing the long-term shifts and thus the breaking of the 0.28-second repetition. 


29th of Fall, 925

I’ve done it! Utilizing Grand Magus Pontial’s equations, I’ve managed to deduce the set of four original frequencies which, when combined at the correct intensity, create the long-form wave as graphed above. Astoundingly, the longest of these clocks in at below one quadrillionth of a Boul. 


I cannot help but wish I still had access to Adept Declan. The sheer concept of trying to emulate and test mana of such a remarkably low frequency excites me. As it remains, there is still much work to be done.


44th of Fall, 925

I may have underestimated the value of G.M. Pontial’s research. She deserves a posthumous award for the amount of work she’s put in on this topic.


76th of Fall, 925

I’ve cracked it. How did I not see this sooner? If Adept Daniel’s mana is a repeating sequence at 0.28 seconds each interval being acted upon by a combination of lower frequencies, why should I assume the rest of the sequence is immutable?


Though this theory fails to explain some of the especially sharp edges in the series, following Grand Magus Pontial’s work, I’ve been able to recreate an approximation of the subject’s unique waveform by combining a number of disparate frequencies at various intensities. 


See the calculations for the full list, but notable factors include quite a bit of what we think of as spatial magic, small amounts of plant, air, earth, and soul magic, as well as a particular significant quantity of violet mana. 


This is remarkable.


While I as of yet have no idea of what most of the sub or super-visible wavelengths do, I can only theorize they contribute to the semi-random way Adept Daniel’s spells teleport about or suddenly fail or disappear entirely. I need to run more tests.


It’s become clear to me that allowing the test subjects to leave Vestriam was a mistake. There is only so much I can learn from reanalyzing old data. I simply need to test how well my adjustments to the spell formulae function for Adept Daniel. 


To that end, I will be tendering my resignation as a faculty member at Tower Vestriam so I may travel to Lethis where the subject currently resides. The added benefit of escaping Kendra’s influence is certainly not lost on me. I anxiously await the opportunity to continue my work in person.


Declan flipped the page once more, only to find it blank. His heart sank as he thumbed through the back half of the notebook, confirming that he’d reached the end of Leskelian’s writings. He’d hoped the old man had documented his run-in with the Dark Fae. 


As it was, the journal’s contents, interesting as they were, unsettled the mage. If Leskelian really had been on his way to meet with Daniel, then the Fae’s decision to capture him may not have had anything to do with the nothing mage. They didn’t care about Declan reuniting with his former mentor. They cared about Daniel.


Declan sighed, leaning his head back to rest against the Tower wall. He supposed he’d known from the moment he’d encountered the redhead south of the Gindalts. If nothing else, Leskelian’s notebook confirmed his suspicions. 


Daniel was involved. 


The question remained whether or not his former classmate was aware of his connection with the syzygy. He didn’t seem to be, but Declan theorized the man could be lying. He slipped the bloody notebook back into his pack, resolving to keep its contents hidden for the time being. 


It was entirely possible the Dark Fae’s intent in capturing him was to slip him the notebook so he’d relay its secrets to Daniel. Lord Percival’s words about the invaders having an agent of their own that was obscured from faerie clairvoyance echoed through Declan’s mind. 


Said agent still could be somebody else. Hells, it could even be Edward for all he knew. However, assuming Percival had at least told the partial truth, Daniel seemed the most likely candidate. 


Leskelian’s mention of violet magic contained in the redhead’s waveform was another clue. With their influence over Edward and other, similar victims of Declan’s affliction, his mysterious adversary had demonstrated some significant influence over that particular element. He could only imagine how the lower frequencies allowed them to manipulate the world undetected.


Despite the relative warmth of the Tower interior, Declan shivered. 


So what now? he thought. He knew already what the Lady Elsia, or Lord Reatus, or even Thestria atop her Seat would say. He refused. I won’t kill him. Not while there’s still a chance I don’t have to. The option seemed almost too easy. Daniel couldn’t exactly defend himself from Declan’s mana, and without him the syzygy might even pass uneventfully.


If stopping the invaders was that easy, why did they need Declan? Surely the Fae could’ve stopped the hapless redhead on their own. They’d taken out a grand magus for divines’ sake. Even if Lord Percival had told the truth about the boy being shrouded from their vision, he had to imagine there were easier ways than orchestrating Declan’s entire life. 


Perhaps he’d been half-right, and stopping the syzygy was only a part of Declan’s true purpose. The Fae had mentioned that Deep Court wanted their nothing mage for the sake of dealing a blow to humanity as a whole. What if, he reasoned, that was the entire point, and stopping the syzygy is only a byproduct?


He didn’t like that idea.


In the end, Declan’s musings about the Fae’s intent came to the same conclusion they often did—that such an activity was ultimately pointless. He could reason himself into circles trying to figure out what it was the Folk wanted from him and come out just as clueless on the other side. 


Fuck the Fae, he decided. I’m not killing my friend.


What was the purpose of functionally infinite shift and a massive reserve of powerful mana if he couldn’t spare a single life? There had to be a way.


With that thought, the nothing mage pushed away from the marble wall to lie back on the cool floor. Using his pack as a pillow, Declan allowed the quiet comfort of his newfound resolve to guide him gently to sleep. They had a long journey still ahead of them, and he’d need whatever rest he could get to face the dangers they were sure to find along the way.










CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE










THE FALLEN MOON, the endless night,

In time they shall be freed.

The Next Ones come, we see the end,

Now bleed, now bleed, now bleed.




—The Saga of the Nothing Mage



* * *


The first monster attack since Declan’s arrival south of the Gindalts came within an hour of their departure from Tower Baspil. The second but three more after that. 


The kobolds, nasty as they were, didn’t pose much of a threat in the face of a barrage of invisible Darts. The griffin, on the other hand, finally provided the nothing mage with an opportunity to use his Javelin. 


The eagle-headed quadruped made the mistake of circling above the mages for some time before diving in for the kill. Perhaps the tactic would’ve worked under the cloud cover of Thestria’s Tempest, but in the clear tundra sky the maneuver gave Declan plenty of time to accelerate his spell well beyond the creature’s ability to dodge. 


Daniel gave him quite the incredulous look as the massive beast plummeted to the ground. “Did… did you just kill a griffin?”


A smug grin crossed Declan’s face. “That’s not even the biggest thing I’ve killed. I took down a wyvern back on the way to the Seat.”


The redhead’s eyes somehow widened further. “Bloody divines. I didn’t know I was traveling with the greatest monster-slayer of all time.”


Declan laughed, neglecting to mention that he and his companions had been running away in terror only to find the wyvern dead several days later. He had been the one to kill it after all. Probably.


“It’s rather lucky, isn’t it?” Daniel continued, “That the one man who attracts ‘em like flies to honey also happens to be the deadliest mage alive.”


“I’m not sure it’s luck,” Declan muttered.


“Then again, anyone else attracting monsters like you do probably wouldn’t live very long. Maybe there’s a bunch of beast magnets out there and you’re just the only one powerful enough to survive.”


“Now that’s a grisly thought. Every monster attack is actually a targeted assassination and any additional deaths are just collateral damage.” Declan shivered, thinking back to the rocs that had wiped out Andrew and Jess’s entire village. “I’m pretty sure it’s the other way around though. They’re only after me because of what I can do.”


“Or maybe,” Daniel carried on his conjecture, “you’re only so strong because you keep finding monsters to kill. Not every mage gets so much free mana.”


Declan shook his head. “No, that’s really not…”


“Speaking of—the redhead pushed forward, leaving Edward’s cart behind as he approached the griffin’s corpse—“why don’t we cut this bad boy open? Gotta be a whole bunch of mana in there.”


Declan took over pulling the wagon, hastening to catch up to the other mage. “We really shouldn’t. That much mana will knock you right out for a few hours at least. I need to be able to fight in case something else comes at us, and you need to be able to keep yourself hidden.” He thought back to Robin practically collapsing after absorbing the pool of an entire rustrid just south of the Tempest. 


The mage declined to mention that he already had more than enough mana in his reserves, and that if Daniel’s magic truly was connected to the syzygy, things might be easier if there wasn’t as much of it. 


“What’s the point of being monster-bait if you don’t take the free mana?” Daniel sighed. “Can we at least clean and butcher it? I’ve always wondered what griffin tastes like.”


Declan groaned. “I forgot you grew up cooking monsters for bloody supper. Honestly, what kind of tavern serves griffin?”


“None. That’s why I’ve always wanted to know what it tastes like.” The man laughed, “Meat is meat, doesn’t matter if the animal was trying to kill you or not. Honestly, I could argue it’s better to eat things that wanted you dead. Seems a bit more fair that way.”


Declan rubbed his eyes, unable to find fault in the curious mage’s argument, yet still put off by the idea. “Alright, alright. Just tell me which bits you want and I’ll magic them free. Are you sure griffin is even safe to eat?”


Daniel shrugged. “I don’t see why it wouldn’t be, long as we cook it well enough.” He led Declan up to the massive corpse. Lying on its side, the griffin was still a good foot taller than either of the two mages. “Divines, this thing could feed an army. Let’s just take a sample off the flank; we can only eat so much before it goes foul anyway.”


The nothing mage followed his companion’s instructions, casting a simple bit of flesh magic to carve off a few steaks. It wasn’t the worst thing he’d ever smelled. 


Meat loaded onto the cart, Declan directed the party onward, doing his best to ignore Daniel’s regular glances back at the mana-charged corpse. If the redhead was so desperate for a burst of mana, they could cut open the griffin once the syzygy had passed. Things might be safer then.


The hours following the griffin attack passed in relative calm, at least for Daniel and Declan. Edward, as per usual, spent them shaking in terror and chaotically muttering. Declan pitied the man, both for the pain he clearly felt and the horrors he appeared to see. 


When the party finally stopped for the night, Declan raised a slab of flat stone from the ground beneath them to serve as a cooktop for Daniel’s steaks. Griffin, as it turned out, was rather chewy. The redhead swore up and down that it tasted like canire, and that if only he’d prepared it as such from the get-go, it would’ve made a decadent meal. Declan could only shrug.


Given the multiple encounters they’d had that day, Declan elected to invert their normal sleeping arrangements. Since the tundra was devoid of human settlement, he redesigned his shelter to instead keep high frequency mana out, so that he could sleep outside while Daniel and Edward slumbered safely in a bunker of stone. 


Combined with the alarm enchantments he’d used for the wights in Gindor, the setup left him far more able to readily defend against any attacks in the night, with the added benefit of poisoning any monsters that might wander too close if his nightmares returned. They hadn’t so far, but he prepared all the same. 


The nothing mage traveled on in this fashion for several days, fighting off aggressive beasts with increasing frequency as the syzygy drew nearer. Some nights he’d watch the sky, often spending hours staring up at the planets as they made their slow trek into position. By his eighth day since finding Daniel and Edward, the stars grew so close together he could barely distinguish one from the others. It wouldn’t be long now. 


Declan’s ninth day in the tundra began similarly to the others, with a simple breakfast and an earful of Edward’s ramblings. He made it all the way through his dried meat and cheese before he noticed the splatter of blood across the madman’s front.


“Shit,” Declan swore, “Edward’s bleeding.”


As if in reply, the wretch let out a horrific cough, spraying more crimson fluid across his chest. 


“Shit,” Daniel echoed. “I knew this would happen eventually. Honestly, I’m surprised he made it this far. Remember how fast he got sick on the way to Belstead?”


Declan nodded. “There isn’t a healer just over the hill this time.”


“Is there anything you can do?”


Edward coughed again.


“I know enough healing to patch up basic injuries, but this?” He winced. 


“Alright,” Daniel sighed. “Might as well get going then. Maybe we can at least get where we’re going before he…”


“Right.” 


Daniel took hold of the handcart as Declan loaded up the rest of their belongings. He considered putting Edward out of his misery, or at least sedating him until they arrived, but even as he coughed and wheezed, the madman continued his muttering. The nothing mage decided he’d let the man ramble until he could ramble no more. 


By noon the muttering ceased, only to begin again a few hours later. Declan paid it little mind. He’d gained little from listening to Edward’s nonsense in the past, and he had no reason to think the man would magically begin speaking sense now. The constant pauses to cough didn’t make him any easier to understand. 


It wasn’t until the autumn sun met the horizon to once again cast the sky in its brilliant hues that Edward managed to catch Declan’s ear.


“—othing mage!”


The man perked up. “What was that?”


For once, Edward didn’t repeat himself, his focus taken instead by yet another fit of brutal coughs. Just as Declan was about to ignore the words and move on, Daniel froze in place. “Declan? I… I think that hill just moved.”


“It what?”


Daniel pointed.


Sure enough, the mound ahead of them seemed to quiver in place. Declan’s heart raced. He’d seen earthquakes before, but never had he witnessed one patch of ground move while another stayed firmly still. “What the…”


As if prompted by the motion, Edward suddenly crescendoed into a hoarse yell. 


“Our hunger grows, the Next Ones come…” He managed only a single line before the cough won out.


The grassy hill quaked once more, chunks of loose dirt rolling down its gentle slope.


“To fuel our quiet rage…”


Declan raised a hand, preparing a Javelin as his eyes fixed on the trembling earth.


“But first, but first, the guardian…”


He stepped in front of Daniel, ready to protect his friend from whatever was about to happen.


“Must kill the nothing mage!”


The hill erupted. 


Sod and grass rained down, forcing Declan to dismiss his Javelin in favor of a quick burst of air to clear his line of sight. He swore.


The thing was huge. With hide so black he couldn’t make out if it was skin or scale or stone, only the clumps of mud and dirt which still clung to it allowed Declan to determine its rough shape. Most of the behemoth’s figure seemed to resemble a rope, as an untold number of arm-width ebony strands weaved together into a cohesive cord. Declan might’ve estimated its diameter at over forty feet, but the width seemed to fluctuate over its length. 


It wasn’t, however, the shape or even the size of the colossus that sent Declan’s heart pounding at a mile a minute. The mouths did that. At the creature’s above-ground end, the cord unraveled into thousands of free-flowing strands, each with its own set of snapping teeth.


“Run!”


Daniel obeyed, grabbing Edward’s cart and dashing off to the right. Declan knew the monster wanted him; he could only hope it would leave the others alone if they kept their distance.


It lunged. 


Declan leapt to the side, tumbling down the slope of his own hill as he swatted the nearest set of teeth with a burst of air. He righted himself just as the colossus swung at him again. The creature fell short as a wall of stone sprang up in front of it. It cried out. 


A thousand dissonant shrieks filled the air. Chills ran down Declan’s spine. The thing reared up, and he fired a Dart.


Only a few hideous wails rang out in reply. Declan peered up at the monstrosity, desperately trying to appraise the damage in the little time he had before it struck again. A few of the strands seemed to have fallen limp, dangling behind the writhing mass as it swung around for another attack. 


He leapt back, expending yet more mana to create another barrier of earth. The beast hit hard, crumpling the stone defense but failing to reach the mage behind it. Declan grinned. 


The nothing mage launched a barrage of Darts from there, taking out several dozen tendrils in the process. It was slow going, he reasoned, but he could keep up this pattern of blocking with stone and retaliating with Darts for quite some time. He’d just have to hope his reserve of mana would last longer than the behemoth’s reserve of heads.


Another strike collided with another wall, and Declan killed off yet more of the obsidian strands. His confidence grew. The thing unnerved him, but if all it could do was swing at him over and over again, he’d kill it just like any other monster. 


He raised another barrier, patiently waiting for the next attack to strike it. It didn’t. The seconds dragged on as nothing happened, and Declan’s boldness began to waver. His breathing hitched. Had it given up on him to pursue Daniel? 


Declan’s heart raced as he considered his options, imagining what the horrific colossus might be doing on the other side of his wall. His fear reached its peak as the ground beneath him began to shake. 


He jumped. 


The barricade collapsed, the frayed nightmare bursting through with a thousand snapping heads. Declan hastened to dash out of the way, turning to throw yet more Darts as he ran. That was his first mistake. 


The earth opened up in front of him, allowing a single ebon tendril to extrude upward in a simple loop. It caught Declan’s foot, sending him careening into the dirt. He landed hard. The binding tightened around his ankle. Adrenaline pumping, the nothing mage swung his hand around to sever the strand with an earthen blade. 


The hole around it widened, revealing a mass of tendrils writhing just beneath where he’d been standing. The behemoth’s body extended far deeper than he’d thought. How long is this divines-fucked thing? Declan swore. 


He pushed himself to his feet, scampering across the grassy tundra to distance himself from land above the creature’s base. The monster struck again, its frayed end snapping at him with a thousand sets of deadly teeth. Declan jumped back to avoid it. 


A dozen heads jerked to the side, following his movement. He slashed at them with a blast of air, but the gesture left his outstretched hand exposed. Four sets of teeth dug into his wrist and forearm. Declan screamed. 


He lashed out with his other hand, severing the offending tendrils with a quick spell. The mouths still clung to his wrist as they separated from their bodies, sending waves of burning agony up his arm. Instinctively, the nothing mage stepped back.


Declan’s heart froze when his foot didn’t find solid ground. He realized his second mistake too late as he fell backward into the open earth. The creature’s writhing form welcomed him.


Individual tendrils contorted themselves to bind him, each with a mind of its own. He bit back another yelp as three strands wrapped tightly around his right arm, forcing the severed heads to bite down harder. For a moment he considered himself fortunate there were no open maws or razor teeth in the creature’s midsection, until a shifting strand looped itself around his neck.


He choked out a final breath before his windpipe fell shut. Declan tried to clear his mind, to force himself to think, but fear won out. 


The nothing mage panicked. 


Tendrils tugged and bound and pressed all around him, cutting off circulation to his limbs and brain alike. He thought to scream, but no words could escape the behemoth’s choke hold. The creature writhed, and Declan writhed with it.


Out of spells and out of ideas, the nothing mage did the very thing he’d so sworn he’d never do again. He opened the floodgates.


Invisible mana poured out of him, seeping into the terrible mass around him. He prayed.


The creature’s hold tightened. 


Declan released yet more of his poison. His lungs burned. His body ached. His heartbeat, once furiously pounding in desperation, began to falter and slow. Declan pleaded with the divines, with fate, with the creature itself. Still his mana poured into it. 


Black spots appeared in his vision, progressively growing as everything went dark. Within seconds, the world was gone.


Until it wasn’t. 


The bindings slackened. Declan blinked the darkness from his eyes as he tugged the strand away from his neck. He breathed. The air was foul, but he sucked it in greedily, nonetheless. He was alive gods-damnit. 


The nothing mage half climbed half swam out of the terrible mass, fighting his way back to the surface before finally collapsing on the cool earth. “Fuck your guardian.” He laughed. The deep, full-body cackles sent waves of pain through his aching body, but he kept on just the same. 


With a final sigh, Declan forced himself to his feet. He stepped past the abomination’s fallen form, making a point to launch a few extra Darts at it for good measure before he went off in search of the others. 


It was some relief, when he crested the nearest hill to find the land beyond it undisturbed. It seemed his companions had managed to escape the monster’s reach. Declan made it over two more of the gentle slopes before he finally spotted Edward’s cart. For all his relief at being alive, the sight once again set Declan’s heart pounding. He approached.


The lunatic sat alone in the narrow valley, the eerie stillness of his figure a perfect match for the streaks of blood flowing down his chest. Declan swallowed. His hands clenched, the nothing mage turned up to gaze at the sky. What he saw sent chills down his spine.


Shit.


Edward was dead, the syzygy had arrived, and Daniel was nowhere to be seen.










CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX










THE STARS ALIGN, the planets shift,

Their walls are split in twain.

Behold, behold, the syzygy,

Now we shall feast again.



* * *


Paul Greenwerth was an honest farmer, a loving husband, and, secretly, a leading member of the Order of the In-Between. Ostensibly, the Order of the In-Between was an excuse for Paul and his friends to get drunk every Thursday and play at being dark cultists. That all changed when he found the book. 


The woman who’d sold it to him never said exactly where it came from, only that a wandering monster-hunter had found the thing half-covered in overgrowth south of the Gindalts. Divines knew how long it had been there. Paul rather liked that about it. The mysterious origin paired magnificently with the arcane symbols and indecipherable shapes that filled the tome’s pages. 


At last they had their ritual book. 


Two weeks after his purchase (the Order missed a Thursday because Dale Tiller caught an earful from his wife over coming home drunk) Paul was ready to share the discovery with his friends. The evening started with the usual round of beers and the usual jokes and stories and gripes about daily life in and around the community before Paul produced his prize.


Not a one of the men knew a single thing about spell-casting or enchantment or magical phenomena, but that didn’t stop them from flipping through the old pages in awe. They were beautiful. 


Eventually, tired of just staring at the book, and just enough ales deep to think it a good idea, the group drew their regular sigil, stood on the points of the 13-pointed star with Paul and the tome at the center, and began their incantation. The words themselves were made up, one of the many chants the members of the Order created to lend a sense of mysticism to their meetings, but magic has never much cared about something as trivial as spoken words. 


“Lords of the darkness between worlds, we beseech you!


Those of no home, no land, no realm, we welcome you!”


Paul’s heartbeat quickened. The book grew heavier in his arms.


“Grant us your power, so we may do your will!


Give us your strength, so we may forge this world to suit you!”


All at once, thin strands of magic leapt from the other cultists, each a unique color. For the first time in any of their lives, the members of the Order saw their own mana.


“In the space between Life and Death there is power!


In the space between Order and Chaos there is power!”


The filaments of light twirled together, coalescing into a single band of prismatic beauty. It flowed into the book, rushing along the arcane symbols and twisting lines. Paul’s jaw hung open as he watched the pages come alight.


“In the space between Mundane and Divine there is power!


In the…”


The next thing Paul remembered, he was walking alone down the dark road back home, his hands sticky with blood. The shadows whispered to him, calming the man in a way he was too out-of-sorts to question. 


By the time he’d cleaned his hands in the creek and made his way back to his modest farmhouse, he felt good as new. Still the shadows whispered comforting encouragements and soft compliments. The evening’s events long forgotten, the farmer climbed in to bed, and fell into the arms of his loving wife.


Evelyn Greenwerth knew her husband was acting strangely. Ever since his last ‘guy’s night,’ as she called it, Paul had been especially quiet, constantly seeming to see or hear things that weren’t quite there. Still, she loved him all the same, and hoped he would soon recover from this strange affliction. 


It was a Tuesday when Evelyn awoke to find her husband missing. 


Heart sinking, she raced from the farmhouse into the modest town of Maggie’s Bend. The scene was a horror. Blood and bodies of townspeople she’d known since childhood lay scattered throughout the small square. Shop doors hung open, their wares untouched by whatever thing had slaughtered the villagers. Panic took over.


The poor woman raced back to her home, packed her things, and took off in search of safety. Eventually she found it, settling down in another farming village to work as a waitress at the local tavern. In the coming weeks she would discover her pregnancy, and nine months after the calamity at Maggie’s Bend, a child came into the world. Daniel, she named him, after her father. 


Neither the mother nor the son would ever learn of what became of Paul Greenwerth or his mysterious book, but a community of satyrs deep within the Gindor Woods would forever have nightmares of the strange ebon mass of tendrils and teeth they saw heading south for the lands beyond the mountains.






* * *


Declan ran. 


Blood flew off in droplets as he swung his wounded right arm with every stride, too preoccupied with the task at hand to worry about the pain. He could heal it later; for now it was best to conserve what little mana he had left. The syzygy loomed. 


His heart raced as he did, sprinting up the nearest hill to get a glimpse of his surroundings. Every few steps he’d turn his eyes upward, watching the cluster of stars in the dark sky. Already the five planets were indistinguishable, aligning perfectly to form a single bright spot directly above him. The full moon sat beside them, slowly pushing ever closer to its place in the flawless line. The nothing mage ran faster.


The first hilltop revealed little of interest, so Declan moved on to the second. Again, nothing. Panting from the exertion, he retraced his steps back towards the monster’s corpse. Edward had called it the guardian; it must’ve been guarding something. 


He quickened his pace. He had to find Daniel. Wherever the redhead had gone, it couldn’t be good, not now. Declan glanced again at the starry sky. Already the syzygy was half concealed by the encroaching moon. It wouldn’t be long now.


At last the nothing mage arrived on the hill from which he’d watched the ebon strands first appear. He gasped to catch his breath as he scanned the moonlit valleys ahead. There! Just beyond the behemoth’s corpse, a silhouette moved in the darkness. Declan gave chase.


He didn’t bother circling the massive carcass, instead burning precious mana to raise a narrow bridge of stone over the mass of dead tendrils. It crumbled behind him as he stepped off it. The nothing mage charged, his eyes fixed on the figure ahead as it climbed the next hill over. Declan had just made it to the slope's base when Daniel reached its peak.


Declan immediately noticed something off about his friend’s movements. His body jerked forward awkwardly with every step, as if an invisible cord yanked him forward with individual bursts of force. 


The redhead stopped. The nothing mage hastened. “Daniel!” he called out. “What’s going on?”


The man didn’t answer. A second passed. The moon inched forward. Daniel turned his head to the sky. His eyes glowed violet, a frequency Declan knew well the redhead couldn’t generate. Whatever visions he saw, whatever whispers he heard, one thing was clear.


Daniel was no longer in charge.


Mana filled the air. Prismatic light banished the evening gloom as it shot towards the sky, a single needle piercing the very heavens in a way that reminded Declan eerily of those Towers tall enough to do the same. The sound of static reached his ears, Daniel’s uneven magic giving off its own twisted version of mana’s even hum. 


Declan’s legs burned. He cursed himself for not doing something sooner. He’d bloody known Daniel was involved; he could’ve stopped the mage from ever getting this far. He swallowed. 


A thunderous clap rang out, pulling Declan’s attention back towards the night sky. A crack appeared across the moon, stretching in a jagged line beyond its edge and into the darkness beyond in both directions. It shimmered in the same jumbled beauty of every imaginable color as the mana at its center. The sky had broken.


Refocusing, Declan swung out his uninjured arm, throwing a long overdue sleeping spell at Daniel. He missed.


The celestial gash widened. Dark figures flitted back and forth across it, never pausing long enough for Declan to get a clear look at one. 


He stopped to take better aim and fired again. Daniel crumpled. Declan breathed. The mana continued.


Shit.


The nothing mage finished his climb, falling at Daniel’s side to examine his slumbering friend. His eyes shone with the same prismatic mana that yet flooded from him. Even unconscious, he didn’t cease his casting.


Shit shit shit. Declan wracked his brain for ideas to stopper the flow. Nothing had emerged from the growing crack yet, maybe if he could stop the spell now… He shook his head. One thing at a time. Taking a breath, he sent a wave of mana through the towering strand. 


Nothing happened.


Another crash rang out. Declan turned his gaze skyward to find the gash had grown yet longer. In the back of his head, a collection of voices broke out in jeering rhythm, every word silently spoken in a different collage of dissonant tones.


At last, at last, they break the cage,


Across the cursed stars,


And now, and now, and now, we feed,


The Next Ones shall be ours!


Declan collapsed. The words crashed through his mind, wreaking agony with every syllable. He clutched at his temples with both hands, the pain of his wounded wrist incomparable to that which ravaged his head. He opened his mouth to let out a scream, but barely a whimper emerged. 


The verse repeated. Was this what Edward heard? What he felt? Declan gritted his teeth. It had to stop. He had to stop it. Declan forced himself to his feet. He hadn’t come this far to be stopped by a divines-fucked headache. 


His mind raced as he redoubled his focus. The verse repeated once more. He turned to Daniel. 


Prismatic mana still flooded from the prone man as he fed the ongoing ritual. Declan swore. The form for Dart summoned itself unbidden. It would be so easy. He could end the syzygy, the danger, the pain, with just a simple spell. Daniel wouldn’t even know what happened, unconscious as he was. 


The verse rang out again, sending yet more waves of torment through Declan’s head. The nothing mage extended his hand. 


No.


Declan hesitated. This is what the Fae would’ve wanted. It’s what King Julien would’ve chosen. He’d seen for himself what lay down that road. The nothing mage bore an unimaginable potential for violence; he couldn’t allow the ease of it to sway his judgment. Not anymore. 


He lowered his hand.


The verse repeated.


Declan turned his eyes away from the fallen mage. Daniel isn’t the problem, he reasoned. His mana is. There was no guarantee the man’s death would close the tear, or even halt its growth. He needed a better idea. With a thought and a gesture, Declan raised a blanket of earth, maneuvering it through the air into the path of the prismatic flow. 


The mana passed right through the floating barrier.


The nothing mage clenched his fists as he discarded the idea. His head throbbed, waves of pain echoing through him at the quickened rate of his pounding heart. The hole in the sky widened. 


Declan cursed. Precious seconds raced by as he stared at the shimmering mana, unsure how to disrupt something that so readily distorted space itself. He almost laughed when he realized the solution.


Divines, it was so bloody obvious. Lethality wasn’t his only unique talent. If he could bend his mana into a different sine-wave, of course he could emulate something different.


The nothing mage smiled through the pain as he recalled Leskelian’s notebook and the diagrams within. Daniel’s waveform appeared in his mind, every bend and jump and uneven corner measured in meticulous precision.


Declan prepared the spell. He raced through countless calculations, adjusting for every tiny change Leskelian had discovered in his months of analysis. In the sky above him, a thunderclap rang out. He worked on. 


It wouldn’t be enough to just throw mana at the problem, nor to simply disrupt Daniel’s casting. The tear was too wide. He’d have to invert it to cancel out or—hopefully—even reverse the effects.


When at last the form was complete, the nothing mage turned his focus skyward. The jagged crack in the heavens filled with blackness as something pushed its way through. Declan raised his unwounded hand. 


A second pillar of shimmering prismatic mana joined the first, rocketing up into the broken atmosphere. The terrible verse echoed once more. Declan kept going. 


Starting at its top, the uneven gash began to knit itself shut. Declan pushed harder. So did the creature.


He could only watch as the first of the abominations popped free. It stepped to the side, skittering upon the firmament like a spider across an uncleaned ceiling. Glimmering mana bolted along its form, giving shape to the dozen segmented legs with which it clung to the stars themselves. 


Within the closing gap, another took its place. 


Declan hastened, burning through what remained of his reserves at an alarming rate. 


Another creature burst through. And another. 


Four in all made it through the breach before Declan’s spell could weave it tight enough to hold them at bay. He imagined a swarm of the invaders pouring from an open tear, unstoppable in the sheer number there might’ve been. Perhaps these few there were could prove killable. 


He held the spell in place for some minutes, watching the gash slowly close as the creatures skittered across the sky. One by one they disappeared on the horizon, ready to wreak havoc on whatever civilizations they might find there. 


Declan didn’t release his spell until the hole had finally shut and the last of the prismatic mana finally gave way to the gentle moonlight. He stared up at that moon, now whole again, and let a grin take over his face. There, on the pale sphere’s very edge, the light of the planets peeked through.


The syzygy had passed.


Relief flooded him. He’d done it. Declan collapsed to the soft earth, laying back to gaze at that wondrous glimmer of starlight slowly appearing from behind the moon. His thoughts drifted to the four invaders he’d failed to stop. Who knew where they’d gone.


He supposed there were deadlier monsters out there. What were four more among the ocean of magical creatures that lurked in the wildlands? He shook his head. Someone would find them and fight them and kill them eventually, but that someone didn’t have to be him. 


The world would get on well enough without its nothing mage. 


Declan had paid enough of a price. He cast his thoughts back, to the royal palace in Reondar, to the court of the Dark Fae, to the mud of the Pluctin Marsh. He thought of Charlie writhing on the cobblestone in Red’s Crossing, and of Sarah bleeding out in the dark taiga.


Most of all he thought of Daniel, and the gentle rise and fall of his chest as he slumbered at Declan’s side. 


He pondered every mistake he’d made, every death he’d caused. He’d chosen to, each and every time. He’d chosen to enter the Liaran camp, he’d chosen to kill the king, and he’d chosen to wipe out the Dark Fae. 


Tonight he’d chosen to spare Daniel’s life.


Declan smiled. He knew it shouldn’t weigh so heavily, not in the face of the millions he’d potentially saved by mending the hole in the sky, but it did. Daniel mattered. 


He clung to that and to everything it meant. If he could choose violence, as he had so many times, so too could he choose mercy. 


So Declan lay back, relieved in the knowledge of who he was, of those he’d killed, and of those he’d saved. The war was over, the syzygy past. Now, at long last, the time had come to rest, to recover, and perhaps, to build something new. 










EPILOGUE




THE VILLAGE OF Charlestead may not have been built in a day, but its backbone certainly was. Some towns begin as crossroads, others as river crossings or trade hubs or at the base of a powerful asset. Charlestead began with an inn.


The Faerie’s Bane sprung up practically overnight, a quaint structure of stone and clay just off the road between Vestriam and a small garrison town by the name of Krispins. Some might call into question the wisdom of building upon the ruins of town not three years gone, but the dark-haired innkeeper always met such inquiries with a dark smile and a simple, “It’s what they would’ve wanted.”


Nobody ever asked Charlie who ‘they’ were or what had happened to them. Nobody needed to. Enough mages had made it back from Poulsia to tell the tales of those who hadn’t. 


Try as he might, however, the man could never convince the slow trickle of settlers to call the village by its former name. Endelford was dead; this was Charlestead. Superstition aside, those who came to live and work in the small town didn’t come to remember the past, but to build a new future. Charlestead was theirs.


Most of the new arrivals came from the west, refugees of the fighting in Reondar. For their part, the residents of the Icandian Plains were rather thrilled to see the military finally leave their fields as the Veteran’s Rebellion put an abrupt end to the hunt for the nothing mage. The hierarchy was less happy. 


Amidst cries of ‘Feed Fontanya!’ and ‘Magic for all!’ magically armed and starving veterans sacked the Red Palace. With the deposition of Queen Elaine, a certain water mage with a circular mark burned into his chest became Teralia’s new most wanted. At least he was far from Charlestead. 


The roadside village flourished in the years since its inception. The grasslands were fertile, and the trade through to Krispins brought plenty of merchants and travelers under the Bane’s roof. The little inn built itself a reputation for fine ale and good food, two things rarely available outside the commercial hubs, and especially for such reasonable prices. 


Though Charlie would never give a straight answer, the question of how he kept such a business running came up with some regularity. It was fortunate enough that the tax collectors never looked in to the regular funds the inn received from one House Leskelian, nor the reasoning behind such payments. 


Blackmail would be the obvious assumption. After all, what reason would a houseless bastard’s child have for revitalizing a defunct line were he not an illegitimate son of its recently passed last scion? The whole thing smacked of scandal. Charlie, of course, knew that though the young Magus Leskelian bore no blood relation to the famed researcher, he was as close a thing to a son as the man ever had. 


The money had a far less sinister purpose, and both parties were content to leave it at that.


The innkeeper himself spent his days managing the everyday business of The Faerie’s Bane, finding time where he could to tend his garden of herbs and vegetables and snow white southern orchids. Nobody inquired after his preference for that specific flower, just as nobody asked why he slept in the cellar or never took a spouse. 


At the head of a town of refugees and survivors, Charlie was just as broken as the rest of them. They allowed him his quirks. 


It was in the evenings the man truly shined. Every day without fail he could be found in the common room with his lute, filling the air with his wondrous music for as many or as few who’d come to listen. No amount of night terrors or dark tales or ill news from the west could dampen his smile those nights.


The people came and Charlie sang for them. There was a purity—some would say a divinity—to his tenor, and the way even his quietest tones could fill a crowded room. Whether for a heartbreaking rendition of a tragic love song or a joyful few verses of Emma’s Eve, to a man, his listeners departed happier for having come. 


He sang elegies for those lost abroad and at home. He sang the great ballads of the heroes of old, and mirthful tunes of comical escapades, bawdy or otherwise. While a historian at Tower Vestriam spun his own tale about the day the sky broke, Charlie sang it. He sang as well of the monster hunters who’d already killed one of the beasts that had appeared that night. 


He sang of the berserk steel mage with a hatred for necromancers who led the fight against the naga on the Black Coast, and of the heroic lightning mage who gave her life in battle with the greatest monster of all. 


He sang and he sang and he sang. He sang for the beauty of life and the soul of redemption. He sang in remembrance and in hallowed honor. Most of all he sang for the villagers, the joy on their faces—and mirrored on his own—a monument to the tenacity of happiness itself. However soon those final notes may fade to silence, the joy they’d sparked would live on forever.


The townspeople particularly favored those eves he’d take requests and play whichever melodies so struck their moods. The bard knew a great many songs, and was always open to learning another should a passing trader carry with him a tune of his own. 


There was, however, an unwritten rule at The Faerie’s Bane that many a townsperson used to identify strangers in their village. Though at its request he’d simply grin and shake his head and move on to the next one, a particular melody never graced the walls of the happy tavern, one song that Charlie just wouldn’t sing.










THE COMPLETE SAGA OF THE NOTHING MAGE




ALL GATHER ROUND, to hear my song,

’Tis quite a tale I tell,

The Saga of The Nothing Mage,

And of the untolled bell.




He comes, he comes, to curse or free,

The Next Ones from their cage,

How well we’d live in days to come,

But for the nothing mage.




They banished him from childhood home,

And forced the mage to flee,

When looked they deep into his soul,

And nothing did they see.




Through trees and fields and wild beasts,

He ever journeyed on,

Until he found a haven safe,

To Krispins he was drawn.




We taught him well, the nothing mage,

Atop a Tower of white,

The tricks and spells he’d cruelly wield.

We gave the beast his might.




They tried to stop the nothing mage,

A threat too great to loose,

But power came and interfered,

To keep him from the noose.




Into the wilds, ’tis time to flee,

We follow where he flies

The nothing mage such danger brings,

To hear their sorry cries.




And so he fled the Tower high,

Escaping from the coup,

To travel north in dead of night,

What trouble he would brew.




Beware, oh friend, the nothing mage,

The man himself a blight,

With magic cursed and spells unseen,

That none can stand and fight.




Twas thrice they tried to collar him,

To use, to take, to kill,

With law, with blood, with tales untold,

No man could match his will.




He came aboard a broken ship,

To Lethis on the waves,

With lies and tricks and evil spells,

Their future, he would pave.




Into the depths they dragged him down,

To meet their mighty queen,

And so they told in twisted words,

The future they had seen.




The cattle bleeds, the fires light,

The time is growing nigh,

Prepare, prepare, for coming war,

The breaking of the sky.




Deep in their court below the sea,

They told their tales of yore.

In lies and whispered claims they sent,

The nothing mage to war.




Upon the Hill he led the charge,

Of blood, no drop was shed,

And yet he stood, at battle’s end,

Surrounded by the dead.




In silent dark, in dead of night,

He came in from the cold,

And through their screams and dying gasps,

The bell remained untolled.




They welcomed him among the lords,

Such honor he had won,

They heaped upon him great rewards,

For evil he had done.




The fallen moon, the endless night,

In time they shall be freed

The Next Ones come, we see the end,

Now bleed, now bleed, now bleed.




They called him into court one day,

To wield their thin control,

But at their deals and wicked threats,

The bell did finally toll.




Beware, oh King, the nothing mage,

A force that pierces all,

The golden bell that sings of death,

‘Til lords and empires fall.




In ragged pace he made his flight,

Unsure of where he’d go,

But when death came, his loyal friend,

By choice he took the blow.




With storm above and rock below,

He slyly dodged the grave,

And fled along the rugged crags,

Into the hermit’s cave.




To make it, whole, beneath the mount,

Itself a deadly feat,

And so he climbed to meet the sage,

Atop her mighty Seat.




Amidst the death she’d left behind,

Her own, in price, she’d pay.

For all his might, the nothing mage,

Two friends, he lost that day.




At Crossing Red he found his hope,

In warmth and trust enshrined,

But when the danger came in force,

He left his love behind.




In Winter, Storm, in Deep, and Dark,

The many threads they’d see,

But in their rage they overstepped,

And then the Courts were three.




Beware, oh love, the nothing mage,

A vengeful man is he,

So if you dare to draw his wrath,

Then nothing ye shall be.



Amid a field of orchids white,

He whispered soft her name,

At last, alas, he finally knew,

Alone he bore the blame.




The stars align, the planets shift,

Their walls are split in twain.

Behold, behold, the syzygy,

Now we shall feast again.




And there upon a grassy hill,

At saga’s very end,

The nothing mage dared spare a life,

A broken sky he’d mend.




For all the many lives he saved,

And evils we abhor,

The nothing mage’s sorry tale,

We sing forevermore. 
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